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Northern Ireland
Assembly

Monday 4 October 2010

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

Members observed two minutes’ silence.

Assembly Business

Mr Weir: On a point of order, Mr Speaker. In the
statement that the Minister of Health, Social
Services and Public Safety made last week in
relation to the correction that he was making, he
indicated that he was correcting an inaccuracy
that had been made in the House. Yet, as |
understand it, that inaccuracy was repeated on
two other occasions. Could you clarify whether
the correction to the record is for the one
occasion that he referred to in his statement, or
whether it is for all three occasions on which he
made the inaccurate statement?

Mr Speaker: | hear what the Member has said.
| am not aware of any other occasion on which
the Minister has, incorrectly, given information
to the House. When Ministers give incorrect
information to the House, it is up to them to
tell the House, and especially the Speaker, how
they are going to correct that information. On
the personal statement that the Minister gave
on that particular occasion, he corrected the
piece of information that, incorrectly, he had
given to the House. If there are other occasions
on which the Minister has given incorrect
information, | will be happy to listen.

Mrs Foster: On a point of order, Mr Speaker.
The statement from the Minister last week dealt
with just one of the inaccuracies in his answer
to me. However, there were three inaccuracies in
his answer to me. | just want to clarify whether
his statement covered all three inaccuracies or
whether he needed to be clearer in relation to
the matter.

Mr Speaker: | will look at the Hansard report
and will be happy to come back to the House
directly or to the Members who raised the point
of order.

Committee Business

Statutory Committee Membership

Mr Speaker: The first item on the Order Paper is
a motion on Statutory Committee membership.
As with other similar motions, this will be
treated as a business motion. Therefore, there
will be no debate.

Resolved:

That Mr William Humphrey replace Mr Trevor Clarke
as a member of the Committee for the Office of the
First Minister and deputy First Minister and Miss
Michelle Mcllveen as a member of the Committee
for Culture, Arts and Leisure. — [Mr Weir.]
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Private Members’ Business

Investing in the Social Economy

Mr Speaker: The Business Committee has
allowed 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.

Ms J McCann: | beg to move

That this Assembly recognises the positive
contribution that the social economy makes

to growing the economy, creating employment
opportunities and regenerating communities;
and calls on the Minister of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment to ensure that the social economy
remains a priority and that it is given adequate
financial investment, resources and support.

Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Comhairle; thank
you, Mr Speaker. | welcome the opportunity to
open the debate. Given the current economic
climate and the constraints on public spending,
this debate is important. | believe that our
priorities must be to protect jobs and to create
new job opportunities by building a sustainable
economy. Although more than one area must

be looked at when thinking about economic
recovery, in rebalancing the economy, priority
must be given to the investment in and
retention of jobs and to the creation of new jobs
in specific sectors.

There are approximately 1,200 social enterprises
throughout the North of Ireland. They employ
more than 20,000 people. Instead of going to
owners or directors, those businesses’ profits
are reinvested into their local communities.
That, in turn, regenerates those communities
and ensures economic growth, particularly in
areas of disadvantage and need.

Those organisations can be large employers
such as Bryson House, or they can be smaller
businesses that employ fewer than 10
people. They cover a range of services. In my
constituency, Colin Care, which was set up for a
small initial investment of less than £30,000,
now employs nearly 30 people. Therefore,
investing in the social economy sector, giving
organisations the resources that they need

to sustain themselves in the short term and
looking at new and innovative ways to develop
and grow them in the longer term can and
should be part of the economic recovery.

The sector has a long and rich tradition of
providing quality services to disadvantaged
communities and of creating innovative
pathways to employment for people who can,
sometimes, be excluded or who are distant
from the labour market. That covers a raft of
organisations from credit unions, providers of
childcare and care for the elderly to financial,
retail and environmental services. A broad range
of structures and services make up that very
vibrant sector of the economy.

The sector is also well positioned to assist

the Executive to meet some of their social and
economic goals. It has a unique contribution to
make to the economy in, as | said, regenerating
those communities that are disadvantaged

and in need. Growth and development of the
social economy will happen only if the Executive
and the Department of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment (DETI), which has core responsibility
for the matter, ensure that the sector is given
the financial investment that it needs, that

its positive contribution to the economy and
local communities is recognised and that it is
developed and allowed to grow.

However, we should look not only at public
moneys. That is not the aim of the motion. For
example, in Britain, there is a new investment
fund called Big Issue Invest, which is a London-
based social financing organisation. It brings
opportunities to social enterprises to enable
them to access investment from, | believe,

a £10 million fund. In the South of Ireland,

an investment fund has been set up and is
operational. It is managed by the Social Finance
Foundation in Dublin. That fund was set up
without any public money at all; all its capital
comes from the banking sector. Despite the dire
straits in which the Irish economy, particularly
the banking sector, finds itself, banks have
made that commitment to invest €6 million a
year for the next 12 years to top up their initial
investment of €25 million. That fund will fall
just short of €100 million. That shows the way
that the social economy is starting to be viewed,
even in the South of Ireland.

The issue of dormant bank accounts has still
not been sorted out. Although organisations
have lobbied a great deal for access to those
dormant bank accounts, | say again that the
Assembly and the Executive could legislate to
ensure that money from those accounts in the
North is used to create a fund that is similar to
those that | mentioned.
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During recent Committee meetings at which
representatives from the banks gave evidence,
it was made clear that even though the financial
regulation of banks and financial institutions is
a reserved matter, there is potential for those
powers to be devolved to the Executive and the
Assembly. Given that we need to get the banks
on board with regard to lending to small and
medium-sized businesses to get that cash flow
going again, and for social economy businesses,
we could, perhaps, also look at that initiative.

Investment in public procurement could help
the social economy. Smaller companies need
to enter the competition for public procurement
contracts with the same level of expertise

as some of the larger companies, because
smaller companies will be strategic players in
delivering important social policy outcomes. By
including social clauses in public procurement
practices and specifications, which measure
the social value of a project alongside its
economic value, Departments can ensure that
social economy projects are not disadvantaged
at any stage of the procurement process.

That will have a direct impact on challenging
existing patterns of disadvantage and need
because it will also include the targeting of

the long-term unemployed and the creation of
apprenticeships.

A recent report highlighted the totally
unacceptable number of our young people who
are unemployed. A percentage of those young
people have, perhaps, left school without any
academic qualifications; they are trying to get a
job, but they cannot. There is an onus on us to
ensure that although those people can go into
quality apprenticeships and learn a trade, they
can go back to study for further qualifications,
if that is what they decide that they want to do
during their apprenticeship process, or go on to
work. We owe it to our young people to invest
in their young lives and give them the same
opportunities and access to opportunities as
other people.

By creating that employment in economically
and socially disadvantaged communities, we can
also ensure that the wealth from those social
enterprises is kept within those communities.
When money is put into the social economy,
services are delivered in the local community
and, subsequently, the moneys go back into the
local community. It creates a system in which
the local economy is also being built up, which
is important.

There are examples of how that happens

in places such as Britain and the South of
Ireland. There is potential for job creation in
the management of properties and land, for
instance, particularly in social housing estates.
Such estate management initiatives employ
local people to cut the grass in green areas,
remove graffiti and keep those estates up to
standard. That has to come from local and
central government contracts going into the
social economy sector. It would be a win-win
situation for the Executive and the Assembly
and is an area in which we can make a
difference to people’s lives.

It is not only public moneys that can be invested
in the social economy. We have to start to
challenge the existing patterns of disadvantage
and need and to look at the statistics. The 2001
NISRA statistics indicated the most socially
deprived areas and those that were in most
social need, but the 2010 statistics will show
that those areas are now in a worse position.

What we are doing, and what we have been
doing, has not tackled disadvantage and need.
In some cases and some sectors, levels of
disadvantage and need are actually worse. |
know that the motion might seem to address
only a small part of the issue, but it is a very
important part. | hope that people will support
the motion and will see that the social economy
is an essential part of both growing the economy
and challenging disadvantage and need.

12.15 pm

The Chairperson of the Committee

for Enterprise, Trade and Investment

(Mr A Maginness): As Chairperson of the
Committee for Enterprise, Trade and Investment,
| support the motion. It is a timely motion, and
it is important that we address the whole issue
of the social economy. The Committee has been
generally supportive of the social economy and
of assisting it to develop and flourish here in
Northern Ireland. | know that the Minister of
Enterprise, Trade and Investment, Arlene Foster,
regards the social economy as a priority in her
Department, and we support her efforts to
promote it. | know that she is taking time and
effort to try to develop the social economy in
Northern Ireland.

| say that the motion is timely because we are
in a recession and are having serious difficulty
in developing our economy, trying to preserve
jobs and so forth. We should not regard support
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for the social economy as something that is
expendable in these difficult circumstances.
We should continue to support it. It makes a
significant contribution at a local community
level, and, at this time of recession, we should
not say that it is something that we can do
without. We should continue to support the
social economy, and | hope that the Executive
will support it.

| congratulate Jennifer McCann on proposing
the motion. She spoke about the fact that there
are probably around 20,000 people employed
or involved in the social economy. Apart from
those who are employed, there are many

who volunteer in the social economy sector
because they see that as a way of giving their
time and skills to the local community. | am
thinking of organisations in my constituency,
such as the Ashton Centre, Bryson House and
Ulster Sheltered Employment Ltd, which give
tremendous support to people, particularly
those who are disadvantaged in education,
social skills and even physical abilities. It is very
important that we continue to support them.

We have to try to enhance the social economy in
a number of different ways, and | think that the
Committee would support that. We need to
involve the credit unions in the social economy
where possible. They already make a contribution
but it is not as direct as it could be, so we have
to expand the powers of the credit unions so
that they can make a direct contribution to and
investment in the social economy. The expansion
of the powers of the credit unions is very
important. | am also slightly critical of Invest
Northern Ireland, which has not been as
supportive as it could be as regards funding,
particularly funding of the Ulster Community
Investment Trust (UCIT), which makes a great
contribution to the social economy.

UCIT has been marvellously successful in
supporting the social economy and in demanding
that the enterprises that it supports work and
deliver not just jobs but outcomes and profitability.
Therefore, | ask the Department to look again at
UCIT’s contribution to the social economy, be more
supportive of it and let Invest Northern Ireland
develop a fuller working partnership with it.

Mr Speaker: Bring your remarks to a close.

The Chairperson of the Committee for
Enterprise, Trade and Investment: In
conclusion, more Departments than just the
Department of Enterprise, Trade and Investment

must deal with this issue. The other relevant
Departments include the Department for Social
Development (DSD), the Health Department
and the Department of Agriculture and Rural
Development (DARD).

Mr Speaker: | ask the Member to finish.

The Chairperson of the Committee for
Enterprise, Trade and Investment: | hope
that they will assist in the whole process of
supporting the social economy.

Mr Hamilton: Like the Chairperson of the
Committee, | support the motion. A number of
years ago, when | first heard the term “social
economy”, | was a bit unsure and, even,
sceptical about it. | thought that is was a bit
marginal and that not wanting to make a profit
was a bit loony and a bit lefty. | have, however,
developed a growing appreciation of the sector’s
contribution. The Chairperson of the Finance
Committee, who moved the motion, continuously
talks about the social economy and social
enterprises. In fact, if | were to put some of her
contributions in the House into one of those
word clouds on the Internet, such as Wordle,
“social” and “economy” would be the two
biggest words to come out of it.

Like Ms McCann and others in the House, |
have a growing appreciation of the growing scale
of the social economy in Northern Ireland. There
are different estimates for the contribution that
it makes to the economy. However, the figures
included in the social economy enterprise (SEE)
strategy cannot be baulked at, because they
show that the sector has an annual turnover in
excess of £350 million. Nobody can baulk at
that, particularly in a recession.

There are many exceptional examples of social
economy enterprises right across Northern
Ireland. Last week, | had occasion to be at the
launch of Bryson Group’s annual review. | would
not be surprised if that social enterprise were to
appear in the ‘Belfast Telegraph’ list of top 100
companies. It is vast and does so much, and
yet, all the time, it retains the essential ethos
of a social economy enterprise. At the annual
review, two of the Bryson Group’s services
stuck in my head, one of which was its recycling
business, which, as everybody knows, is pretty
big. It collects some 25% of Northern Ireland’s
recyclable waste, and over 30% of that waste

is then recycled in Northern Ireland. Unlike
private operators who might ship waste off to
China to make a bigger profit, despite all the
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environmental damage that that causes, Bryson
recycles the waste here, yet it still makes a profit.

Another important aspect of the Bryson Group’s
work is the benefit checks that it operates for
the warm homes scheme. It has done over
3,000 benefit checks in the past year and has
realised around £35 in benefits for each of
those who were entitled to them. Therefore,

the Bryson Group, through the provision of a
commercial service, is also giving something
back to the community.

Every constituency probably has examples

of social economy enterprises. One of the
foremost examples in my area of Strangford

is Daisies Café, which works with people who
are mentally ill or have learning difficulties and
provides them with employment to allow them
to develop their skills. The fantastic job that
the cafe does was recently acknowledged when
it received an award for the best social firm in
the whole of Europe for working with people
with learning disabilities. Therefore, right on
our own doorstep, we have companies that are
exemplars for the whole of Europe.

Like the Chairperson of the Enterprise, Trade
and Investment Committee, | acknowledge

the important contribution that the Ulster
Community Investment Trust makes. We all
know how unwilling banks are to lend money to
even the most solvent businesses, and | am,
therefore, sure that people from social economy
enterprises do not get much opportunity to walk
into banks and borrow money. UCIT, therefore,
performs an absolutely essential function.

In the remaining time that | have left to speak,

| wish to stress a couple of points. First, social
enterprises are not going to be the panacea

to all our economic ills — far from it. However,
they can, where they operate most efficiently,
be a route out of poverty for many because they
are operating, by and large, in disadvantaged
communities where there are a lot of vulnerable
people. Those are communities that private
companies — sometimes even the public
sector — do not make any impact in. Social
economy enterprises can provide people with
employment, skills that they can take elsewhere,
and, most importantly, an ability to get
themselves out of poverty.

There are a lot of other things that | could say.
However, in the future, we should be looking to
not only grow the social economy sector but
to grow it sustainably. It is not good enough

to have something that is just performing

a social good. It must be sustainable. The
best examples of social economy enterprises
are big in scale and have an entrepreneurial
attitude. The important ingredient is that those
enterprises are profitable and that that profit
is reinvested. However, that is only sustainable
if the company is sustainable. Social economy
enterprises cannot be sustained on the back of
governmental or Peace funding or an artificial
means of finance. The enterprise must be
sustainable, because, without that, the sector
will not grow in the way that we want it to.

Mr Speaker: The Member should bring his
remarks to a close.

Mr Hamilton: | welcome the motion and support
social economy enterprises across Northern
Ireland.

Mr Beggs: | support the motion, and | add my
praise to the thousands of people who work and
volunteer in the social economy sector. Such
volunteering contributes to the success of many
organisations.

A 2007 DETI survey found that, in addition to
tens of thousands of volunteers, 30,000 to
40,000 people are directly employed by over
1,000 enterprises and contribute to an annual
turnover of hundreds of millions of pounds,
which is in the order of 5% of our local economy.
Therefore, we are talking about very significant
employers that contribute to our local economy.

| suspect that the enterprise agencies, which
exist in each council area, are one of the most
locally recognisable social enterprises. East
Antrim has the Larne Enterprise Development
Company (LEDCOM), Carrickfergus Enterprise
Agency and Mallusk Enterprise Park, which
serves the Newtownabbey area. | declare an
interest, as my dad is an unpaid director of
LEDCOM and | was formerly an unpaid director
of Carrickfergus Enterprise Agency. Enterprise
agencies operate on commercial lines, but
they return any profits that they may have for
community benefit. In the past, enterprise
agencies have benefited from funding from
councils, the Northern Ireland Executive and
Europe, to enable them to provide competitively
priced property for rental. That has encouraged
more start-up businesses and been a vital
source of flexibly leased accommodation space
for new companies.
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Enterprise agencies have provided training under
the Go for It brand and other training programmes.
As | said, any profits are invested, either by
providing additional training to the local business
community or by supporting further asset
expansion. Undoubtedly, that contribution is
enabling successful new businesses to start up,
and we must acknowledge that. | hope that their
property assets and the rental stream from those
will assist their sustainability in the long term,
now that Peace and other funding is drying up.

In my East Antrim constituency, Acceptable
Enterprises provides employment to able-bodied
and disabled people by fulfilling work contracts
for local businesses. It provides worthwhile
training and employment and the associated
dignity to many local people.

One of the commonest forms of social enterprise
is cafes that are run for charitable purposes.
Training is often provided for people who have
not been successful in gaining places elsewhere,
and a social need in the local community is met.
Dr B’s Kitchen in the centre of Belfast is perhaps
the most high profile of such cafes. However,
there are lots of others in our constituencies,
including Mango Tree at Greenisland Baptist
Church and the Friendship Centre at Carrick-
fergus Methodist Church, which, to fulfil its
name, provides a place in the community for
people to meet over coffee and food.

One of the most successful enterprises that
| have been associated with is Employers for
Childcare. Marie Marin, its chief executive,
initially gained some Peace funding to learn
about good children-friendly business and
employment practices in the United States of
America.

She then built up the now self-sustaining social
enterprise based on the childcare voucher system,
which has National Insurance advantages for
employers and employees. However, it was a
rocky road, and, at one time, she feared that
she may have to close. | advised her to cut
back her application as tightly as possible to
make its value for money more apparent. She
did so, and her self-sustaining social enterprise
does not now require public funding. She is
ably supported by a commercially aware and
experienced board. Hers is the only social
enterprise in the UK that provides childcare
vouchers.

12.30 pm

Other Members mentioned that Bryson House is
a major player. However, we must take care. The
sobering fact is that the indebtedness of our
country and of European economies that were
built on a property bubble means that we are on
the verge of a period of government austerity,
during which public spending will be severely cut.

Mr Speaker: | ask the Member to bring his
remarks to a close.

Mr Beggs: Committees must scrutinise each
line of every departmental budget to achieve
maximum outputs from limited resources, so
that funding may be available for cost-effective
social economy projects.

Mr Neeson: | welcome the opportunity to

speak in the debate and to give credit where
credit is due. Jennifer McCann never misses

an opportunity to raise the issue of the social
economy at meetings of the Committee for
Enterprise, Trade and Investment. | warmly
congratulate her on highlighting the issue in the
Assembly today.

It is not Question Time, but in response to a
question from Simon Hamilton in 2008, the
Minister stated that the sector had 6,700

paid workers, 5,000 volunteers and a turnover
of more than £355 million. Will the Minister,
bearing in mind the economic issues that we all
face, update us on that situation?

| am aware of the Department’s social economy
strategy. The Executive, working with the social
economy sector, including the social economy
network, are committed to a range of actions
that are designed to deliver three key strategic
objectives: to increase awareness of the sector
and establish its value to the local economy; to
develop the sector and increase its business
strength; and to create a supportive and
enabling environment.

The social economy enterprise strategy

includes actions that are designed to increase
knowledge and understanding, provide support
for business growth, build business skKills, foster
a SEE culture, and build the evidence base and
measure the impact of SEEs. A key area of the
strategy’s work will be to establish the value of
the social economy sector to the local economy.

Other Members gave examples of how various
organisations, across Northern Ireland and
nationally, have provided services to the
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social economy. As a founding director of
Carrickfergus Enterprise, | am only too aware of
the contribution that the enterprise network has
made to developing the social economy right
across Northern Ireland. The review of public
administration (RPA), if it ever goes ahead, could
well have implications for that sector.

Across Departments, the definition of a social
economy enterprise includes those organisations
that have a social, community or ethical purpose.
They operate using a commercial business
model and are of a legal form that is appropriate
to their not-for-personal-profit status. SEEs
contribute to a fairer economy and society, and
they can create opportunities and training for
the most marginalised. That is an important
contribution to a changing economic landscape,
particularly in these tough economic times. In
the current economic downturn, the role of SEEs
and their ability to cushion its impact on the
local economy will be more important than ever.

The Chairman of the Enterprise, Trade and
Investment Committee raised the issue of
financing. | agree with him that the credit unions
will play an important role in that, but, equally,
the banks must play their role. We are all too
aware of the problems that many businesses
face. Some businesses in my constituency
have closed because banks did not contribute
or help them out in difficult times and were
not prepared to take a chance and assist
companies.

The Governments in England and Scotland have
been very active in assisting SEEs. We need
to look at whether there is a need to develop
special funds in Northern Ireland to assist SEEs.

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

Mr Neeson: The debate has been very useful,
and | fully support the motion.

Mr Frew: Social enterprises, economic enterprises,
community groups, co-operatives, voluntary
groups and charities are very important to

our lives, our community, our country and

our economy. However, not everyone realises
that, and they do not provide real benefits
everywhere. Social enterprise can aid national
recovery. We must increase awareness of the
sector to develop its business strength and to
provide a supportive environment in which it can
prospetr.

The social economy is very important, especially
in the current economic downturn. However,
there is significant work to be done to find the
budget to support the social economy sector.
Invest NI's social entrepreneurship programme
(SEP), which has a three-year budget of about
£2-5 million, assists social entrepreneurs in
getting started. From June 2009 to March

this year, 49 new social enterprises were
established, with the creation of 107 new jobs.
That has to be the start.

Countries that recognise and value social
enterprise as part of the real economy can
achieve significant growth in employment and
output in the sector while addressing genuine
social and environmental needs. The sector
is underdeveloped and in need of appropriate
support from within and from the wider policy
and support infrastructure. The sector can be
mainstreamed into the greater economy, and
social enterprise can contribute to helping the
country to work its way out of the current crisis.
However, the sector must realise that it must
work together if meaningful progress is to be
achieved.

There are some examples of good practice in
Broughshane, which is in my constituency. A
very good community association has evolved
into a social enterprise. There is a very good
facility at Houston’s Mill, which consists of
offices to rent, the community office, two
conference rooms, which the community groups
can use, and a hydro scheme that generates

9 kW of green electricity. There is a tourist
motorhome facility, where people can go

into Broughshane and buy tokens from local
businesses and be provided with electricity and
sewerage facilities. There is also a greenhouse
and a polytunnel, from which people can sell
their wares. People can also support the local
community in its ventures with regard to Britain
in Bloom and other floral competitions.

Construction has commenced on a project
called Broughshane House, which will provide
three business units to rent out; community
facilities for the local youth forum, which

is important; and a credit union, which, as
Members have already mentioned, is vital.

A historical society will also be able to use
that facility. With all that community activity,

it is no coincidence that every retail unit in
Broughshane is filled. It is also no coincidence
that most of the young people in Broughshane
and the Braid are engaged with the process and
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the community. That will enable them to build
confidence and create the ability to network
through all our society, so, when they go into
business, they will have a real concept of our
social needs.

Mr Adams: Does the Member agree that
Broughshane is a really great place?

Mr Frew: Broughshane is an absolutely fantastic
place, | must add.

We are in the grip of recession, and Members
have a duty to soften the blow to communities
and businesses. We also have to plan for the
recovery, and the social economy will be one
aspect of that. The social economy is important;
it is something that we will have to keep an

eye on, and we must ensure that we give it the
support it needs.

Mr Butler: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann
Comhairle.

| am glad to hear that the social economy is
alive and well in Broughshane.

The debate started on a positive note, and |
welcome the statement from Simon Hamilton
that Sinn Féin MLAs can, from time to time,
convince the DUP of the merits of the social
economy. [Interruption.]

Mr Butler: | have two positive notes, and | will
come to the Minister’s contribution shortly.

Over the past number of years, the social
economy’s profile has grown from what it was in
the 1990s and in the early years of this decade.
| welcome that the Minister produced the ‘Social
Economy Enterprise Strategy 2009-2011" and
that Richard Barnett referred to the social
economy in his report on economic policy. He
said that the social economy had a role to play
in development and in enabling disadvantaged
communities to manage in difficult economic
times.

The strategy that the Minister and her Department
came up with raised awareness of the social
economy sector, helped to grow businesses
and created a supportive environment to help
the social economy grow. Those were welcome
developments, and as a result of them, the
social economy network (SEN) was set up. It
was first called an interdepartmental steering
group, but it is now known as the social
economy policy group. A social economy forum
has also been established. All those measures

highlighted by the Minister and her Department
are welcome developments.

| hope that everyone can support the motion. It
asks where the social economy sits in relation
to the expected cuts in public spending and what
role it will play in future. Under the review of
public administration, some of the Department’s
roles with regard to entrepreneurship were to

be transferred to local government. | hope that
the Minister can tell us where those reforms sit,
now that the review of public administration is
stalled? Local government has an important role
to play in developing the economy, particularly the
social economy, as it is more in tune and has
better ties with local people and communities.

Also, we need to know how this matter affects
other Departments. The Department of Enterprise,
Trade and Investment is not the only one
involved. The Department for Employment and
Learning (DEL) provides training facilities and
tries to upskill people for work in the social
economy. The Department of Health, Social
Services and Public Safety plays a role in public
procurement, and the Department of Agriculture
and Rural Development plays a role in dealing
with the rural community. We need answers in
those respects.

| welcome the fact that the Minister of Enterprise,
Trade and Development has raised the profile of
the social economy, and good examples of that,
such as Broughshane and the cafes, have been
cited. We all know that the social economy plays
an important role in looking after people with
disabilities, helping them to gain employment
and providing facilities for them. It also plays a
similar role in recycling and addiction services
in communities. We all look to some obvious
social economy organisations, such as the
credit unions, but there are others that are not
so obvious. The GAA has played a significant
role in promoting sport.

In this economic climate, the motion points

to ways in which the Assembly can help
communities to improve the development of
the social economy. We need to know what
stage the Department of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment is at in developing the strategy
that came out of the consultation document.
We also need to know where local government
and Departments will fit into the strategy in the
times ahead.
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12.45 pm

Mr Craig: | welcome the opportunity to contribute
to the debate. The social economy is part

and parcel of the growing, dynamic economy

to which we all aspire. It can have a positive
impact on people’s lives in Northern Ireland,
particularly in local communities in areas of
economic disadvantage. It is vital that the social
and economic enterprise be valued, encouraged
and supported.

The social economy is a wide and diverse
sector that has been operating and developing
for many years. It has a strong tradition of
supporting local communities in rural and urban
areas. One successful group that comes to
mind is the Bryson Charitable Group, previously
known as Bryson House Enterprises. | listened
with interest to a speech that was given at a
fundraising event recently, in which it was stated
that the group’s turnover is now more than £20
million a year. It has more than 600 staff and
has witnessed 22% growth over the past year.
If any Member can point out to me any other
company that saw that level of growth in the
past year, it would be very welcome news.

In times of economic difficulty, it is vital that

we try to continue developing such enterprises
along with our own social economy, which is
providing jobs for local people, as well as a
range of other social benefits. As of June 2007,
there were almost 400 social and economic
enterprises in Northern Ireland, with 6,700 paid
employees, 5,000 volunteers and a turnover

of just over £355 million. | am pleased to see
that Invest NI has been working in the social
economy field by including enterprises in its Go
For It campaign.

Invest NI launched its social enterprise
programme in 2006 to help new and existing
social economy enterprises. However, as
Members said, a number of Departments

have a role to play in the social development
programme. Invest NI and the Department

of Enterprise, Trade and Investment play the
key roles, but the Department of Finance

and Personnel and its Central Procurement
Directorate (CPD) also have a role to play in
working with the sector to raise awareness of
public tendering processes and to explore ways
in which to deal with those processes. The
Department for Social Development must take
the lead on a range of strategies and dispense

advice on neighbourhood renewal, volunteering
and other schemes.

I mentioned the Bryson Charitable Group, but |
also wish to pay tribute to another of our local
social enterprises, Voluntary Service Lisburn. It
took a programme of refurbishing second-hand
furniture and turned it into a thriving business in
Lisburn. It now employs some 18 people. That
goes to show what can be done with a social
economy that benefits those who are worst off.
Much of the work that Voluntary Service Lisburn
does and the furniture that it overhauls benefits
people who cannot afford new furniture. It is
meeting a demand and helping employment in
the Lisburn area.

The Department of Agriculture and Rural
Development needs to support the sector
through rural renewal and must encourage
social enterprises to take advantage of the rural
development programme. The Department of
Health, Social Services and Public Safety can
facilitate closer working relationships between
social economy networks and the health and
social care organisations. | know of a number of
examples of social enterprises being developed
in and around that area.

We must not forget the Department for
Employment and Learning, which can fulfil a
role in supporting social economy networks by
providing training.

Mr Speaker: | ask the Member to bring his
remarks to a close.

Mr Craig: You will be glad to know, Mr Speaker,
that | commend the motion.

Mr Cree: Everyone talks about Northern Ireland’s
inflated public sector and underdeveloped
private sector. However, we often forget about
the social economy while it battles on in the
background. Most businesses are profit-driven.
Social enterprises are very different because
any money that they make is reinvested in the
community. Therefore, without the constant
pressure of needing to satisfy a board of
directors or shareholders with huge end-of-
year profits, social enterprises can instead
take decisions that have the best collective
outcomes for local communities.

The social economy is important not just
because it employs 30,000 workers and
represents up to 8% of all economic activity
here but because it plays a vital role in social
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cohesion in the Province. Spanning economic
activity in the community, voluntary and social
enterprise sectors, the social economy has
ethical values, including a commitment to
local capacity building. It is accountable to
its members and the wider community for its
social, environmental and economic impacts.

Northern Ireland’s Budget deficit stands at £7-3
billion, or 26% of GDPR That is in comparison to
Greece’s deficit of 14% of GDP In facing that
challenge, the speed of response to the impacts
of the global recession has been a problem for
every sector, not just the social economy sector.
It should be noted that the social economy
strategy that was launched in March this year
takes little or no account of the impacts of

the global recession. | am aware that a cross-
departmental policy group is monitoring the
delivery of the strategy and that an independent
evaluation of the strategy will be undertaken
early next year to assess its impact on the
sector. Like others, | will watch closely to see
what that group comes up with.

The social economy strategy needs more
investment to put it on a par with those in
England, Scotland and Wales, but where will
that investment come from in the current
economic climate, with the Executive facing
cuts of £2 billion over the next four years? The
Executive and the community and voluntary
sector must reform together to deliver in
extremely difficult circumstances. Effectively
harnessing the public procurement process

to social economy networks could build their
capacity and help to grow employment and
opportunity in the sector. That process must
be continued and developed further. | am a
great believer in harnessing departmental
budgets to job creation to counter the impact of
unemployment, particularly among the young,
in our economy. According to a Committee for
Finance and Personnel publication of February
of this year, expenditure on public procurement
by the Central Procurement Directorate and
other centres of procurement expertise comes
to some £2-4 billion a year, which is almost 25%
of the Northern Ireland Executive’s Budget.

| support the motion because | recognise the
potential that the social economy has for our
society, job creation and more effective public
services. | encourage the harnessing of public
procurement and building the capacity of social
enterprises to that end.

Mr Givan: | support the motion. If | had to
describe myself, | would call myself a capitalist
with a social conscience. | am certainly in
favour of private enterprise; it will take us out
of this recession. | am not opposed to big
business doing well or to shareholders receiving
a good dividend, but we should put more focus
and pressure on those companies to have at
their heart a social conscience so that they
contribute back to society from the money that
they make.

Tesco receives the largest intake of any store
in my constituency. When we ask it to make

a contribution of £5,000 to the city centre
management team, it refuses to do so. However,
small retailers and other companies contribute
to that organisation. Smaller local companies
are often more inclined to put their hands in
their pockets to support council initiatives,
whereas large firms are somewhat reticent.

It is important that big businesses hear the
message that they need to have a social
conscience.

| support the social economy because, at its
heart, it aims to put the money that it generates
back into the community. Good examples of
such organisations in Lisburn include Voluntary
Service Lisburn, which renews and sells old
furniture. It takes in people, often from difficult
backgrounds, gives them a skill, trains them and
helps them to go on to find other employment,
so it makes a good contribution to the social
economy.

Our Minister is committed to the social economy.
A couple of weeks ago, | attended a launch

in the Long Gallery at which she was the
keynote speaker, and | am sure that she will
voice her personal support for that section of
our economy. The DUP has made the social
economy a priority. There has been investment,
and the party is committed to the social economy.

Other Members mentioned that companies

or, for that matter, government could look at
their procurement practices. Social clauses
that are related to procurement and bringing in
employees from local areas are incorporated
into the Maze proposals, which is a welcome
development. Where there is major, significant
investment by government, | support the
insertion of social clauses into agreements,
but | would not support it in a way that would
stifle competition or people coming forward with
the best possible prices for such schemes. |

10
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support the motion. We are doing what we can,
and the social economy will remain a focus for
our party as we go forward.

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and Investment
(Mrs Foster): As has been said by many Members,
this debate about the social economy is timely,
not least because a lot of opportunities are
available to the social economy sector and to
small and medium-sized enterprises at present.
The Government are asking themselves how to
do things differently, and the social economy
can assist in answering. | have been talking to
the sector about that.

As suggested in the motion, the social economy
makes a hugely positive and important contribution
to Northern Ireland’s overall economy. Mr Cree
pointed out that about 8% of economic activity
in Northern Ireland can be linked to the social
economy. Therefore, | will take a few minutes to
outline the sector’s importance, our strategy for
developing it, future opportunities and, lastly,
investment in the sector.

As the Minister of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment, | am well aware that growing a
dynamic and innovative economy here involves
the continued development of the social
economy sector, which has economic activity
and employment potential for us. From across
the House, from Members representing most
constituencies, we heard about the social
benefits that the social economy brings to
each area. The prize must go to Mr Frew from
North Antrim for getting in so many mentions
of Broughshane. It would be remiss of me not
to mention the ARC healthy living centre in
Irvinestown, which was the recipient of the first
social enterprise mark in Northern Ireland, an
award that continues to grow and is being given
to social enterprises across Northern Ireland.

As | said, social enterprises play a significant
role in regenerating areas of high social need
by generating sources of income, promoting
innovation and helping to create sustainable
and cohesive communities. | will say more later
about sustainability, an issue that was raised by
Mr Hamilton.

As the Minister of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment, | have had the opportunity and
the pleasure to visit many social enterprises
throughout Northern Ireland to witness at first
hand the big difference that such businesses
make to their local communities, particularly
in areas of economic disadvantage. If our

communities are to survive the tough times
ahead, our combined efforts must focus on
increasing economic prosperity in and between
communities and looking at ways to achieve
greater social connectivity.

Mr Frew said that the sector needs to work
together. | argue that not only does the sector
need to work with other social enterprises but
it needs to work across sectoral boundaries.
Indeed, when | visited Employers for Childcare in
the Lagan Valley constituency, that organisation
made the valid point that it was not until the
private sector came on to its board of directors
that it really started to see a difference in its
profits. More profits meant that more money
could be ploughed into the business.

1.00pm

Social enterprises provide a wide range of
invaluable services in the most disadvantaged
areas of Northern Ireland. Many have a particular
value in creating employment and training
opportunities for some of the most marginalised
people and in encouraging the use of sustainable
business models, not for personal profit but

for profit for the wider community. That is a
particularly important financial model in the
current financial climate, where it is increasingly
difficult to maintain current levels of mainstream
government funding. In these difficult economic
times, the benefits of a vibrant social economy
sector are particularly important, and social
enterprises will have a vital role to play as we
work hard to grow and strengthen the Northern
Ireland economy even in these austere times.

Mr Neeson asked about the number of people
who are employed in the sector. The most
recent audit was carried out in 2007, so we do
not have up-to-date figures on that. The figures
that the Member related are the most up-to-
date. Once the strategy rolls out, we will have
to revisit that and see how many people are
employed in the sector.

Earlier this year, | launched the cross-departmental
social economy enterprise strategy, which was
developed to ensure that the sector is valued,
encouraged and supported. The strategy
represents the Executive’s wholehearted
endorsement and commitment to ensuring that
social enterprises play a full and valued role

in the local economy. It is important to say, as
Members recognised, that the issue does not
belong only to DETI. It belongs right across

11
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Departments and, indeed, as Mr Butler said, to
local government.

As | understand it, strategy and policy are to
remain with the Department, including the social
economy forum. Local government will have
representatives on that forum, and, hopefully,
they will represent the interests of councils

at that time. In addition, the working out of

the social economy at local level will be taken
forward by community planning. Therefore,

if community planning goes down to local
councils, that function will follow as well.

My Department has a leading role. We formulate
the strategy and chair the meetings, and, as
has been mentioned, a wide range of other
Departments have a role. In particular, DARD
has a role on the rural economy, and | know that
that Department has made grants to local social
economies. The Department of Health, Social
Services and Public Safety, the Department for
Social Development, Invest Northern Ireland,
DEL and the Department of Finance and
Personnel also have roles.

An integral element of the strategy is to develop
the role of the social economy in the delivery

of public policies with a future focus on the
contribution that the sector can make to the
effective, efficient and equitable delivery of
public services to communities across Northern
Ireland. Recently, | had the pleasure of attending
the Social Economy Network’s ‘Meet the Buyer’
event. | had an opportunity to meet up to 30
local social economy enterprises, which work
across a wide range of services and make a
varied and distinctive contribution, often in
areas of greatest need. | was hugely impressed
by the scope and quality of the entrepreneurs
whom | met, and it is those organisations that
have so much to offer in combating the current
economic climate. | was also encouraged

by CPD’s participation, with its workshop on
accessing public contracts and the sector’s high
level of interest in learning more about how to
g0 about securing new businesses.

I will talk briefly in a few minutes about the
Executive’s investment in the sector and about
initiatives that the sector itself has taken. First,
however, | want to say a few words about the
opportunities that the sector has to make a

real difference to our local economy. Access to
public procurement opportunities is an area of
huge importance to the sector, as Members on
the opposite Benches mentioned. As mentioned

earlier, much good work is already being taken
forward with CPD. Members will be aware of

the Committee for Finance and Personnel’s
‘Report on the Inquiry into Public Procurement
in Northern Ireland’, which was published

in February this year. Many of the inquiry’s
recommendations relate not only to small
businesses but to the social economy sector.
The recommendations include increasing access
to and awareness of procurement opportunities,
greater consistency and standardisation of
processes and the production of additional
guidance for social enterprises and procurement
practitioners. A number of the Committee’s
recommendations are already under way as part
of an ongoing process of service development.
A progress report on the action plan that

CPD developed to address the Committee’s
recommendations is due to be presented to the
procurement board in November this year.

Recently, | launched a DETI/Invest NI-supported
social economy masterclass series of six
themed and professionally organised events

to help raise awareness of the sector across
different areas that, perhaps, people may not
automatically think of whenever the social
economy is mentioned. The first event related
to tourism, and there will be workshops on
health, environment and recycling, culture and
regeneration, human and social capital, and
physical and financial capital. | hope that MLAs
will have the time and the opportunity to go
along to some of the remaining masterclasses.

Given the increased pressure on future public
sector budgets, the focus in our new strategy
is on ensuring that Departments make sure
that their existing financial and other business
support programmes are widely publicised and,
indeed, readily accessible to social enterprises.
Considerable resources that the sector can
access are highlighted in the strategy. DETI
funds the SEN as a representative body of

the social economy sector through a letter of
offer of up to £600,000. | have to say that that
organisation is pivotal to the development of the
sector, with over 170 business members.

Last June, | launched Invest NI's social
entrepreneurship programme. That programme
helps potential social entrepreneurs to start a
business, and it has a budget of £2-3 million.
It also encourages existing social enterprises
to grow by funding innovation and enterprise. |
am particularly pleased to tell the House about
the success of the revamped SEP during its
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first year of operation. A total of 46 new social
enterprises have been financially assisted

to become established. They all received
business and development advice through
our programme. Between them, those new
businesses have created 107 new jobs and
have a projected turnover of over £3 million

in their first year of trading. Invest NI provided
financial support of about £200,000 to 40
social enterprises, which resulted in almost
£7 million of additional leverage, including
resources provided by the community groups.

Alongside SER UCIT has identified the flexible
enterprise fund worth up to £250,000 as an
offer within the SEP support package. That
provides flexible working capital assistance to
social enterprise start-ups alongside my start-up
grant that is available with the SER

Outside DETI, DSD, through programmes

such as neighbourhood renewal and the
modernisation fund capital programme, has
also been able to provide funding. As | said, by
working with the Social Economy Network and
the rural network, DARD has been able to offer
grants and support through axis 3 of the rural
development programme.

An important aspect of considering future
finance for the sector is the need to look to
alternative options of funding to ensure the
sector’s future sustainability and growth. | draw
Members’ attention to a couple of initiatives
that the sector itself is taking. Two weeks ago,
| was delighted to announce a new partnership
between UCIT and Big Issue Invest, giving local
social economies access to the £10 million
investment loan fund to help to facilitate new
investment opportunities for social economy
businesses right across the United Kingdom. |
think that Ms McCann mentioned the fact that
the Big Issue Invest fund is available on the
mainland, but it is of course also available in
Northern Ireland.

The social enterprise investment fund is an
excellent example of creative and innovative
collaboration, in which UCIT’s investment of
£250,000 will leverage significant additional
investment and create access to new finance for
the sector. Another example of how the sector

is taking the initiative is the recent decision

by Charity Bank and UCIT, as the two main

social finance providers in Northern Ireland,

to commission a consultancy project, to be

published next summer, to review social finance
supply and demand in Northern Ireland.

Members can be assured that my officials and

| are happy to work in partnership in any further
initiatives aimed at ensuring that the sector
continues to have access to adequate sources
of funding to ensure its continued development.
Through co-operation and partnership, we can
achieve the vision for the development of the
social economy in Northern Ireland, as set out
in our social economy enterprise strategy.

| encourage my Executive colleagues to continue
to support the fund and to attach importance to
the future development of the social economy
sector when looking at their budgets and talking
about resourcing priorities. Someone told me
recently that | am becoming known as the social
economy Minister rather than the economy
Minister because | have devoted quite a bit

of my time in office to the sector. | make no
apologies for that. | think that it can make a real
difference to Northern Ireland, and | know that
the House agrees with that.

Mr McLaughlin: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann
Comhairle. | welcome the contributions from
all parties. It is clear that there is existing

and significant capital of mutual interest and
appreciation of the benefits that arise from
social economy activity across the North. We
genuinely have a voice at the Executive table
to represent the sector, and | welcome the
Minister’s remarks today.

The motion and tomorrow’s motion on the green
new deal, which | also find welcome, send out
a clear indication that the Assembly collectively
recognises the pressure — some might say
“the assault” — on our economy. Growing a
dynamic and innovative economy was agreed
as the key Executive priority, for which the
Minister of Enterprise, Trade and Investment,
Arlene Foster, had lead responsibility. Given the
global economic downturn, that was a difficult
and unenviable challenge, and questions have
emerged as to whether the Assembly ever had
the necessary power or tools in its toolkit to
deliver on that. Nonetheless, | strongly support
that as the number one priority and identify
myself with the valiant efforts of the Minister
and her Executive colleagues to address the
issue. Factors outside our control will continue
to dominate, but the discussion today —

Mr Campbell: Will the Member give way?
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Mr McLaughlin: Yes, of course.

Mr Campbell: To allow Executive Ministers

to fight the good fight to get the necessary
resources for the people of Northern Ireland

in order to get the economy right, does the
Member agree with me that it is appropriate that
all Ministers pull in the same direction publicly
and privately?

1.15 pm

Mr McLaughlin: | do indeed. | do not want to
introduce a sour note, but it would be helpful

if Ministers approached genuine cost-saving
initiatives such as the Education and Skills
Authority (ESA) and the RPA on the basis of the
moneys that could be freed up to enhance our
ability to meet the Programme for Government
objectives. | have been critical in recent days,
but | welcome the fact that Ministers are now
addressing our economic pressures in a more
uniform way and are defending this region

from the worst excesses of the slash-and-burn
approach that emanates from Westminster. That
is to the good. There is more work to be done.

| take the Member’s point: it is not helpful if
Ministers are not in a position to act collectively.
| strongly welcome our move to that position. |
come back to the topic of the motion: there is
unanimity as regards the fact that that is the
standard or threshold that we have to achieve
across the entire economic debate and, indeed,
the entire policy portfolio that each Minister has
to deliver.

The fact that Ministers are addressing the
issues now will be reflected in how the

social partners respond. Each of us can cite
examples of the contribution that has been
made. The statistics that have been quoted
for the Social Economy Network’s roster of
accredited organisations understate the reality.
The figure may not include some significant
social economy projects that are reinvesting

in developing social capital. Indeed, the figure
could turn out to be three times the 400

that SEN quoted. The employment that that
generates could also be quantified significantly
and exponentially. That process will continue.

The question is whether we are doing all that
we can within the powers that we have. The
strategy that the Minister spoke about today
is a clear indication that we are alive to our
responsibilities. There are moves to give

the credit union movement, which already
contributes significantly to the social economy,

additional opportunities to elaborate on and
develop that function. It will obviously require
legislation and guidelines and co-ordination
between here and Westminster, but the Minister
is addressing that. | am a bit frustrated about
how long it takes and by the fact that such
extended consultation is involved. It has
emerged as an initiative for this region, and it is
one that could be developed much more quickly.

| would have liked to hear the Minister comment
on the banks. The banks have been the subject
of significant examination and criticism in
recent times, which, in my opinion, is well
deserved. They have also, of course, received
hugely significant public investment, and we

will all be asked to pay for that. | do not see

the banks stepping up to the plate as regards
their social corporate responsibility. When

we talk about giving additional resource, it is
fair enough for us, as an Assembly, to look
across all our Departments and task them

with identifying where they can assist. We are
getting a generally positive response. | have no
doubt that more initiatives will emerge and more
opportunities will be responded to over time, if it
does not happen in the meantime.

Organisations such as UCIT have demonstrated
their value and their ability to run a social
business in a responsible way. Their books
balance, and they have assets. The banks
could respond to UCIT’s call for a sustainable,
identifiable and reliable revenue stream. UCIT
wanted a 10-year agreement with the four

main banks, but it has not happened, and | do
not understand why. The employment and, in
particular, the social capital, which is difficult

to quantify financially, that would accrue would
be invaluable to our community. Perhaps the
Minister could take a look at that issue. She
has demonstrated her commitment to the social
economy, generally, and there is a case to be
pressed with the banks. | know that we have

no devolved authority over the banks. However,
the banks make a lot of noise about their social
corporate responsibility. | would like them to put
their money where their mouth is, particularly in
respect of the social economy.

Finally, | thank all the Members who spoke on
the motion. Clearly, it is not just a matter of
mother and apple pie; it is a genuine benefit
to our community right across the board. We
are speaking about mutual benefit and mutual
understanding, and perhaps there is a lesson
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there for us to learn when considering wider
policy issues.

Question put and agreed to.
Resolved:

That this Assembly recognises the positive
contribution that the social economy makes

to growing the economy, creating employment
opportunities and regenerating communities;
and calls on the Minister of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment to ensure that the social economy
remains a priority and that it is given adequate
financial investment, resources and support.

Private Members’ Business

Property Fraud in Europe

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

Mr Kennedy: | beg to move

That this Assembly notes with concern the number
of people from Northern Ireland who have been
victims of property fraud in the European Union
and Turkey; calls on the First Minister and deputy
First Minister, working with Northern Ireland’s
MEPs, to make representations to the European
Commission to take more definitive action to
protect property buyers, to raise awareness of
the problems associated with property fraud

and to urge the countries concerned to better
regulate property companies working within their
jurisdictions.

| am pleased to have this opportunity to
propose this motion, which draws attention to
the very real plight of a great many people —
potentially thousands — throughout Northern
Ireland who have experienced problems when
purchasing property in the European Union and
in countries such as Turkey.

Mention of the European Union makes it
possible for me to pay a glowing tribute to the
performance of the Ryder Cup European team,
who, as we speak, are trying to wrestle the
Ryder Cup back from the Americans. | think
that the whole House will want to congratulate
in particular our local players, G Mac and Wee
Mac, as they have been called. | very much hope
that they will take home the trophy. Besides
that, their performances have been excellent,
and they have done the people of Northern
Ireland proud.

| am sure that, in recent years, every Member in
the House has been approached by constituents
who have suffered as a result of the credit
boom turning to bust, with a significant fall

in the availability of personal credit. Personal
debt has risen, and many are suffering from
untold stress and pressure as bills mount up.
My party colleague Jim Nicholson MEP has
been contacted by a great many constituents
from across Northern Ireland and, indeed, by
British expatriates from across the UK who
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have invested tens or hundreds of thousands of
pounds in properties abroad.

Many people bought property at a time when
credit was much easier to obtain than it is today.
For many, a second home in the sun is a dream,
and some of those who sought to purchase
property did so as an investment opportunity, to
supplement their income or pension or simply
to retire to the sun. Some spent upwards of
£100,000 or £200,000 and have literally
nothing to show for it. | am concerned that more
definitive action has not been taken by the EU
to date, despite widespread efforts.

In Spain, complex zoning laws and urbanisation
policies have meant that some properties

are seized without any compensation. Some
people purchased homes through the Spanish
legal system, using legal representation, yet,

in certain instances, it has subsequently
transpired that the properties were in breach
of laws designed to prevent development too
close to the coastline, and, therefore, those
properties were retrospectively deemed to
have been constructed illegally. Essentially,
those people legally purchased illegally built
houses, so thousands of them have been

and are being stripped of their property rights
without explanation or legal redress or, indeed,
compensation. Some people are waiting for the
imminent demolition of their home, not knowing
when it will happen.

| understand that some 400,000 householders
in Spain are affected, and around 80% of them
are Spanish. Some town halls in Spain gave
planning permission that was on the fringes of
legality, and in some cases the authorities have
charged the property owners for the installation
of local infrastructure even after the owners

lost their properties. In other European Union
countries, such as Bulgaria, and countries
outside the EU, such as Turkey, the problems
associated with the purchase of property appear
to be slightly different from those experienced in
Spain. Some constituents who bought in Turkey,
for example, did not receive title deeds or take
possession of the property. The property was
then sold to a third party who took possession
and ownership. In Bulgaria, some developers of
unfinished properties took out mortgages against
them. When they ended up in great financial
difficulty, they took the properties with them.

Other problems include buildings being
constructed without licences — strange, that, |

am sure — and lawyers taking advantage of the
power of attorney to manipulate the buyer. In
some instances, people bought off-plan in large
developments, but the promised facilities and
infrastructure were never built. Worryingly, we
also heard about collusion between developers,
lenders and lawyers, which means that no one
acts in the interests of the purchaser. Large
deposits and lifelong savings are lost, and the
purchaser receives nothing.

Unfortunately, title deed trap fraud, as | mentioned
in connection with Turkey, appears to be common.
That involves the deed not being released to
the new owner after purchase, which means
that third parties can then remortgage or resell
the property. That makes it impossible for

the original owner to gain possession of their
property.

It seems to be commonplace for purchasers
to be asked to pay a large deposit, sometimes
half the value of the property, with a mortgage
for the remainder due on completion. The local
lender then makes it difficult or impossible for
the purchaser to get a mortgage. As a result,
people are told by some developers that they
are in breach of contract for non-completion,
and they lose substantial deposits.

Many people bought in good faith and,
unfortunately, were duped by hard-sell tactics.

It should be noted that many people tried
earnestly and did their utmost to do everything
by the book. They did all the usual things that
we do here when thinking about buying a home,
such as making property inspections prior to the
purchase and consulting solicitors. Furthermore,
some companies appear to have targeted
consumers with little or no experience of
overseas investment and little knowledge of the
separation that should exist between the estate
agent, the developer, the mortgage broker and
the lawyer.

Huge growth was promised in countries such as
Bulgaria after they joined the EU, so people were
encouraged to buy early to reap the benefits.
They were promised a buoyant rental market,
future development in the immediate locale and
forthcoming bans on any further building. Novice
investors were targeted, and many suffered
untold difficulty. People have hit an economic
wall, and for those who invested so much money
abroad with nothing to show for it —

Mr F McCann: What you say is interesting
because the issue affects thousands of people.
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The motion calls for an appeal to the EU, but
the travelling exhibitions here that sell property
abroad also pose many difficulties because
they explain nothing to people and use the hard
sell. To avoid such pitfalls, can we do anything
here to ensure that people are given the proper
information in the first instance?

The Antrim camogie team won the junior all-
Ireland title yesterday; | am sure that you wish
them well.

Mr Kennedy: | am grateful to the Member for his
contribution and for making an important point.
As well as, | hope, providing legal assistance

at some stage, the best that we can do is to
advise people to source properly any likely
purchase and to take proper and sensible

legal advice. That is crucial. There is mounting
support for action from all parties and all EU
countries, and pressure is coming from Europe
to clean up the whole system.

Members are also keen to raise support for
the victims. MEPs are working together, but
more needs to be done. We are keen that the
Assembly and the Executive lobby the European
Commission to take more definitive action to
protect property buyers, to raise awareness

of the problems associated with property

fraud, and to urge the countries concerned to
better regulate property companies working in
their jurisdictions. We want to ensure that EU
citizens all over Europe and beyond who choose
to invest or to move abroad can do so with
confidence in the future. | propose the motion.

1.30 pm

Mr Weir: | support the motion. | notice that
Mr McCann has just left the Chamber. | do not
know whether, when he originally heard that
there was a motion about Turkey coming up in
the Chamber, he was severely disappointed by
the content of the motion and therefore felt

a need to leave. | will explain that one to the
proposer of the motion at a later stage.

| am happy to support the motion. Like the
proposer of the motion, if | had been told a
while ago that | would be spending the day
looking at the intricate details of calling for
action in Europe, | would have thought that
it might have had something to do with the
Ryder Cup team, because, to be fair, it is about
the one time every two years that | support
something coming from Europe. Nevertheless,
this is something that the House can unite

around. Initially, the motion that was submitted
also had Mr Paisley Junior's name on it.

A number of constituents across Northern
Ireland have been the innocent victims of
property fraud. As Mr Kennedy highlighted,

a number of people have sought to find an
additional house in the sun. | am not sure
why they did not come to north Down and look
for accommodation in Bangor or Millisle, for
instance; but, for some reason, some of them
have looked further afield.

The people who made those investments are
not greedy or gullible. In many instances, they
have scrimped and saved throughout their

lives and have lived frugally. They may have
been looking for a second home or, rather than
getting caught in get-rich-quick schemes, looked
at investment in property, which most experts
say, in the long run, tends to be the safest
investment. It accumulates most, and it is a
very sensible investment for the future.

However, as the proposer of the motion highlighted,
the people who made those investments have
been let down badly by two separate sources.
First, they have been let down by the actions

of the Spanish Government and the threat

that they appear to be imposing, particularly

on some coastal areas. We should remember
that approximately one million people in the UK
and the Irish Republic have property in Spain
or are living there. This is not a marginal issue;
it affects large numbers of people, potentially.
Secondly, a more sinister approach is being
adopted by various people in EU countries and
outside the EU — in Turkey — who have been
perpetrating fraud on local people.

Anyone who looks into the issue will see that
one of the most disturbing aspects is that the
perpetrators of the fraud are not doing it from
a long distance. In most cases, someone from
another part of the UK, from Northern Ireland,
or the Republic, has acted as a middleman and
may well be part of the fraud. We need to be
careful with some of these matters because, in
some cases, the issues are before the court.
Nevertheless, unfortunately, those middlemen
have helped to reel some people into the
property fraud.

We support the motion. Clearly, it is important
that the EU takes action. Reference was made
to Mr Nicholson; and our MER Mrs Dodds, also
raised the issue. It is important that through
our MEPs and through the Office of the First
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Minister and deputy First Minister (OFMDFM),
we work with the EU to try to resolve those
issues. | do not think that the answer lies in
land-grabbing from the European Union to take
control of property rights. However, MEPs can
apply pressure on Governments. Recently, in the
European Parliament, a Green MEP got a motion
passed essentially saying that any subsidies
going to Spain should be held back until the
issue is properly resolved because of the impact
that it is having on European citizens.

Similarly, given that Turkey is seeking to join
the European Union, one point of leverage for
the EU would be to exert pressure on Turkey’s
Government, before consideration is given to
membership, to ensure that people are treated
fairly and properly and that such scams are
dealt with. Whatever other considerations there
are with regard to Turkey’s membership, this
should be a red-line issue, and it should be
dealt with before Turkey joins the EU.

The House can unite on the motion. Citizens
from all constituencies and backgrounds have
been defrauded. The House should state with
a clear voice that enough is enough. Let us see
some action.

Mr McCartney: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann
Combhairle. Agus beidh muid ag tacu leis an rudn
seo. | rise to support this timely motion. | thank
the proposers who brought it to the House.
When Danny Kennedy proposed the motion, he
referred to the European Ryder Cup team and
local participants. He forgot to mention Padraig
Harrington, Darren Clarke and Paul McGinley,
who have also played a sterling role in the
victory that we hope will come this afternoon.

Mr Kennedy: At present, it is 12 — 9.
Mr McCartney: There is not much time to go, then.

The motion has three broad aims: to protect
property buyers; to raise awareness of problems
associated with property fraud; and to better
regulate companies in European member states
and other countries. There is a role for our three
MEPs to play. Indeed, there is a role for any
MEP to play who is prepared to give support.
Obviously, OFMDFM has a role to play to brief
MEPs to ensure that the matter is raised at the
highest level in the EU. In the first instance,

EU countries must be made aware that many
people in Ireland, both in the North and in the
South, have fallen foul to that problem.

People have been affected in different ways. The
media have highlighted cases of people who
have set out with bogus and fraudulent claims
to entice people to invest in property in Europe
and elsewhere. They have not spelt out the
possible pitfalls and dangers. Indeed, they could
be seen to be involved in the scams.

As Fra McCann mentioned, all Members have a
role to play locally. When such cases come to
local attention in the media, there is a sense
that people get poor advice. Sometimes, people
see advertisements in which everything appears
to be bona fide. However, when they explore
further or, perhaps, when they hand over the
first part of their deposit, they are enticed to
spend more and more money. Then, they find
themselves in a bureaucratic or legal maze that
is particular to the country concerned. Perhaps,
the agent acted in good faith. However, local
building regulations and Government controls in
other countries can create dangers and pitfalls.

Today, a story on Radio Foyle, which | believe
was also carried by Radio Ulster, revealed that
people now rent properties in other countries
through various websites. However, when they
travel to those countries, they find that the
villas do not exist or are not up to the standard
that they expected when they paid their money;
sometimes, upfront. Therefore, there is a need
to try to ensure that the Assembly’s role is co-
ordinated and that MEPs are briefed properly, so
that the motion will have teeth and will not be
merely aspirational.

Many people must seek advice on this issue and,
unfortunately, a great deal of it is legal advice.
When properties are in other jurisdictions, that
advice becomes extremely difficult.

The most important point is that the European
Union has a role to play, particularly in regulating
companies that have set themselves up as the
middlemen between investment companies

and buyers. When evidence shows that those
companies do not act properly or in good faith,
the European Union has a role to impose
sanctions on them or, at least, put pressure

on Governments to ensure that investment

and property companies do exactly what they
advertise in order to entice people to invest
their hard-earned money. As Peter Weir said,
the situation is not simply down to speculators.
Many of the people who invested are on the
verge of retirement; they put aside some money
and looked on the investment as a long-term
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settlement on which they could call when they
might want to leave Ireland to live in another
country or through which their family could
enjoy the fruits of their labour. We support and
welcome the motion.

Mrs D Kelly: | congratulate the proposers

of the motion. It is depressing to read the
information packs that have been prepared by
Research and Library Services. Not only have
many people lost out on their dream homes and
their potential nest eggs, but, as Mr Kennedy
said, the greed and corruption have led to the
suffering of the indigenous populations of Spain,
Turkey and eastern Europe. The illegal planning
and urbanisation of many of the areas in which
those people had hoped to live and work have
drawn up property prices, and that has made it
difficult for indigenous populations to purchase.
It seems to have been a lose-lose situation all
round, except for those engaged in the deceit.

Submissions made to the European Parliament
suggest that many are passing the buck. If

the Commission and the Parliament are asked
questions, they respond that it is up to the
domestic authorities to regulate and control
matters in their jurisdictions. Clearly, that is

not happening. When people seek the help of
the European Parliament on the basis of their
human right to family life and privacy, they are
let down by the Parliament, which says that
they first have to check out the regulations in
their own jurisdictions. There is merit in seeking
assistance from the MEPs who represent us in
Europe and who represent all the people who
have lost out so cruelly over recent years. Their
view is that the Parliament is not taking the
issue seriously enough and not doing enough to
assist them.

The motion also calls on the First Minister and
deputy First Minister to work alongside the
MEPs, which is where the work needs to be
done. It is clear that the MEPs can work jointly,
and they will not be alone. There are only three
MEPs in the North, but the issue goes across
many jurisdictions, such as GB and the Republic
of Ireland, and | am sure that many citizens from
other European countries purchased property

in another jurisdiction only to have been
defrauded out of their nest egg. MEPs across
Europe who wish to represent their citizens

in trying to get justice should have a common
approach. The MEPs and the First Minister and
deputy First Minister should sit down and work

on a campaign and plan of action to do that. |
support the motion.

Dr Farry: | welcome the motion. On the theme
of the Ryder Cup, it is fair to say that the lack

of business today may be an opportunity for
Members to catch the grand finale. On a serious
point, it is somewhat concerning, three weeks
from the comprehensive spending review,

that business here is dominated by private
Members’ business and is set to finish very
early. However, | appreciate that that is not the
fault of the Speaker.

It has been an interesting debate so far, in part
for what it has revealed. By that, | mean much
more than Peter Weir paying a compliment to a
Green Party MER It has exposed a lack of proper
engagement with the European Union from
political parties in Northern Ireland and in the
Assembly. There are parties here that are openly
Euro-sceptic, at best, and, at worst, Euro-hostile.
However, today we have a motion that all parties
support, which clearly demonstrates not only the
need for the European Union but an expansion
of the European Union and a deepening of its
powers. If some parties are now having a road-
to-Damascus conversion, the Alliance Party will
certainly welcome that.

1.45 pm

Property fraud and the wider issues relating to
the lack of proper legal regulation and protection
are clearly matters of interest and concern

to the Assembly, and, indeed, they affect the
people of Northern Ireland. That reflects a
much wider and welcome situation in that we
are living in a transnational world. People from
Northern Ireland and other parts of the UK and
these islands are doing business overseas,
living overseas, working overseas and playing
overseas as tourists, or, indeed, in sporting
competitions. We all stand to benefit from that
movement of people. As people leave these
shores to go overseas, people from the rest of
Europe will come here, and all our economies
will grow as a consequence.

The fundamental reality of transnationalism
demonstrates the need for a body such as

the European Union and co-operation between
states. As regards the expansion of the
European Union, if property fraud is a problem
in Turkey, that is yet another argument as to
why Turkey should be admitted to the European
Union. If we are not serious about supporting
Turkey’s accession to the European Union, what
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happens to property in Turkey will be beyond
our reach. It is my understanding that there are
parties here that are hostile to Turkey joining
the European Union, given that it does not fit
the traditional definition of our European home.
| reject that, and hopefully others will, too. If
we are serious about tackling the problem in
Turkey, let us get them in, and then we can work
through regulations to ensure that property
fraud is not a reality for our citizens when they
try to buy property and live overseas.

Another issue is how the European Union deals
with property fraud. My understanding is that
the problem is that the European Union has
limited competency in that area. Issues such
as privacy, competition and proper regulation
of the internal market are all legitimate issues
for the European Commission and European
Parliament, but issues relating to land use and
property are essentially matters for member
states.

| am certainly open to a shift in the balance

of power and to the European Commission
being able to address those types of issues

and create regulations through the proper
democratic process. However, we have to be
clear in the House that, if that is what we want
— to be perfectly clear, that is the implicit thrust
of the motion — that means that, in turn, the
European Union will have a greater say over
affairs in the UK, and, indeed, in Northern
Ireland. | would welcome that development — |
think that we would all benefit from it — but
there are parties here that are riding two horses
with respect to the issue. Hopefully, today’s
debate will be a turning point and will lead us

to recognise the true nature of the interests
that we have in common with the rest of the
European Union. The motion is a clear example
of that, and, given that it deals with such a serious
issue, hopefully it will lead us down that path.

Mr Spratt: To respond to Mr Farry’s comments,
let me say that the support for the motion from
those of us on this side of the House should
not be seen as a ringing endorsement of the
European Union or of lots of the things that
happen within it. The concern from Members on
these Benches is for the many constituents who
have invested money in property. As Peter Weir
said, much of that money has been hard-earned;
it has not come from investing in properties

of that type. Constituents, many of whom

are retired, have come to me on this issue.
They had always wanted a place in the sun.

They worked hard all their lives and put small
amounts of money into properties in Spain and
other places only to find that they had been
duped by the people concerned.

Many of the things that | wanted to say have
already been said, and | do not intend to go over
those issues just for the sake of it. | will say
that the Union has been involved in a number

of directives and has laid down rules, but when
it comes to enforcing some of those rules,

as is the case with much that is in European
directives, little is done.

One issue that has not been raised today is that
some of the scams start in the Province. One
case — | do not want to go into it, because it

is and will be the subject of court proceedings
— is particularly interesting and has been given
high priority in the press recently. In actual fact,
| think that it was the press that initially raised
the alarm about the property scam. Many of

the creditors in the case, who put hundreds

of thousands of pounds into the operation,

have now issued a creditor’s petition to try to
bankrupt the individual concerned. It is also
interesting that many of the cases involve fraud
and are being dealt with here at home. One
particular case involves over 171 fraud charges
relating to some £4 million of local people’s
money. Those charges come under the Theft Act
(Northern Ireland) 1969 and the Proceeds of
Crime Act 2002. That is just one case, but there
have been many others.

| think that it was Mr McCann who made an
intervention about the number of hard-sell
shows that we see on a weekly basis in hotels
around the Province. | know that some of
them are legitimate and genuine. However,
local people need to ask a lot of questions
before they become involved in any such
developments. | know folks who invested in

a development in Morocco in the hope that
they would get a property, when, in actual fact,
planning permission for the complex had never
even been applied for. It is, therefore, important
that local people check things out, in a legal
sense and in every other sense. That warning
needs to be given.

| congratulate the Members who brought the
motion to the House, because the issue affects
many people. | know that Diane Dodds has been
dealing with many such cases, and | am sure
that all our MEPs are doing that. | am, therefore,
also sure that any encouragement that OFMDFM
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can give to our Members of the European
Parliament in trying to assist constituents
throughout the Province will be very welcome.
The constituents affected come from every
section of the community, and the fact that
everybody is unified around the motion today
shows that that is the case.

Mr Speaker: The Member should bring his
remarks to a close.

Mr Spratt: | support the motion.

Mr McElduff: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann
Combhairle agus ba mhaith liom tacaiocht a
thabhairt don rin seo fosta. I, too, support

the motion, proposed by Danny Kennedy, and
welcome the fact that it has been brought to
the Assembly. In a way, the motion is about

EU engagement almost as much as it is about
an injustice suffered by local people who have
been victims of fraud. The OFMDFM Committee
undertook a major inquiry into EU engagement
and recommended increased engagement and
formal working arrangements between the
Assembly and our three MEPs in the North. That
is inherent in the motion.

Essentially, we are talking about people who
were caught out by unscrupulous builders

who typically sell properties without planning
permission, access being secured and the
necessary utilities. Like other Members, |
identify the fact that Bairbre de Brin MEP

has been working on the issue and has met

a number of people who have been affected

in the North. However, time out of number,

we are told by the European Council that the
issue is beyond its competence. MEPs, such
as Mairead McGuinness, often table questions
about the issue, and they get an answer that

is always along the lines of the following: “We
are speaking to the member state, but it is

not within the EU’s competence but that of the
member state to address the issue”. Therefore,
we need to work collectively to bring pressure
to bear and to defend the local people involved,
who, | agree, have not been greedy or gullible
but who have worked hard, saved money all their
working lives and invested their hard-earned
savings in such properties.

Earlier, | spoke to a constituent who has been
affected by European property fraud. He told
me that, at a meeting in Belfast to discuss the
issue, it came out that over 100 people were
affected. He told me that a regional committee
of 12 was formed to represent those 100-plus

people. Jimmy Spratt made the point that those
people come from all our constituencies. The
individual who | spoke to said that, on the
regional committee, there is representation
from Silverbridge to Newtownards. People

are also seeking legal advice and taking legal
action on the matter. It is my understanding
that, in one case in Spain, the ownership of
the land involved had not been secured by the
property company, which then went about selling
properties to local people.

We are all arguing for better regulation. If the EU
is to mean anything, it has to up the standards
throughout the European Union and then
harmonise them.

Fra McCann pointed out, interestingly, that
travelling advertisement roadshows take place
locally. There needs to be greater monitoring
of those roadshows and of what they are
advertising, and it must be asked whether the
advertisers are being wholly honest.

The motion talks about raising awareness. | will
speak privately to the other members of the
OFMDFM Committee about getting the regional
committee that has been established locally to
come before us to see what added value that
we, as a Statutory Committee, could bring to
bear. It is my understanding that there are 12
members on that regional committee and that
it represents over 100 people. Therefore, it
would be a good idea for the OFMDFM scrutiny
Committee to hear directly from those people
about their range of experiences.

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

| mentioned Fra McCann earlier. He, quite
shamelessly, congratulated the Antrim camogie
team on winning a big match yesterday — the
all-Ireland junior finals. | take this opportunity
to congratulate Coleraine Eoghan Rua on their
tremendous victory over Ballinderry — not that |
have anything against Ballinderry.

Mr Elliott: | congratulate Sunderland on holding
Manchester United to a draw on Saturday.

The issue is very serious, and, thankfully, | do
not have an interest to declare. However, | know
some people who have been affected, and it is
a very serious matter.

| listened to Mr Farry, and, from his comments,

| think that he was indicating that Turkey should
perhaps be brought into the EU. | was not entirely
sure at the start of his comments, but | think
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that that view emerged. Given that Turkey is one
of the offending countries involved in property
fraud, perhaps that is an issue that needs to be
looked at.

Given that the EU is so scrupulous in managing
some of its initiatives and directives, | often
wonder why it cannot bring in some arrangement
to stop this practice. | recall holidaying in Spain
a number of years ago and going to a hard-sell
event, which Jimmy Spratt and other Members
said also happen locally. The people at those
events are experts in what they do, which is
targeting people both in Spain and locally to
whom they believe they can sell a property, or

a supposed property, and then get money from.
Clearly, there needs to be some European Union
directive to stop that practice. | cannot believe
that property fraud has been able to go on for
so long without a directive’s being introduced,
because, as has already been said, Jim Nicholson
and other MEPs have raised the issue in the
Parliament and in committee. It is an area in
which we need action.

2.00 pm

The agricultural and business communities
sometimes become fed up with the amount
of bureaucracy that emanates from Europe
and has to be implemented by the Assembly
and Executive. We fail to understand why the
EU cannot put something in place to stop this
practice.

We need to find a resolution for those affected.
However, we also need to raise awareness
throughout the entire community. Property fraud
is an ongoing issue that occurs every day of
the week, whether in Northern Ireland or other
European countries. | am told that Spain is one
of the greatest offenders, but there are others.
People need to be fully aware of how the hard
sell takes place, what happens, and how they
are invited to events to see luxurious premises
that they are told they can maybe purchase.
People’s hard earned money should not be
forfeited in that manner. The Assembly needs to
do all in its power to stop that happening, or to
force the European Union to stop it happening.
If that needs laws and directives from Europe,
we need to encourage that and support those
who bring them forward.

Mrs M Bradley: It is very annoying that there is
not even a Minister in the Chamber. There are
four Ministers in OFMDFM. Here we are, talking

about raising awareness, and not one of them
would come along to listen to the debate.

Mr Weir: Will the Deputy Speaker clarify that
this matter was not allocated to a Department?
It is not a question of a Minister not wanting

to come along. The fact is that the Business
Committee decided that this matter did not

fall to a particular Department, and that is why
there is no ministerial reply.

Mr Deputy Speaker: There was a brief discussion
on that matter this morning, and it is a matter
for the Executive whether any Minister responds
or not.

Mr Elliott: Thank you very much, Mr Deputy
Speaker. The victims, | understand, are generally
left with three options: to do nothing and lose
their money; to comply with the terms of the
developers, which may still mean that they will
get nothing out of it; or to try for legal recourse.

It would have been interesting to hear something
from a Minister, and | am not specifying which
Minister. However, it may have been useful

to hear what legal recourse exists in some
countries, or, because the practice is going on

in Northern Ireland, as Mr Spratt indicated,
whether there is any legal recourse here against
those who carry out the hard sell on victims.

Mr Spratt: The issues that | raised about

fraud and the like obviously fall within the
Department of Justice. It is a matter for a series
of Departments. However, does the Member
agree that the previous intervention was just a
continuation of the SDLP’s weekend comments
by the member of the Committee for the Office
of the First Minister and deputy First Minister
Mrs Kelly?

Mr Elliott: Far be it from me to get into that
political debate across the Chamber. | will let
the Members finish that themselves. In broad
terms, however, | accept that there are issues
for the Department of Justice, just as | am sure
that there are issues for other Departments,
including OFMDFM. However, | want the
Assembly to look for a mechanism to stop the
practice happening in Northern Ireland. Maybe
we could ask OFMDFM, hopefully as a result
of this debate, to raise the matter with other
Departments, and, through its departmental
officials, to find a way to stop the practice.

Mr Deputy Speaker: Draw your remarks to a
close, please. Time is up.
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Mr Elliott: Thank you, Mr Deputy Speaker.

Mr McClarty: | am delighted that the Ulster
Unionist Party was able to secure the debate
to voice the plight of hundreds of our citizens
across the Province who have experienced such
financial difficulty in recent years. That financial
difficulty has often had a detrimental impact on
family life, physical and mental health, and, for
the self-employed, on their very livelihoods.

As has been said in the debate, some people
have lost their entire pension savings. This

is a very difficult economic time in Northern
Ireland, and many are struggling with daily living
expenses.

As my colleague Danny Kennedy said at the
outset, some companies appear to be targeting
novice investors — those who have little
experience of overseas investment. Many now
face crippling debt with no equity to fall back on.

First and foremost, warnings must be put out
there for those who are thinking of investing.
The last thing that the economically embattled
people of Northern Ireland need is to see their
hard-earned money either disappear into the
pockets of fraudsters or be demolished by
Spanish bulldozers. The prevalence of fraud in
the property market abroad is a matter of grave
concern, and one that the First Minister and
the deputy First Minister must play their part in
addressing.

We had eight contributors to the debate. The
first contributor was Danny Kennedy, who stated
that personal debt had risen. He said that there
were complex zoning laws in some European
states, which have led to the seizing of
properties. He said that those properties have
been purchased in countries such as Turkey
and that no title deeds have been received. He
wants to ensure that EU citizens who wish to
purchase abroad can do so with confidence.

Peter Weir stated that the people who make
such investments are not the greedy or the
gullible. He said that it was important that all
MEPs work together to resolve cases of fraud.
He added that citizens from all constituencies
and all backgrounds have been affected.

Raymond McCartney said that, most importantly,
the EU must have a role in the regulation of
property companies so that proper sanctions
can be put in place, while Dolores Kelly said
that indigenous populations are also suffering

from fraudsters’ actions. She believes that
Parliament is not taking the issue seriously and
is not doing enough for those who have been
affected.

Dr Stephen Farry said that parties are either
Euro-sceptic, or even Euro-hostile, and that
the motion underlines the importance of the
European Union. He said that if we are serious
about tackling property fraud that happens in
Turkey, perhaps we should bring Turkey into the
EU to resolve the issue. | wish that it were as
simple as that.

Like other Members, Jimmy Spratt has
constituents who invested their hard-earned
money in foreign properties. He was critical of
the European Union for not enforcing some of
its directives. He referred to one particular case
that involved 171 charges and £4 million of so-
called investments. He cautioned local investors
to check out individuals and companies before
investing their money.

Barry McEIduff said that, like the other MEPs,
the Sinn Féin MER Bairbre de Brun, is working
on the issue with her colleagues. He said that
we need to work collectively to address the
issue and that there is a need for a greater
monitoring of foreign property roadshows.

Tom Elliott recalled holidaying in Spain, where
he went to a hard-sell event. He said that there
needs to be a directive from the European Union
about that practice. Tom did not tell us whether
the hard sell worked on him, but | presume

that it did not. He said that, as a legislative
Assembly, we need to do all in our power to help
those affected and to prevent the practice.

| am somewhat disappointed, to say the least,
that neither the First Minister, the deputy

First Minister nor, for that matter, their junior
Ministers, have turned up to address the
concerns of the victims, many of whom simply
wish to raise awareness of their experience so
that it cannot happen to anyone else. Notably,
however, all victims need our help to lobby the
European Commission on their behalf. We must
commit to working with Northern Ireland’s MEPs
to provide better protection for buyers and to
impress upon the European Commission the
need for better regulation.

In bringing the motion to the Assembly, the
Ulster Unionist Party is committed to enabling
local buyers to invest abroad with confidence,
while seeking to ensure that the Assembly plays
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its role in giving Northern Ireland the strongest
possible voice in Europe.

Question put and agreed to.
Resolved:

That this Assembly notes with concern the number
of people from Northern Ireland who have been
victims of property fraud in the European Union
and Turkey; calls on the First Minister and deputy
First Minister, working with Northern Ireland’s
MEPs, to make representations to the European
Commission to take more definitive action to
protect property buyers, to raise awareness of
the problems associated with property fraud

and to urge the countries concerned to better
regulate property companies working within their
jurisdictions.

Mr Deputy Speaker: The next item of business
on the Order Paper is Question Time. | therefore
propose, by leave of the Assembly, to suspend
the sitting until 2.30 pm.

The sitting was suspended at 2.11 pm.

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

2.30pm

Oral Answers to Questions

Finance and Personnel

Budget 2011-15

1. Mr McCarthy asked the Minister of Finance
and Personnel for an update on preparations for
Budget 2011-15. (AQO 179/11)

Mr McCarthy: Can | pose question 1 to the
Minister of Finance and Personnel?

The Minister of Finance and Personnel
(Mr S Wilson): Can | answer the question that
has been posed by the Member?

The preparations for the 2010 Budget are
operating at two levels. First, there is the contact
that | and my officials are having regularly with
the Treasury to try to ascertain the most up-to-
date picture of where the Budget proposals and
decisions are going with the main Departments
in GB. As the Member will know, eventually, that
will affect the amount of money that comes to
Northern Ireland. My last meeting with the Chief
Secretary to the Treasury was on 15 September,
and that meeting was also attended by the
Finance Ministers from Wales and Scotland.

Secondly, in Northern Ireland, internal preparations
took place over the summer. | had bilateral
meetings with all the Ministers to talk about
their own budget process, and, only last week, |
presented a preliminary paper to the Executive
for discussion. The Budget review group is also
going on, at which | am always present and to
which the Department of Finance and Personnel
(DFP) is presenting papers.

Mr Deputy Speaker: Mr McCarthy, you may now
pose a supplementary question.

Mr McCarthy: | could pose half a dozen
supplementary questions, Mr Deputy Speaker,
but | know that you would not allow me to.

| thank the Minister for his response. Will he
agree that it would be smarter and, indeed,
fairer for the Budget preparations to be carried
out as early as possible? Will he provide a
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guarantee that there will be a proper period of
consultation on the draft Budget?

The Minister of Finance and Personnel: It
would be fairer for the Budget discussions

to take place as quickly as possible. In fact,

it is a necessity that the Budget debate and
the final draft Budget be settled as quickly as
possible for the very reason that the Member
has given. First, there is a required consultation
period, and, therefore, the later the draft Budget
is made available to the Assembly and its
Committees, the later the consultation will start
and the later the end date for the final decision
will be. | am sure that the Member knows

from conversations with education and library
boards, health boards, voluntary groups and
businessmen that people are looking for some
certainty. They know that pain is coming down
the line, but they want to see some of the detail
of how that will affect them, and we can only
provide that once the final Budget is available.
For that reason, he is absolutely right; we need
to move as quickly as possible.

Mr McKay: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. Given the concerns about welfare
reform, which we heard about this morning, and
the possibility that many more families will be
plunged into poverty, what measures are being
taken to mitigate the significant increase in
poverty levels as a result of the Budget? Will
Budget allocations and reallocations to services
that are vital to keeping thousands of local
people above the poverty line be prioritised in
the process?

The Minister of Finance and Personnel: If the
Member is looking for some advice from me

on what might be done to mitigate the impact
of welfare reform, which will be decided not in
this House but in Westminster, and if his party
are so concerned about that, | suggest that he
use his influence on the five absentee Sinn Féin
MPs to encourage them to go to express their
opposition where it really counts, instead of
going around the countryside telling people that
they are concerned but not taking the action
that they could. However, having made that point
— [Laughter.] It was only a “by the way”.

In the Executive, we have discussed what we
need to do to mitigate the impact — there will
be an impact across the board — on those

in society who are least well off, and the
Executive are well aware of that. One reason
why | suggested that a pot of money should

be set aside as part of the Budget review is
that Ministers could come forward with ideas
on how best to spend it. Indeed, Members

and Committees may come to Ministers with
ideas about what new policies or actions might
deal with the consequences for particular
communities or groups. We need to think
strategically, we need to plan, and we need to
make early decisions. In the face of so many
cuts, we should not merely try to consolidate
everything that we do at present and stop doing
anything new. We can stop doing some of what
we do at present, and we can divert some
resources elsewhere. When it comes to the
Budget, | hope that the Assembly will support
the plan to put aside some resources so that
we can deal with the consequences to which the
Member referred.

Mr Storey: Given his Department’s requirement
to produce savings delivery plans by 26 August
2010, will the Minister shed some light on

why the Department of Education has not yet
allowed the Committee, despite its repeated
requests, to see the savings delivery plan? In
the Minister’s bilateral discussions with the
Minister of Education, did he get any sense that
she has identified any priorities on which to
spend her budget?

The Minister of Finance and Personnel: |

am tempted to say that, in some bilateral
discussions, | did not get a sense of anything
at all. However, | will not go into the details

of those meetings. Savings plans were to be
submitted to DFP by the end of August 2010.
To date, only four Departments have submitted
those savings plans, others have refused to
compile them, and | have had discussions with
others on where those savings might be made.
It is important for Ministers to engage with their
Departments.

| am a bit concerned that the Education Minister
appears to believe that it is not necessary to
look at savings plans until the Budget review
group has had its discussions, until the Executive
have had their discussions and until we know
the outcome of 20 October. That is not a good
example of planning.

Budget 2010: Delivery of Public Services

2. Mr Frew asked the Minister of Finance and
Personnel for his assessment of the potential
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consequences for the delivery of public services
if the Assembly fails to agree a Budget by the
end of this calendar year. (AQO 180/11)

The Minister of Finance and Personnel: If an
agreed Budget is not in place by early in the
new year, there will be serious implications for
public bodies in Northern Ireland. As | said in
answer to an earlier question, if money were
plentiful, we could, perhaps, afford to leave
Budget decisions and information until the
last minute. However, we face constrained
budgets, and people must plan to reduce or
do away with services, offer redundancies, and
so forth. Therefore, it is important that they be
given the earliest possible warning. | have had
conversations at constituency and ministerial
level with a wide range of people from the
voluntary sector, the statutory sector, boards,
trusts, businesses, etc. All said that it would
be a catastrophe not to receive early warning,
well before the start of the next financial year, of
what will be in the Budget.

Mr Frew: Will the Minister give an assessment
of the potential consequences for the private
sector should the Assembly fail to agree a
Budget this year?

The Minister of Finance and Personnel: | do
not want to say that it will cause particular
difficulties for the private sector; it will cause
difficulties for every sector. About 30% of the
private sector relies on contracts from the
public sector. The private sector needs to know
whether there will be an effect on its business
as a result of Budget decisions. The sooner
Departments know about their budgets for next
year and are able to convey that to the private
sector, the better.

| had a long conversation with people from the
social sector last week. Many believe that they
could fill the gap or, in some cases, deliver

the services much more cost-effectively than

the statutory sector could. | also know that
Members have been lobbied by that sector,
because some have written to me already about
the matter. However, that change cannot be
effected overnight; there must be some planning
and an opportunity to look at where budgets
need to be pruned and where the social sector
may be able to fit in. Therefore, a whole range of
people will be affected, and that is one reason
why we need to come to a conclusion quickly.

Mr McLaughlin: Go raibh maith agat, a
LeasCheann Comhairle. | am sure that the

Minister is aware that the private sector has
shed 37,000 jobs since May 2008. Therefore,
there has already been a dramatic impact on
that sector. Returning to the original question,
does the Minister agree that there is much
greater potential for a collective approach if,
rather than simply focusing on cuts, we talk
about ways to develop a strategy to rebalance
the economy? That strategy would argue for
fiscal powers and would generally put together
an agreed plan for economic growth.

The Minister of Finance and Personnel: | totally
agree with the Member that there is a strategic
debate to be had about the Budget. Although
Sinn Féin Members have not been exclusive in
this matter, many have said that, before making
any decisions, we must wait until 20 October

to see what allocations the Westminster
Government make to the Assembly. However,
many of the strategic decisions that the Member
is talking about, such as the direction of travel
that we want to take the economy in and the
priorities that we should set, can be done
without knowledge of what the specific spending
proposals for Northern Ireland might be over
the next four years. That is a debate that we,
unfortunately, did not engage in fully, and it has
left a bit of a void. Returning to the answer that
| gave to the Member for Strangford earlier, if
that debate starts after 20 October, we will find
that there is a further delay in the whole Budget
process.

Mr D Bradley: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. What is the Minister’s thinking on
striking the balance between long-term planning
and allowing time for readjustment through
annual Budgets?

The Minister of Finance and Personnel: This
Budget period will last for four years. The
allocation will be made for the next four years,
and that is why | said that a strategic overview
needs to be taken of how we want to use
resources during that time. That is also why that
kind of debate can be divorced from one on the
actual amounts that are available for allocation.
Even if we do not know the exact amount of
money that is coming from Westminster, we can
still have a debate about long-term decisions.

As the Member pointed out, there will be a
divide between the things that can be done in
the short term and those that can be done in
the long term. That is why the debate about
strategy is so important. It may be that some
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Ministers decide that there are things that they
are doing at the minute that they no longer want
to do. It may not be possible for them to do that
immediately, without legislation being passed

in the Assembly, but, nevertheless, that needs
to be factored into the plans for the next four
years. Similarly, there may be capital projects
that span a long time, and although we need

to make decisions about those now, they must
also fit into the long-term strategy.

The Member is quite right to say that there are
two dimensions to the matter. We must decide
what we do immediately, but some of the things
that we decide to do now may not have an
impact until well into the CSR period. For that
reason, adjustments for the first year may need
to be made, but they may not necessarily carry
on through.

Construction Industry

3. Mr McDevitt asked the Minister of Finance
and Personnel to outline how he will assist the
construction industry, given the expectation of a
possible 30% reduction in capital expenditure.
(AQO 181/11)

The Minister of Finance and Personnel: The
construction industry has very much felt the
economic impact of the downturn. Indeed, Mr
McLaughlin pointed out that thousands of jobs
have been shed by that and other industries as
a result of the downturn. However, | have to say
that the impact on the construction industry
has, perhaps, been alleviated by the work that
the Assembly has done, and the decisions
that it has made, to bring forward construction
projects through the re-profiling of our capital
spend. We have spent about £1-7 billion this
year, which is probably the last year that we will
do that. About 60% of that amount goes on the
construction industry, and, as a result, public
sector projects now account for about 54% of
construction industry employment.

2.45 pm

To a certain extent, decisions made by the
Assembly have filled the hole that was made

by the dramatic reduction in the private sector,
especially the housing sector. However, until
the outcome of the spending review is known,
we will not have the final position of our capital
budget for the next four years. The one thing
that we do know is that we will not spend £1-7
billion next year or the year after; there will be a

severe reduction. We have to look at what can
be done to fill those gaps that can be filled but
also manage the reduction in work and ensure
that we do not leave a skills gap in future years.

Mr McDevitt: Will the Minister confirm to the
House that it would be a mistake to place an
overwhelming burden of cuts on the capital
side? In light of his earlier answer, will he also
confirm that he does not intend to cut capital
expenditure to a higher rate than he cuts current
expenditure in response to what may or may not
happen on 20 October?

The Minister of Finance and Personnel: As

a result of the Barnett formula, we are not
simply given a pot of money. The Treasury will
already have divided the money into a pot for
current spending and a pot for capital spending.
Therefore, to a certain extent, the answer that
the Member is looking for is outside the control
of the Executive and the Assembly.

There is, of course, some possibility of
movement from current spending to capital
spending. The Executive will have to look at
whether we should move some money over to
capital spending to fill the huge gap, even given
the constrained current spending. The capital
spending gap could be more than 40% if the
trends that we pick up from the Treasury are
anything to go by.

Another question is whether we should look

at the sale and privatisation of some of our
assets to try to bring in revenue for capital
projects. That will be a big question for many
Members, one that will, perhaps, challenge their
ideologies. It might be a difficult question for
members of the SDLP and Sinn Féin.

We also have to look at whether we can get any
greater borrowing ability through the reinvestment
and reform initiative (RRI); we raised that issue
with the Government. What about the commitment
to capital spending for the next 10 years that
was made at St Andrews, albeit by the previous
Government? Will the Conservative Party honour
that pledge? As members of the Ulster Unionist
Party claim to have great influence through their
electoral pact with the Conservative Party, | am
sure that they will seek to ensure that that
pledge is lived up to.

Ms J McCann: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. Does the Minister agree that
sustaining the strategic investment programme
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is essential to securing the future of the
construction industry?

The Minister of Finance and Personnel: The
strategic investment programme was not

there simply as a crutch for the construction
industry. Nevertheless, it does, of course, present
important opportunities for the construction
industry. The whole point of the strategic
investment programme was to improve the
infrastructure in Northern Ireland so that

the rebalancing that Mr McLaughlin talked
about could be undertaken. If we have a

better infrastructure — better roads, ports,
telecommunications, schools, and so on — it
will be easier for us to attract private investment
into Northern Ireland and grow the private
sector. That is the whole point. That is why it is
so essential and why Mr McDevitt's question
was so important. What are we prepared to

do, and what ideologies are we prepared to set
aside, to try our best to undertake the strategic
investment programme that we have set down?

Mr Campbell: Does the Minister agree that a
number of capital projects in parts of Northern
Ireland, which are very dependent on the retail
and tourism sectors, are ready to go? They
need the imprimatur of various Ministers, such
as the Minister for Social Development and

the Minister of the Environment, and if that
comes from those Departments to him, will very
serious consideration be given to those projects
to try to promote the local economy?

The Minister of Finance and Personnel: In the
discussions that | have had with Ministers, |
have been asking them to give me a list of their
priority capital projects. Some of them have
been reluctant to do that. The Member has hit
the nail on the head; that is exactly why we
need that information. Of course, if a Minister
makes a particular project a priority and justifies
why it should be so, that bid will have more
chance of succeeding.

Government: Revenue

4. Mr Savage asked the Minister of Finance and
Personnel what steps he has taken to identify
and encourage any revenue-generating capacity
within Departments. (AQO 182/11)

The Minister of Finance and Personnel: It is
the responsibility of individual Ministers to bring
forward proposals on raising additional finance,
and the ongoing work of the Budget review

group on that matter is most welcome. We had
discussions at Greenmount College on 5 July,
and a number of work streams were initiated,
one of which was to look at the potential for
raising revenue in each Department. As regards
revenue-raising in my Department, | will be
bringing proposals to the Executive, and it will
be up to the Executive to decide whether they
find those acceptable.

Mr Savage: | thank the Minister for his answer.
At what point will he bite the bullet and speed
up the sale of government assets as part of the
plan to offset the cuts?

The Minister of Finance and Personnel: The
sale of government assets is one of the things
that we have looked at in the work streams

for the Executive. | love the way that Members
sometimes attribute that sort of power to me. |
wish that | had the powers that Members think

| have. Some Members wish that | did not have
those powers and will resist my ever getting them.

The money that could be obtained from assets
is, to a certain extent, limited in the current
financial circumstances because many of those
assets are land banks, and banks are not
lending developers money unless they have a
specific use for the land in mind. However, there
are other assets that have revenue streams
attached. Those are the ones that are most
likely to be acceptable and to find a ready
market. It is, of course, up to Ministers to look
at the assets in their Departments and bring
forward proposals for them.

Dr Farry: It is my understanding that the UK
Government are trying to close their fiscal

gap with a 77:23 ratio between revenue and
spending. Does the Minister have an opinion on
what the ratio should be in Northern Ireland?

The Minister of Finance and Personnel: To a
certain extent, we are already subject to the
ratio that the Member described, because some
of the 23% of revenue that the UK Government
wish to raise will be raised here in Northern
Ireland. We are already paying some revenue
consequences. However, | know the point that
the Member is making: can we simply get away
without looking at what potential revenue there
might be from additional charges in Northern
Ireland, or do we simply make up the whole
deficit through spending cuts? He knows my
view on that. It is the same view that | have
expressed to him on a number of occasions:
there must be a balance. | have stuck my
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neck out, as | know he has, on a number of
occasions by suggesting some things that might
be done. There is a whole host of other ways in
which revenue might be raised. It is part of the
work of the Budget review group to tease out
from Ministers the potential for revenue-raising
in their Departments.

Corporation Tax

5. Mr | McCrea asked the Minister of Finance
and Personnel what the potential costs are of
reducing corporation tax in Northern Ireland to
the level that prevails in the Republic of Ireland.
(AQO 183/11)

The Minister of Finance and Personnel: A broad
range of figures has been provided on the cost
of reducing corporation tax and on the cost of
giving us the ability to reduce corporation tax

in Northern Ireland. Assuming that we bring it
down to the same level as exists in the Irish
Republic, which | suppose is what the Member
is referring to, the estimates have been anything
between £200 million and £500 million.

The Northern Ireland economic review group
suggested £200 million, Varney suggested
£300 million, and my Department estimated

it to be £500 million. Members will be aware
that the coalition Government are preparing a
paper, and we have said to them that we want a
very clear picture of the likely costs. | have also
asked that officials from my Department be part
of those discussions.

Mr | McCrea: | thank the Minister for his
answer. The Minister will be aware that many
Ulster Conservatives and Unionists - New

Force (UCUNF) candidates for the Westminster
election canvassed the country promising that
a Conservative and unionist Government would
deliver on corporation tax. Can the Minister give
the House any idea as to whether he feels that
that will actually happen?

The Minister of Finance and Personnel: | do not
want to cast any aspersions on the influence
that the Ulster Unionist Party has on the
Conservative Party, but the fact that the UUP
could not even get the Conservatives to stand
down in a constituency, resulting in a unionist
seat being lost, indicates how much influence
there has been.

Leaving that aside, since the Government got
in with the promise of a package to help us to
rebalance our economy, it is important that all

parties in the Assembly collectively engage with
the Government and push them to ensure that
that additional work is done. We know that we
are going to have a painful Budget, but if we can
at least have some help with the restructuring of
the economy, that would be a step forward.

Mr A Maginness: | thank the Minister for his
answer to the Member’s question. | could be
forgiven for thinking that perhaps it was not the
previous election that Mr McCrea was referring
to but the upcoming one, but that is by the by.

Does the Minister agree that the work towards
devolving the power to vary corporation tax
should begin immediately? At the very least,

if the power is devolved to the Assembly, the
Assembly can exercise that power in whichever
way it wants to. There is a lot of work to be done,
including going to the European Commission
once Westminster devolves that power.

The Minister of Finance and Personnel: It
should be done immediately, because there

is a twin-track approach here; namely, that we
would have Budget cuts, which would impact on
the public sector, and that we would have help
from Westminster in rebalancing the economy.
We were promised a paper in the autumn. |
am not too sure when that will appear, but it
will certainly not be shortly after the spending
review. It is important that we engage with the
Treasury, and, over the summer, along with the
Minister of Enterprise, Trade and Investment,

| met the Treasury Minister to discuss the way
forward on the matter and to emphasise the
need to have a Northern Ireland input into it.

We have to be quite clear: the cost of this may
be too high for us. Therefore, we must have an
alternative strategy. In conversations with the
Treasury, we have been looking at other things
that might be done. Let us not put all our eggs
in the “reduce corporation tax” basket. | would
like this paper to look at whether there are
possibilities when it comes to corporation tax
credits for research, development, investment,
training and a whole range of other things.

My officials will certainly be encouraging the
Treasury to look at that.
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Middletown Centre for Autism

1. Mr Moutray asked the Minister of Education
to outline the terms of reference for any review
of the Middletown Centre for Autism currently
being undertaken by her Department.

(AQO 194/11)

The Minister of Education (Ms Ruane): Nil
baint ag mo Roinn le haon athbhreithnid ar
lonad Choillidh Chanannain d’Uathachas faoi
lathair agus nil sé ar intinn aici a leithéid
d’athbhreithnii a dhéanamh san am ata le teacht.

My Department is not involved in any review of
the Middletown Centre for Autism and has no
plans for such a review. | will continue to work
closely with An Tanaiste, an tAire Oideachais
agus Scileanna i nDeisceart na hEireann, Mary
Coughlan, the Minister in the South of Ireland. |
remain committed to the Middletown project and
to achieving the goals that have been set for it.

3.00 pm

Mr Moutray: The Minister said that her
Department is not undertaking a review. Why
then did one of her departmental officials say that
a review was taking place in the Department of
Education in light of the financial crisis in the
Irish Republic?

The Minister of Education: | do not know where
the Member got the information that one of

my officials said that, but | would welcome any
details on that.

Mr D Bradley: Go raibh maith agat, a
LeasCheann Comhairle agus seo i mo cheist ar
an Aire. What is the Minister's assessment of
the need for an autism Bill for Northern Ireland?

The Minister of Education: As the Member will
be aware, the Department of Health, Social
Services and Public Safety is discussing and
leading on that issue. At this point, it would not
be appropriate for me to comment. However, it
is important that all Departments work together
to provide the best health and education
services for young people who are on the
autistic spectrum.

Mr McCallister: Will the Minister explain why
the capital expenditure for the Middletown centre
has been cut from £2 million to £1-2 million?
She knows my views on the centre, but will that
cut have an impact?

The Minister of Education: My Department

is working closely with the Department of
Education and Skills in the South of Ireland,
and | have ring-fenced funding in the North for
the capital budget. | would like that project

to continue, and | am working closely with my
counterparts in the South.

Education and Skills Authority

2. Mr Leonard asked the Minister of Education
how many staff within the education sector
volunteered for redundancy to facilitate the
establishment of the Education and Skills Authority.
(AQO 195/11)

7. Mr P Maskey asked the Minister of Education
whether she and Protestant transferors are
content to proceed with the establishment of
the Education and Skills Authority.(AQO 200/11)

The Minister of Education: Go raibh maith agat.
A LeasCheann Combhairle, tabharfaidh mé freagra
ar Cheist uimhir a d6 agus ar cheist uimhir a
seacht le chéile. Ta ceithre chéad agus a deich
ball foirne i ndiaidh a chur in idl go mbeadh said
sasta éiri as a bpost.

I will answer questions 2 and 7 together. Some
410 staff responded to requests for expressions
of interest in voluntary severance. New service
delivery models are being developed for a range
of services, and those are being discussed with
the convergence programme management board
and the chief executives of the education and
library boards. When those models have been
fully developed and agreed, | hope that voluntary
severance can be considered in line with
convergence implementation and business needs.

For all the reasons that | outlined, | am content
to proceed with the implementation of the
review of public administration and with the
establishment of the Education and Skills
Authority. | have been ready to do so for the last
year. Some political parties have attempted to
block reform of the education system and to
use the genuine concerns of the transferors to
do that. To the best of my knowledge, all issues
raised by the transferors have been resolved to
their satisfaction, and | hope that all concerned
will seize the opportunity to move forward.

Mr Leonard: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Comhairle. | am sure that the Minister and her
staff are aware that the uncertainty and lack of
movement are causing considerable stress among
members of staff. How can that be dealt with?
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The Minister of Education: Bhuel, aithnim go
bhfuil na baill foirne buartha faoina gcuid post
agus aithnim go bhfuil siad faoi strus da bharr.

| recognise that staff have valid concerns

about their position and that those may cause
stress, but the process was never intended

to be so protracted. Had the Education and
Skills Authority been implemented in January

as planned, staff could have been released as
expected. However, we are now in a situation
that is less than ideal. It has required much new
thinking and planning, which cannot be rushed
through without considering the complexities of
delivering regional services during the lifetime of
the existing organisations. Organisations cannot
release staff until new service delivery models
have been fully developed and agreed.

The progress that has been made to date
reflects the scale of the challenge and the
importance of agreement from all organisations
involved. Staff have valid questions to ask of
parties that attempt to block the reform of
public administration.

Mr P Maskey: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. It is interesting to hear that. | have
spoken to people who have expressed concern
about the blocking of reform in the education
system.

My question relates to the Protestant
transferors. Are they content with the proposed
establishment of the ESA? By and large, if the
block on reform is removed, the ESA will save
£20 million per year.

The Minister of Education: The Member is
absolutely right: it will save £20 million per
year. Obviously, we have to invest to save. |
have secured the necessary funding to do so.
The ESA will also ensure that we can target

on the basis of need and that money is not
squandered unnecessarily on bureaucracy and
administration. Often, | hear parties opposite
say that money is wasted on administration
and that there are too many quangos. However,
when there is an opportunity to do something,
they talk the talk, but they cannot walk the walk.

As regards whether the transferors are satisfied,
ar feadh m’eolais, ta na hAistreoiri sasta leis na
réitigh a bhi ar na ceisteanna ar fad a d’ardaigh
siad. To the best of my knowledge, all issues
that have been raised by the transferors have
been resolved to their satisfaction. Therefore, it

will be interesting to see what the next excuse
will be from the parties opposite.

Mr Storey: For a Minister to come to the House
and say, “to the best of my knowledge” is a
clear indication that she is not across her brief.

Mr Deputy Speaker: Question, please.

Mr Storey: If the issue relates only to the
transferors, how does the Minister respond

to the criticism that appeared in a recent
newspaper article in August 2010 from the chief
executive of Council for Catholic Maintained
Schools (CCMS), who now says clearly on behalf
of that sector that there are still outstanding
issues that have to be addressed? He is clear
that the issue does not just relate to the
transferors. He wants equality. How does she
answer that?

The Minister of Education: First, | am well across
my brief on the establishment of the Education
and Skills Authority. | have chaired —

Mr Storey: [Interruption.]

The Minister of Education: If the Member would
not be rude and interrupt me, | would answer his
question. He had his chance to ask his question.

| chaired a high-level group. Representatives
from the Catholic trustees were at practically
every meeting. The trustees support the
establishment of the Education and Skills
Authority. Maybe the Member would be better to
use his energy and that of this party to support
the establishment of the Education and Skills
Authority. That, in turn, means supporting the
movement of staff from education and library
boards and, indeed, other organisations to the
Education and Skills Authority, which would
save money that is currently being wasted on
unnecessary bureaucracy and administration
and would get rid of 11 quangos, when one
Education and Skills Authority is enough. Maybe
it is time for the Member to show a bit of
leadership.

Mrs M Bradley: What difficulties do education
and library boards face due to the migration of
staff to the ESA?

The Minister of Education: In answer to an
earlier question or at an earlier point in this
question, | stated the number of staff who
wanted redundancy. | also answered a question
about the need to ensure that there is one
organisation rather than 11 organisations. As
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| said, at every single level, staff in all those
organisations want the ESA to be established.
They understand that it is the best way to
administer education and to use funding from
the education budget. They also understand
that the delay in the ESA’s establishment

is stressful. It should have been in place in
January 2010.

DE: Budget

3. Mr Kinahan asked the Minister of Education
for an assessment of her Department’s budgetary
position. (AQO 196/11)

The Minister of Education: | mbliana, ta

buiséid s6chmhainni agus chaipitil na Roinne
leithdhdilte go hiomlan, agus ta mé ag suiil

leis go gcaithfear an t-airgead ar fad sa bhliain
airgeadais seo. Go hairithe, ta buiséad caipitil
faoi bhrud go foil agus thiapedin mé go seasta do
chomhghleacaithe ar an gCoiste Feidhmitchain
le linn na mbabhtai deireanacha monatdireachta
go raibh géargha le hinfheistiocht bhreise in
eastat na scoileanna.

The Department’s resource and capital budgets
for the current year are fully committed, and |
anticipate full expenditure in this financial year.
The capital budget, in particular, remains under
pressure, and, in recent monitoring rounds, | have
consistently highlighted to Executive colleagues
the urgent need for further investment in the
schools estate. | am disappointed that | did
not receive the capital funds from the Minister
of Finance that | bid for in the September
monitoring round.

| am not in a position to provide an assessment
for the future. That will be possible only when
the Executive agree a draft Budget in line with
the Programme for Government. At that stage,

| will be able to begin work to assess the
outcome and the implications for education
services over the next four years. | am clear that
we as an Executive and as an Assembly, the
North/South Ministerial Council and the British-
Irish Council need to ensure that we protect
front line services and the most vulnerable and
disadvantaged in our society. We must also
ensure that we use the funding that we have.
We must fight for the maximum funding and use
it to ensure that we build a more equal Ireland
and a fairer society here in this part of Ireland.

Mr Kinahan: | thank the Minister for her answer.
In asking my supplementary question, | will

touch on question 6. | have visited a large
number of the schools in south Antrim, and
many of them are gasping for a little bit of
funding to paint or repair the inside and outside
of their school. Can the Minister find anything
in her budget that would give all schools a little
bit of funding to allow them to do up the interior
and exterior of the school and, perhaps, work
with the parents and teachers to pull everything
together?

The Minister of Education: The Member

makes some very valid points. Recently, | met
representatives from a school in his constituency.
He was part of that meeting, and | thank him
for placing the focus on the underinvestment in
the schools estate because | agree. We have
1,233 schools, our asset value is £4-5 billion,
and we have insufficient funds to ensure that
we can maintain the integrity of the estate. That
does not mean that we are not using the money
that we get wisely; we are. Since May 2007, we
have completed 48 major school projects on my
watch. That represents £404 million investment
in the schools estate. We have a further 15
schools on site, which represents another
£250 million. There are two other major capital
projects that will, hopefully, come on stream and
the 14 extra projects that | announced during
the summer. That represents an investment of
another £65 million in our schools estate. Some
£8-5 million of the £13 million is for work on
new schools. The rest of the money is for minor
repairs because, as the Member knows, there
has not been enough money put into the minor
works projects.

We have spent the money that has been given
to us. We have spent unprecedented amounts
of money. In the two years before | came into
post, direct rule Ministers handed back £64
million and £92 million. | am not handing back
any money; | am spending every penny that has
been given to me. No money is being handed
back. | urge all parties to support me when

I make bids in monitoring rounds for capital
budgets. | reiterate how disappointed | am that
| did not get capital funding in the September
monitoring round. | look forward to the support
of the Member’s party when | look for further
resources.

Mr A Maginness: The Minister talks about
protecting front line services. Will she detail
what steps she will take to do so? Rather than
a rhetorical flourish, perhaps she will give us the
details.
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The Minister of Education: Anyone who looks
at what we have done during my term of office
will see exactly how | have protected front line
services. | have increased funding to primary
schools, during very difficult economic times;

| am working closely with some of our most
disadvantaged and vulnerable communities; |
have initiated a programme with Women'’s Aid
for our primary schools; and we have invested in
a school sports programme because we want to
deal with obesity at a young age and introduce
young people to sport. We have increased the
money that goes to equality. We have looked

at the barriers to learning facing our Traveller,
Roma and ethnic minority children. We have
tried to redress the historical underfunding of
the Irish-medium sector, and the list goes on.
[Interruption.] | have equality impacted every
budget that | have set. We have also set aside
extra funding for the primary curriculum and the

new curriculum that was brought in on my watch.

We have a policy on early years. [Interruption.]
We have a policy on literacy and numeracy, and
no one can say that, on my watch, we did not
target on the basis of need and protect front
line services.

Mr Deputy Speaker: | remind Members that all
remarks will be made through the Chair. The
Speaker told you that a few weeks ago, and that
is the way it will be.

3.15 pm

Mr Givan: If the Minister is genuine about
protecting front line services and tackling the
Tory cuts, will her party not join our and the
SDLP’s Members of Parliament, take their seats
at Westminster and protect front line services
and the most vulnerable there?

The Minister of Education: That shows the
extent to which the Member takes the education
debate seriously. If the Member and his party
are serious about protecting front line services,
they should join the rest of us in establishing
ESA and stop colluding with the squandering of
money on administration. We need the money in
the classroom and on the front line. You cannot
have it both ways.

Ms Lo: In a recent report, Oxford Economics
stated that cuts of up to 25% may affect the
education budget, and economies to help
schools to cope with those cuts could be made
by asking them to share resources and by

the creation of integrated schools. Does the
Minister agree with that assessment?

The Minister of Education: Obviously, | agree
that it is very important that schools share
resources. That is why we have made it a
statutory duty in relation to the entitlement
framework. Gone are the days when there can
be four classes in one town with four or five
students in one class being taught the same
subject at A level over a period of two years. |
am encouraging collaboration and putting money
into very innovative projects like the Lisanelly
shared campus, where schools from all sectors
are coming together so that we can ensure that
all our young people are learning in a way that
is appropriate and represents the best use of
resources. We have different school sectors,
and it is important that all those sectors work
together.

Springhill Primary School and
Glenwood Primary School

4. Mr Humphrey asked the Minister of Education if
she has any plans to invest in the infrastructure
of Springhill Primary School and Glenwood

Primary School in Belfast. (AQO 197/11)

The Minister of Education: Is féidir liom a
dhearbhu go bhfuil mé ag iarraidh infheistiu

i scoileanna i dtuaisceart Bhéal Feirste, i
gceantar na Seanchille agus i gceantair eile a
bhfuil ardleibhéil diothachta séisialta acu.

| assure the Member that | want to invest in
schools in the north Belfast and Shankill areas
and other areas with high levels of social
deprivation. | have met principals of schools

in those areas. | have visited them in their
schools, and they have also been with me

here in Stormont. | appreciate their concerns. |
understand perfectly the need to get investment
into those areas, and the inclusion of the
rebuilding at Taughmonagh Primary School in
my recent announcement — indeed, | chose
Taughmonagh to make the announcement —
supports that intent.

My officials have been working with the Belfast
Education and Library Board to resolve any
outstanding issues on the proposed major
capital schemes for Springhill Primary School
and Glenwood Primary School, particularly

in relation to area planning matters. | ask

my Executive colleagues for their support

in securing additional funds to address the
historical underinvestment in the schools
estate. As | said, | am disappointed that | did
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not receive the capital funds that | bid for in the
September monitoring round.

Mr Humphrey: | am deeply disappointed by
the Minister’s response. | have listened to the
Minister over the past number of years talking
about the children in the Shankill area and
referring to low educational attainment rates
and their schooling generally. Members will
understand the disappointment in two schools
when an e-mail arrives from the Department
at 11.32 am on 30 June, the last day of term,
stating that their school is part of an overall
review of provision in the area. Local governors,
teachers, parents and the children themselves
are hugely disappointed about that. | implore
the Minister to make an early decision and to
put the money where her mouth is.

The Minister of Education: First, it is good to
hear the DUP focus on disadvantage. Hopefully,
the next step for it will be to understand

that breakaway testing in grammar schools
disadvantages children from the Shankill. What
I will pledge to do is to send the Member the
statistics about children from the Shankill and
other deprived working-class areas and the
statistics about inequalities in the system.

Secondly, my recent review of capital projects
listed in the investment delivery plan identified
issues with a number of schemes, including
those proposed for Springhill Primary School
and Glenwood Primary School. The schemes
cannot be progressed until those issues have
been resolved. My officials are working closely
with the Belfast Education and Library Board.
The sooner we can get those issues resolved,
the easier it will be to get funding to schools
that deserve it.

We cannot continue with the failed policies

of the past, where direct rule Ministers and
education and library boards invested in schools
that lay empty after a short time. Committees
and the Assembly have rightly called education
and library boards to account for the way in
which they invested funding in the past. That will
not happen on my watch. | want to get money
into working-class areas and into areas of high
social need. | have introduced major reforms

in the education system to ensure that the
children of the Shankill, the Falls, north Belfast
and other areas throughout the North of Ireland
get their due rights.

Mrs D Kelly: | listened interestedly to the
Minister’s final comments about getting

funding into areas of high social need and
disadvantage. Given that north Lurgan is one
such area and that the Minister told me some
two years ago that work would begin on a new
school for St Teresa’s Primary School, what
confidence can we have that the Minister’s
recent announcements about capital builds will
become a reality?

The Minister of Education: My Department’s
record for the number of schools built speaks
for itself. We have spent more money and built
more schools in the past three years than were
built during any other three-year period. Have all
the schools been built? No. Would | like to build
all the schools? Yes. It is, therefore, essential
that schools and the areas in which they are
located are looked at. It would be better if the
Member focused on area-based planning, on
the number of primary 1 children that there will
be and on schools working together, because
then we could quickly and effectively deliver the
schools needed for every area, including Lurgan.

Mr K Robinson: | am interested to hear that the
Minister will provide statistics on the children
who are transferring out of primary schools in
the Shankill area. Will the Minister extend that
brief just a little and provide statistics on the
number of children who have addresses in the
Shankill area but attend grammar schools or,
indeed, primary schools outside that area? |
am talking about the Shankill in Belfast, not
Shankill in Lurgan.

The Minister of Education: Ni raibh a fhios
agam go raibh Seanchill i Lorgain ach sin rud
nua a d’fhoghlaim mé inniu. | will certainly
copy the Member into my response. Indeed,

| will ensure that he is given those statistics
for all working-class areas across the North,
because we have them. The Department has
done its research. We know about how working-
class children are disadvantaged and about
the low number of free school meal children

in grammar schools. We also know that the
secondary school sector is bearing the brunt of
demographic decline and that it has by far the
greatest number of children from working-class
areas and children with special educational
needs. Therefore, let us not pretend that we
have a system that does not disadvantage
working-class children. The schools that are
doing breakaway tests are contributing to social
bigotry.
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Oral Answers

Schools: Further and Higher Education
Links

5. Rev Dr Robert Coulter asked the Minister
of Education for her assessment of the level of
co-operation between secondary schools and
further and higher educational colleges.

(AQO 198/11)

The Minister of Education: Ta mé sasta

g0 bhfuil comhoibrid an-mhaith idir
iarbhunscoileanna agus Colaisti Breisoideachais
i méran casanna, agus go n-imrionn Colaisti
Breisoideachais r6l an-tabhachtach in obair na
bPobal Foghlama Ceantair trasna an tuaiscirt
anois.

| am pleased that, in many cases, there is

now very good co-operation between post-
primary schools and further education
colleges, with further education colleges now
playing a valuable role in the work of area
learning communities across the North. That

is essential, because it is through working in
partnership with other schools and further
education providers that all post-primary schools
can offer young people at Key Stage 4 and
post-16 a much broader and better balanced
range of qualifications to reflect their needs,
aspirations and interests. It is also a means by
which post-primary schools can share their own
good practice.

Additionally, through joint planning to meet the
needs of their students, schools can avoid

the situation in which duplicate courses are
offered to very small numbers of pupils, thereby
ensuring better use of our money. As | said, in

a tight financial climate, it cannot be tenable

for schools in the same area to run separate
classes. For example, | am aware of four
schools in the same area learning community
that are running separate year 13 classes

in A-level art and design, with fewer than five
students in each. That is dreadful; think of the
amount of money that it costs to run those four
courses and to pay for the teachers and support
staff. We cannot afford to waste resources in
that way, and we have to plan our provision
better. Plus, it is better for the young people
involved that there are more students in a class.
It is not good for young people when a class
reaches a certain level, because they do not get
the best possible educational experience.

Rev Dr Robert Coulter: | thank the Minister
for her response. Does she agree that our

further education system increasingly has to
address the failures of an education system
that she presides over? Will the Minister inform
the House of any new initiatives that she and
her Department have in place to redress and
answer that problem?

The Minister of Education: | do not agree with
the Member’'s comment. My predecessor, Martin
McGuinness, and | have ensured, on coming
into the post, that, at the earliest opportunity,
we tackled the discriminatory 11-plus and how
pathways for children were being blocked at the
age of 11. Obviously, the previous education
system had an impact on young people at the
age of 11 and at the next transfer stage, which
is post-GSCE.

| do agree with the Member that further
education colleges were expected to pick up
the pieces following the wholesale failure of the
system for young people. Thankfully, we now
have policies in place that are bringing about
much needed change. For example, we have
transfer 2010-11, the literacy and numeracy
strategy, the entitlement framework and a
revised curriculum for primary schools. We are
targeting disadvantage and encouraging further
education colleges to work with all our schools
on post-16 education.

Mr Butler: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Comhairle. The Minister mentioned the
entitlement framework. Will she give us an
assessment of how successfully the entitlement
framework has been delivered between further
education colleges and post-primary schools?

The Minister of Education: It has been
increasingly successful. The vast majority of
post-primary schools are working with the
further education colleges in their area learning
communities, and | welcome that. However,

we now need a step change and to go a stage
further. We cannot, as | said, continue to have
four or five classes teaching the same A level
for a small number of young people. We need
to use our money wisely to provide the best
possible education for all our young people and
to encourage all sectors to work together.

Mr Storey: On a point of order, Mr Deputy
Speaker. Will you and the Office of the Speaker
check the accuracy of what the Minister of
Education said in answer to a question, when
she made reference to the fact that she had
spent all her money? The Northern Ireland Audit
Office — an office of integrity and importance
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— has a contrary view. Will the Hansard record
be checked to determine the accuracy of the
information that was given in the House today
by the Education Minister?

Mr Deputy Speaker: It is my understanding that
the Speaker normally checks Hansard anyway.

3.30 pm

Question for Urgent
Oral Answer

Prisoner Release: Devidas Paliutis

Mr Deputy Speaker: | have received notice of a
question for urgent oral answer under Standing
Order 20A from Mr Tom Elliott to the Minister of
Justice.

Mr Elliott asked the Minister of Justice to
provide an explanation of the circumstances
surrounding the erroneous release of prisoner
Devidas Paliutis from Maghaberry prison.

The Minister of Justice (Mr Ford): As | notified
the Chairperson of the Committee for Justice
in writing on 1 October, | regret to advise the
House that Mr Devidas Paliutis was released
erroneously from Maghaberry prison on the
afternoon of Wednesday 29 September.

| have initiated an urgent inquiry. It is to

report to myself and the director general of
the Prison Service by the end of October, but

| have also made it clear that | wish to have
interim recommendations based on emerging
findings sooner than that. In addition, | was
today assured by the director general of the
Prison Service that measures are in place to
strengthen procedures at all prisons. Those
include a strengthening of staff capability in this
area and improved communications from the
video link facilities to the office that authorises
discharge. Further, | am grateful to Dr Michael
Maguire, the chief inspector of Criminal Justice
Inspection, who has agreed to review the
findings of the inquiry. | will be discussing this
matter, among other things, with him later this
afternoon. As there will be a detailed inquiry,

| do not think that it would be right to go into
detail at this stage about what may have
happened. | do, however, understand fully the
concerns about this matter, so | will summarise
my understanding of what happened.

Devidas Paliutis was committed to custody in
January this year, charged in connection with

a number of offences, including ones of a
sexual nature. In the course of the prosecution
process, Paliutis appeared by video link from
Maghaberry prison before Newry Magistrate’s
Court on 29 September. He was returned for
trial by the district judge to the Crown Court.
The holding charges against Mr Paliutis were
withdrawn from the Magistrate’s Court, with
other charges substituted in their place. That
information was conveyed electronically to the
Northern Ireland Prison Service correctly and in
line with current procedures. As | understand
it, the information that initially came to the
Prison Service was that the charges had

been withdrawn. Action was taken on that
basis. Again, in line with normal procedures,
prior to the discharge of a prisoner in those
circumstances, the papers were checked by a
senior member of the prison. Clearly, we are
not in possession of all the detailed facts at
this stage, but we are examining any procedural
weaknesses, as well as human error.

Management at Maghaberry was alerted to the
issue on the afternoon of 30 September, when
the prisoner was unavailable for his scheduled
consultation with his solicitor. The police were
immediately notified, and the director general
spoke to me. | know that there was effective
liaison between the Prison Service and the
PSNI. | myself spoke to senior police officers
on Thursday evening and again today. | am very
grateful to the PSNI for its efforts to locate and
return Mr Paliutis to custody. | know that there
was close liaison with the Garda Siochana and
Interpol. Addresses in Northern Ireland and

the Republic of Ireland were visited within 24
hours. | also assure the House that the director
general and | took immediate steps to ensure
that the interests of the alleged victim were fully
safeguarded through the PSNI.

| also regret to inform the House of a separate
incident on Friday, when another prisoner was
released erroneously from Downpatrick Crown
Court. The prisoner, Connelly James Cummins,
had been produced in court because of an
alleged breach of a custody probation order.
That matter was dismissed by the court. It is
my understanding, however, that Mr Cummins’s
file was marked “hold” on the basis that he is
still awaiting trial on other charges, namely theft,
aggravated vehicle taking and using a vehicle
without insurance. It appears that a prison
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custody officer failed to take those charges into
account and released Mr Cummins in error.

Again, | assure the House that appropriate
steps were taken to respond to the incident as
soon as the error was discovered, which was
within minutes of the prisoner being set free.
The PSNI was informed and has issued a force-
wide alert with regard to Mr Cummins, who is
still unlawfully at large.

Although the circumstances that led to that
incident are different from those in the case of
Mr Paliutis, it is vital that lessons are learned to
identify where there are procedural weaknesses
so that the margin for human error can be
removed. That is why | have asked that that
incident be included in the scope of the inquiry
into the erroneous release of Devidas Paliutis.

| have also called a meeting this evening, at
which | expect to receive assurances that steps
have been taken to ensure that Friday’s error will
not be allowed to happen again.

| conclude by assuring the House that | take
such issues extremely seriously. | will be
following the progress of the inquiry closely
and will ensure that the House is advised of
the lessons learned and of changes made to
prevent any future occurrence.

Mr Elliott: Since | tabled my initial question, we
are in a much more serious situation, having
now heard that a second prisoner has been
mistakenly released. Does the Minister accept
that in other places senior civil servants and
Ministers have had to resign for much less?
What immediate action is the Minister going to
take to ensure that this does not happen again
and to take action against those who made the
mistakes?

The Minister of Justice: Mr Elliott has a point:
we are clearly in a serious situation. However, |
disagree that we are in a “much more serious
situation”. The second escapee’s offences
concerned car theft, which is nothing like as
serious as the concerns that we all have about
someone who is charged with serious sexual
offences.

Mr Elliott suggested that senior civil servants or
Ministers might resign for less in other places.
That will have to await the outcome of the inquiry
that we have instituted. There is no point in

me making announcements on whether or not
heads should roll when | have called for a full
inquiry that will be externally verified by the chief

inspector of criminal justice. | am prepared to
await the outcome of that before | decide on the
appropriate actions to take against individuals,
if any.

| outlined that steps were being taken, including
a strengthening of staffing procedures and a
re-examining of processes to ensure that the
events do not recur in the immediate future. As
| said, | will be having a further meeting later
today to follow that up.

The Chairperson of the Committee for Justice
(Lord Morrow): | have listened carefully to what
the Minister has said. Will he confirm whether
his initial understanding that the release was
due to human error was correct? If so, did the
error occur within the Prison Service or the
Courts and Tribunals Service? Will he assure the
Assembly that all possible steps are being taken
to ensure that this does not happen again?

Furthermore, does the second incident not clearly
demonstrate that a lax regime exists? Will

the Minister accept that, if the confidence of
the general public is to be restored, he must
instigate a review of the two cases as a matter
of urgency? Will he undertake to return to the
House with a full report at the earliest possible
date?

The Minister of Justice: As | said, it appears
that there may well be a strong element of
human error. However, we are also looking to
see whether there is any issue with procedural
systems, weaknesses in the system or any
failure in the technology. Again, at this stage,

it is not possible to give a definitive answer,
save to say that we are following up all possible
lines of inquiry. If there is an error, it would
appear to lie more within the Prison Service, but
whether the fault lies with technology systems
or individuals in the Prison Service, | am not in a
position to state.

It is entirely understandable that Mr Elliott
and Lord Morrow should question whether
the situation is an indication of a lax regime.
However, in the context of the past five or six
years, 50,000 or 60,000 cases of prisoners
on remand have been considered, whether by
video link or in person in Magistrate’s Courts
before district judges, and we are talking
about two problems, which, admittedly, both
occurred in one week. | am not sure that that
necessarily establishes that there is a lax
system, but | am determined to ensure that
we establish that there is not a lax system.
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Nothing can ever be 100% perfect, but people
have a right to expect that we do not see such
errors recurring in the same way. So, there will
be a firm and thoroughgoing review into what
happened in both cases. As | said, | will report
back to the House. | suspect that the Justice
Committee may wish to see me to go into detail
on the situation. It will be important that the
lessons are not only learned but seen by the
Assembly, representing the people, to have been
thoroughly learned.

Mr McDevitt: On a point of order, Mr Deputy
Speaker. The last time the Minister of Justice
came to the House to address a question for
urgent oral answer, the Office of the Speaker
gave discretion to every party to ask a question.
On this occasion, that has not happened. Can
you clarify for the House why, on this occasion,
we have not had the opportunity to ask questions
on a party basis?

Mr Deputy Speaker: The normal protocol is to
take questions from the Member who tabled the
question and the Chairperson of the relevant
Committee.

Before we adjourn, | am sure that the Assembly
will want to congratulate Europe on winning

the Ryder Cup and — wait for it — Graeme
McDowell on his winning putt.

Some Members: Hear, hear.

Adjourned at 3.41 pm.
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The Assembly met at 10.30 am (Mr Speaker in the Chair).

Members observed two minutes’ silence.

Matters of the Day

Culmore Road Bomb

Mr Speaker: Mr Pat Ramsey has sought leave
to make a statement on the bomb at Culmore
Road, which fulfils the criteria set out in
Standing Order 24. | shall call Mr Pat Ramsey to
speak for up to three minutes on the subject. |
will then call representatives from each of the
other political parties, as agreed with the Whips.
Those Members will each have up to three
minutes in which to speak on the matter. The
convention is that there will be no opportunity
for interventions, questions or a vote on the
matter. | will not take any points of order until
the item of business is concluded. If that is
clear, we will proceed.

Mr P Ramsey: Thank you for agreeing to the
business being heard in the House this morning.

There has been much comment about the timing
of last night’s cowardly bomb attack on the
Culmore Road in the city of Derry. Thankfully, no
one was hurt, but it brought misery, heartache
and distress to many thousands of people

in the city. Some will see it as a response to
President Clinton’s visit to Derry last week, and
others will remark that it may be something to
do with the Tory conference currently under way
in Birmingham, but perhaps the most apt for the
people of the city will be today’s date: 5 October.
That was the day, in 1968, when thousands

of people in Derry gathered on the streets to
protest about civil rights.

Just as the people united then to speak out
against injustice, we stand united today, as
political parties in Derry and in this House, to
condemn the born-again Provos responsible
for this outrageous attack. Their actions have
caused great inconvenience and distress to
the wider community in Derry. That includes
vulnerable elderly people, some of whom were

sleeping, who had to be evacuated from their
homes late last night. Hard-pressed businesses
have had their properties damaged, innocent
children are unable to get to school and
hundreds of workers and commuters have not
been able to get to work.

As, | am sure, you know from listening to people,
Mr Speaker, there is a great sense of anger today,
which will be shared by many of my colleagues
in the House. More importantly, there is a strong
determination that those who are responsible
will not be allowed to set back the growth and
development of our wonderful city. Nor will they
curb the plans and desire for a better future for
everyone in the historic city of Derry.

| pay tribute to the staff of Da Vinci’s hotel for
their vigilance and swift action in reporting the
bomb and evacuating people out of the hotel. |
also acknowledge the tremendous work of the
PSNI in protecting people’s lives and putting
at risk their own lives. Even now, there is a
suspicion of another vehicle in the wider area.

Finally, | evoke the civil rights anthem of 5
October 1968. The message in the city then
was “We Shall Overcome”. The message today
is that those who are responsible will not
succeed, and the people of Derry will overcome.

Mr Campbell: Speaking on behalf of the
Democratic Unionist Party, | join Mr Ramsey and,
hopefully, Members from right across the House
in supporting the widespread condemnation
that has rightly been expressed regarding the
latest attempt to disrupt life in Londonderry and
across Northern Ireland.

It appears that the information — as much as
is available — points the finger at dissident
republican elements of one description or
another. It is, of course, only two months since
they attempted to bomb the Strand Road police
station, which is less than a mile away from last
night’s attempted murder attack. There have
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been other attacks in Newry and elsewhere.
The message is very clear: the dissident
republican elements intend to continue to carry
out the type of attacks and atrocities that their
predecessors carried out before them. Just as
their predecessors failed, so must they fail.

We know that the condemnation is there, and

it is good, right and proper that it should be.
However, condemnation does not ensure that
the propagandists and propagators of last
night’s violence end up in jail. The only way

that we will stop attacks such as that is with
convictions in a court of law. That is what is
required. The local community is required to

go to the police with information to bring about
convictions in a court of law. We understand
that those people have been called conflict
junkies, traitors and Neanderthals. We know all
of what they have been called, but we also know
that they are still carrying out those attacks. The
only way to stop them is convictions in a court
of law. To prevent a recurrence, anyone who has
any information, be they in this House or outside
it, should give that to the police to ensure that
those who are guilty of such attacks are brought
before the courts.

Ms M Anderson: Go raibh mile maith agat. |
stand here, as Sinn Féin’s representative, to
unreservedly condemn the planting of the bomb
in Derry last night and to call on anyone with any
information to assist the PSNI with its enquiries.

Some politicians, perhaps inadvertently, give

a degree of credibility to the actions of those
who were involved in the planting of the bomb
in Derry by attempting to connect those groups
with the terrible conflict that we have emerged
from. Of course, those who planted the bomb
take a degree of comfort from those misguided
comments. Republicans have only ever involved
themselves in armed action when there was no
other means to pursue their political objectives.
The Good Friday Agreement changed all of that.
It is quite clear that the conditions that we
endured in the past no longer exist. We lived

in a state whose institutions were designed
and sustained in the interest of one dominant
ruling class. It is unfortunate but true that it
was a Protestant Parliament for a Protestant
people. It was an Orange state, it was 50 years
of oppression, but all of that has now gone, as
have the vast bulk of the 35,000 British troops
who were on our streets — [Interruption.]

Mr Speaker: Order.

Ms M Anderson: The actions of those involved
in planting the bomb last night are designed to
bring British troops back onto our streets and
remilitarise the North. They are also designed to
close the democratic space that is now open to
republicans. Those people want to end the power-
sharing arrangements; however, they will fail.

Such attacks on the people of Derry and on the
people of Ireland only make us more determined
to build on our present opportunities in the
all-lreland and power-sharing political institutions
that were achieved through long and arduous
negotiations. Some of those involved in such
attacks might genuinely but absolutely mistakenly
believe that they are furthering some kind of
republican cause. However, they do not have
popular support for their actions, and they have a
responsibility to put the needs of the people first.

Mr F McCann: On a point of order.

Mr Speaker: Order. | said that there are no
points of order during speeches on the very
sensitive issue of a matter of the day. | am
happy to take a point of order after the issue is
dealt with.

Ms M Anderson: My final comment is to say
that the vast majority of the people of Derry and
of Ireland overwhelmingly support the peace
process and the political way forward. | ask
people, in this Chamber and beyond —

Mr Speaker: The Member’s time is up.

Ms M Anderson: — to be very careful about
comments that they make — [Interruption.]

Mr Speaker: Order.

Ms M Anderson: — so that we try to resolve
this situation in a way that will benefit all.
[Interruption.]

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

Mr McClarty: Thank you, Mr Speaker. On behalf
of the Ulster Unionist Party, | thank Ms Anderson
for that very jaundiced and misplaced lesson on
the history of this Province. There is no excuse
for violence in this Province: there never has
been any excuse, and there never will be.

Mr Speaker, what a difference a day makes.
Yesterday, here in Northern Ireland, we were in
a state of euphoria after the magnificent victory
of the European team in the Ryder Cup. Much
of that success, of course, was owed to two of
our finest golfers, Graeme McDowell and Rory
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Mcllroy. Today, unfortunately, the headlines are
about Neanderthals who have not yet woken
up to the fact that Northern Ireland has moved
on. Such individuals can never be allowed to
succeed. Thankfully, no one was injured, but
there is huge disruption in Londonderry this
morning, and it is the community which has
been inconvenienced.

The perpetrators of this senseless, pointless
act must be apprehended and convicted. That
can only happen if there is a flow of information
from the community. Therefore, | appeal to
those who have even the smallest snippet of
information to pass that on to the PSNI. | pay
tribute to members of the PSNI who put their
own life at risk last night to protect others. If
the perpetrators are listening, indeed, if they
are even out of their bed at this time of the
morning, | say to them, “You cannot succeed,
you will not succeed”.

Dr Farry: This was a disgraceful attack on the
people of Derry. There has never been any
justification for violence in this or any society,
and that statement remains as true today as
ever. What was most striking about the attack
last night in Derry was the anti-economy
message that lay behind it. In that respect, it is
such a betrayal of the people of Derry and of
Northern Ireland. When people are battling hard
to protect jobs, to bring new jobs, to bring in
new investment and wealth, to try to improve
people’s living standards, the dissidents’ message
is the absolute opposite. It is nihilistic. They
have no interest in the well-being of society.
Their emptiness and lack of a message stand
exposed to the rest of the world.

It is important that the House remains united in
standing up to dissidents; that we provide a
positive alternative of a shared future that includes
everyone; that we retain our focus on the economy
and on trying to improve people’s standard of
living; and that we give our full support to the
Police Service of Northern Ireland for the extremely
difficult job that it does every day and night in
trying to protect the people of Northern Ireland
from such threats. It is incumbent on anyone
who has information relating to the attack to
bring it to the attention of the authorities. | am
certain that the people who carried out the
attack have extremely low levels of support.
They are rejected by the overwhelming majority
of the people in Derry and elsewhere, and it is
important that we eliminate this cancer from
society sooner rather than later.

10.45 am

Mr Speaker: | will now take Mr McCann'’s point
of order.

Mr F McCann: On a point of order, Mr Speaker,
there was order throughout the Chamber as
Members made their submissions. However,
every time my colleague got up, she was heckled
continuously by Members on the other side of
the House. When people get up to deliver such
a submission, they should receive the order that
Members from other parties are given.

Mr Speaker: At times, Members from all parties
try to speak from a sedentary position. | think
that the Member will realise that | did bring
Members to order. Members need to appreciate
that | have a difficult enough job up here trying
to maintain order. As | said, from time to time,
Members from all parties are to blame for trying
to speak from a sedentary position, and | hope
that the Member understands that.

Mr F McCann: On another point of order, Mr
Speaker, it is my understanding that the Minister
for Social Development was to appear in the
House today to explain the actions that he

will be taking to restore morale in the Housing
Executive, especially in light of current inquiries.
Is there any reason why he will not be appearing
before us today?

Mr Speaker: There is nothing in the Order
Paper to suggest that the Minister for Social
Development will appear in the House today.
Yesterday, there were rumours that he might
come in today to make a ministerial statement.
That has obviously not happened, and my
understanding is that he will not appear in the
House today to make a statement or on any
other business.

Mr F McCann: | had tabled a question for
urgent oral answer and was informed at the time
that the Minister would appear before the House
today to tell us about the actions that he will

be taking to restore confidence in the Housing
Executive.

Mr Speaker: | know that the Member submitted
a question for urgent oral answer. However,

| decided not to accept it because it did not
meet the criteria in Standing Orders. Yes, there
were rumours that the Minister would make a
statement; however, that is obviously not the
case now.
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Committee for Agriculture and Rural
Development

Mr Speaker: | advise Members that | received
Mr Tom Elliott’s resignation as Deputy Chairperson
of the Committee for Agriculture and Rural
Development, which took effect from 20
September 2010. The nominating officer of the
Ulster Unionist Party, Mr Tom Elliott, notified me
that he wishes to nominate Mr Roy Beggs to fill

the vacancy. Mr Beggs accepted the appointment.

Executive Committee Business

Debt Relief Bill: Consideration Stage

Mr Speaker: | call the Minister of Enterprise,
Trade and Investment, Mrs Arlene Foster, to move
the Consideration Stage of the Debt Relief Bill.

Moved. — [The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment (Mrs Foster).]

Mr Speaker: One amendment has been
tabled. Members will have received a copy of
the Marshalled List, which provides details
of the amendment. The amendment allows
for payments to cover intermediaries and
authorities’ costs. | remind Members who
intend to speak that they should address
their comments only to the amendment. The
Questions on stand part will be taken at the
appropriate points in the Bill. If that is clear, we
shall proceed.

Clause 1 (Debt relief orders)

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment (Mrs Foster): | beg to move the
following amendment: In page 16, line 29, insert

“(10) The Department may, out of the proceeds

of fees charged under Article 361(1)(za), make
payments to competent authorities or approved
intermediaries in connection with the exercise of
the functions of approved intermediaries under this
Part.”

Before | speak to the amendment, | thank

the members of the Enterprise, Trade and
Investment Committee for their helpful scrutiny
of the Bill. As the Committee’s scrutiny was
drawing to a close, officials brought it to my
attention that it would be desirable if a minor
amendment were to be made to the Bill. |
agreed that the amendment would be beneficial,
and | wrote to the Committee and my Executive
colleagues to tell them about it. The amendment
is to clause 1 and is to enable moneys raised
through charging a fee to applicants to the debt
relief scheme in respect of intermediaries’ costs
to be paid over either to the intermediaries or to
their competent authorities.

The debt relief scheme is to enable the Official
Receiver, who is an official in my Department
and an officer of the court, to make what are
termed “debt relief orders” on the application
of eligible individuals. A debt relief order will be
similar to a bankruptcy order made by the High
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Court, but it will cost substantially less. It will
afford protection against legal action in respect
of debts covered by the order for a one-year
period, at the end of which liability to pay those
debts will be cancelled.

Applications to the debt relief scheme will

be made through trained and experienced

debt advisers acting as intermediaries. The
intermediaries’ function will be to assess
whether debtors are eligible for the scheme and,
if they are, to complete an online application
form on their behalf. The intermediaries will
then submit the completed form to the Official
Receiver. Intermediaries will be appointed by
the competent authorities designated by my
Department, and those competent authorities
will be organisations engaged in the provision of
debt management or debt counselling services.

Paragraph 10 of the schedule to the Bill amends
article 361 of the Insolvency (Northern Ireland)
Order 1989 to enable those applying to the debt
relief scheme to be charged a fee in respect of
the intermediary’s costs. The fee amount will

be set in subordinate legislation. Amending

the Bill to allow the moneys raised through
charging that fee to be paid over to either the
intermediaries or their competent authorities
recognises the reality that the intermediaries
work closely with the competent authorities

and that expenditure associated with operating
the debt relief scheme will fall on both the
competent authorities and the intermediaries.

The amendment will mean that, in the case of
training, fee income can be paid over to the
competent authority to pay for the training of
intermediaries, instead of being paid to the
individual intermediaries and passed on by
them to the competent authority. By providing
for payment to the intermediaries and/or the
competent authority, the amendment allows
the payment regime to have the appropriate
flexibility.

The Chairperson of the Committee

for Enterprise, Trade and Investment

(Mr A Maginness): The Committee for
Enterprise, Trade and Investment welcomes the
Debt Relief Bill, which is intended to provide
a remedy for those who can neither fund an
individual voluntary arrangement nor afford
the cost of petitioning for bankruptcy and are
therefore unable to free themselves from a
lifetime burdened by debt that they have no
reasonable prospect of being able to pay.

| thank the Minister and her officials for co-
operating so fully with the Committee in its
consideration during Committee Stage. The
Committee had concerns about the provision of
clear guidance and timelines on investigations,
provisions to cover unforeseen changes in an
individual’s circumstances and upper time limits
on debt relief restriction orders. The Department
responded to the Committee’s concerns by
clarifying details on those provisions and, in the
case of provisions to cover unforeseen changes
in an individual’s circumstances, by obtaining
detail on the impact of equivalent legislation in
England and Wales.

The Committee sought clarification from the
Department on plans that it may have to
charge a fee, as provided for in the Bill, to
organisations seeking to act as approved
intermediaries. The Department responded
that it currently has no plans to charge a fee in
connection with the granting or maintenance of
designation as a competent authority, and the
Committee was content that the Department’s
responses addressed adequately its concerns
on those issues.

Towards the end of Committee Stage, the
Minister wrote to advise the Committee that
she had decided to table an amendment

to the Bill at Consideration Stage. That
amendment would allow a fee to be charged
to applicants for the costs of persons acting
as approved intermediaries. She advised the
Committee that the amendment was brought
following advice from the Insolvency Service
in England and Wales that said that, because
most intermediaries are likely to be salaried
employees, it is better to be in a position
where the proceeds of that fee can be paid to
the competent authorities as an alternative to
being paid to the intermediaries themselves.
The Committee considered the proposed
amendment to be appropriate and was content
to note it.

Mr Irwin: | am sure that Members will agree
that the legislation is very timely, given that
Northern Ireland is experiencing a difficult
economic outlook. Times are tough, and the
Bill is a recognition of the fact that, in tough
economic times, although the vast majority of
people are able to tighten their belts and budget
their income to meet a variety of challenges,
there are those who are financially very
vulnerable and have got into a vicious circle of
debt from which they cannot get out. The Bill
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is a reaction to those specific circumstances,
and it brings Northern Ireland into line with
England and Wales, where similar schemes

are operated. | welcome the fact that the Bill

is a remedy to debt for those who need it most
without the prohibitive costs associated with
filing for bankruptcy. Those people include those
who have little income after necessary living
costs have been paid and who have no assets.

Although the heavy lifting of discussion and
debate on the Bill was done prior to my
membership of the Committee for Enterprise,
Trade and Investment, | am conscious that

a lot of thought and deliberation went into

the process. That is fairly represented by the
fact that only one amendment, on a technical
aspect, has been tabled. That is a credit to the
Minister and, of course, to the Committee.

The legislation should not be seen by anyone
as a green light to accumulate debt and then
walk away. The six-year re-entry rule is a clear
marker that the Bill is a specific response to
specific circumstances. It is designed to provide
a lifeline to people who are in severe financial
difficulties.

The amendment is a sensible approach to
the obvious costs that will be associated with
intermediaries getting to grips with the new
legislation when it becomes active. | feel that
it is a responsible amendment that will help
to facilitate the training that is necessary to
accurately provide advice on those who will be
deemed eligible for a debt relief order.

Having looked at the Committee’s report, | am
keen to see greater emphasis placed on a
system whereby, following a person’s use of a
debt relief order, an intermediary would be in

a position to give more focused advice on that
person’s financial situation to stop them ending
up in a similar position all over again. When a
debt relief order is served, that should trigger

a mechanism whereby advice services and
intermediaries pay particular attention to that
individual, who will need assistance in handling
their financial affairs. In that mechanism,
specific advice would be tailored to that
individual to help avoid future debt building up.

| welcome the opportunity to contribute to the
Consideration Stage. | support the Bill and the
amendment.

Mr Cree: We have discussed the matter at
some length in Committee and in the House.

The Ulster Unionist Party is fully behind the
amendment and has no difficulty supporting
the Bill.

Mr Neeson: As a member of the Committee

for Enterprise, Trade and Investment, |

support the amendment and the Bill. | thank the
Minister and her officials for listening to the
Committee’s concerns. The process has shown
the importance of scrutiny by the Assembly’s
Statutory Committees. It is very welcome to
know that we are having an impact on legislation
in the House.

Mr Frew: | commend Mr Neeson’s words in what
he said about the Committees. In my short time
in the House, | have found that the Committees

seem to be working very well.

| find it enjoyable and educational being on
Committees. | am on the same Committee
as the Member. | find real benefit in sitting on
Committees and in the work that they do.

11.00 am

The amendment is common sense and is needed
in the Bill. For anybody who finds themselves in
this position, it is a traumatic time, and it is only
right and proper that they have someone to
speak to and to work through their problems
with. However, the individuals and organisations
that undertake that work also need support and
training. Citizens advice bureaux (CAB) were
mentioned. If people in this position do not go
to their local politicians, they will certainly go to
their local citizens advice bureaux. It is good
and proper that these people will undertake that
work on behalf of people in trouble.

It is also proper that the money be raised by
charging the applicants a fee, because it would
be unfair to place that charge and burden on
the taxpayer. Given what applicants will go
through and the support and guidance that they
will receive, | do not think that it is too much

to ask that they pay a small fee to obtain that
service. Why should the taxpayer be burdened
with that? It would be simply unfair. Given that
the fee charged under the debt relief scheme in
England and Wales is less than one third of the
cost for a petition for bankruptcy debt relief, it
represents a bargain for the person who finds
themselves in that situation. The moneys will,
of course, be used not only for time and labour
but for training and the provision of computers
to enable the people involved to do their work.
It is, therefore, right that payments can be made
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to the competent authorities. It would not be
good, right or proper if intermediaries were paid
and then had to pay, if you like, their masters.

| believe that the amendment also covers that
situation. The amendment is common sense,
and it is good that we have it.

Mr Givan: The amendment is sensible. The
Insolvency Service in England and Wales has
suggested that this would be a better way for
us to take forward the administration of the fee,
because it has had to secure the agreement

of intermediaries in order to pass that fee on

to the competent authority. An unanticipated
situation in which the moneys for an employee’s
work go to the employer as the competent
authority rather than the employee may lead to
a degree of tension and must be avoided. The
amendment, therefore, makes sense.

The intermediaries carry out an important

role. They will be designated as a professional
in the field and will carry out the important
task of assisting the applicant, who will often
come to them in distress and in need of help
because of the circumstances in which they
find themselves. Now that the economy is
suffering, more and more people are coming to
our constituency offices and presenting their
financial difficulties to us. As my colleague
said earlier, we do not have the kind of
professional skill required to advise them on
debt management. We often refer them to

the likes of the citizens advice bureaux, which
play an excellent role. | know that four other
organisations have expressed an interest in also
carrying out that work.

Mr Craig: | declare an interest as a member
of the management board of a citizens advice
bureau. | concur with my colleague: it is
remarkable that three years into a serious
recession, CAB has already carried out sterling
work in handling individuals’ debt problems in
particular. Locally, it deals with debt amounting
to some £10 million per annum. It is right to
pay tribute to that organisation for the help
and assistance that it has given to individuals,
and, through the amendment, it will no doubt
continue to do so.

Mr Givan: | thank the Member for his
contribution. The employees of competent
authorities are salaried individuals, and the
amendment addresses the fact that the fee
should not be going to people on salaries but

to their employer. The amendment will go some
way to addressing that.

However, the amendment also builds in
flexibility. If an intermediary is not employed
through a competent authority, the Department
will still be able to pass on the fee to those
intermediaries. The amendment makes common
sense, and | support it.

Dr McDonnell: On behalf of the SDLR and
without delaying the House, | endorse the

Bill. It makes perfect sense, is workable and
improves our financial sector’s efficiency and
effectiveness. The amendment is worthy of
support, and | support it in every way possible.

Mr Weir: | have been considering this issue
lately. As with yesterday’s debate on property
fraud in Europe, it is not a matter on which |
anticipated speaking. Nevertheless, it is of high
significance to constituents and it will be an
increasing issue for people, whether they come
from North Down, Londonderry, Belfast, a rural
area or wherever. Consequently, as with any
discussion on debt relief, it is important to get
the legislation right.

| appreciate that legislation has come into force
across the water. Although it is important for us
to learn from the experiences in England and

to try to draw from them, and, where right, we
should learn from good practice and replicate
experiences, we must realise that Northern
Ireland is a special case. The Prime Minister
acknowledged that Northern Ireland is a special
case. However, whether he preaches it as a
special case, and whether the actions of the
Chancellor of the Exchequer match those fine
words, remains to be seen. Nevertheless, the
issue of debt impinges very heavily on people in
Northern Ireland.

I hope to bring a slightly different perspective to
the debate. The Chairperson of the Committee,
Alban Maginness, dealt eloquently with the
range of issues in the Bill, and it is clear that a
great deal of hard work on the amendment has
gone on in Committee and beyond. In looking
at the intricacies of the Bill, | will not try to
second-guess what happened in Committee,

as it has done sterling work. Unlike any of the
Members who spoke previously, all of whom
have been members of the Committee and
have dealt directly with the Bill, | hope to bring
a fresh perspective to the legislation; a fresh
perspective that is unencumbered by Committee
Stage or any in-depth knowledge and is based
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on genuine ignorance. Nevertheless, | hope to
bring a fresh perspective. | see that my words
are having the desired effect on the Public Gallery.

| suspect that there will be coverage in the
media tomorrow of many of the comments made
about the dreadful events up in Londonderry,
but | suspect that the bread-and-butter issues of
the Assembly, such as a Debt Relief Bill and an
amendment to it, will not get the same amount
of credit.

The amendment goes to the heart of protecting
people from debt. We have a greater problem
with debt in Northern Ireland, and, therefore, it
is important that we get the arrangements in
the amendment right and that procedures be
put in place. There are a number of aspects

to the amendment. First, there is the option

of charging fees. It is clear that, although it is
an additional service, it is meant to meet the
issues that arise from the debt relief scheme
in order to ensure that we are properly covered
in Northern Ireland. In these stringent times, it
is recognised that there is a need for a fee to
be charged.

Any action that is taken should not be a

burden on the taxpayer. It is right that the
service should be provided, but the weight of
responsibility on the taxpayer should be kept to
a minimum. It is right that there should be a fee,
but it must be dealt with in a proper fashion. |
am interested to hear whether the Minister has
any thoughts on the level of fee. The system
must be balanced so that it is cost neutral and
does not become a drain on the taxpayer. The
fee must also be realistic; it must not be cost
prohibitive to someone who is already in debt.
The need for the scheme to be effective and the
requirement for a reasonable fee to be charged
lie at the heart of the amendment.

The amendment takes a sensible approach to
the role of intermediaries and the competent
authorities by whom they are approved. As
the House heard yesterday during the debate
on property fraud, it is important that people
receive appropriate advice and are dealt

with in a professional manner. Consequently,
intermediaries must be authorised and have
expertise in debt management.

All Members have been visited by constituents
seeking advice on a range of matters. Often,
those people have already been advised on debt
relief and other issues. On some occasions,

the advice is good and helps people greatly,

although they still require the assistance of an
MLA. | suspect, however, that nine times out
of 10, the advice is given by someone who is
well meaning but does not have the necessary
expertise.

That level of advice on debt relief possibilities
has not been helpful, and the smiles that |

see around the Chamber indicate that many
Members have found themselves in similar
positions. It is important that the intermediaries,
particularly if there is the flexibility for them

to be paid directly, do a professional job and

are professionally competent to carry out that
task. If intermediaries are to be paid directly,
assurances must be given.

The amendment refers to “competent
authorities”, and Members mentioned that
there is a range of those. The one that most
people will think of is Citizens Advice, which

is well placed to help to provide and manage
the scheme. Unlike Mr Craig, | do not have an
interest to declare, but it would be remiss of
me not to praise the work of Citizens Advice in
my constituency of North Down. Its portfolio of
activities would allow it to marry effectively with
the debt relief scheme.

It is important that there is flexibility, because
there will be slightly different circumstances

in different areas. It is also important that we
are not too rule-bound when a case goes to

an intermediary or to a competent body. The
amendment gives the Department the flexibility
to choose and to work out a scheme. | am
unsure whether any subordinate legislation

will be required. The key to the amendment is
ensuring that the debt relief scheme works in
practice, and | suspect that similar amendments
and legislation exist in England.

As | said at the beginning of my contribution,
we must ensure that the amendment and the
Bill achieve something that is fit for purpose in
Northern Ireland and can deal with the problems
on the ground. A reasonable fee, an opportunity
for work to be carried out through professional
intermediaries on behalf of applicants and the
flexibility for payments to be made through
intermediaries or competent bodies will give

us that fit-for-purpose system. It will also allow
us to deal with the problems that are likely to
escalate during a recession. | commend the
amendment to the House, wish the Bill well and
look forward to the Minister’s response.
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11.15 am

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment: | am grateful to the Members

from across the House who contributed to the
debate on the amendment and, indeed, on

the wider reason for bringing forward the Bill.
The amendment will allow us a more flexible
and efficient way of managing the payment of
moneys to meet the intermediary costs that are
associated with the administration of the debt
relief scheme.

Some Members commented on the timeliness
of the legislation. We are operating about one
year behind England and Wales in respect of the
legislation. However, we have been able to learn
from their experiences, and it is for that reason
that we are making the amendment. | also want
to join Mr Craig, Mr Weir and others in their
comments about debt advisers, particularly in
Citizens Advice, Advice NI and other bodies, who
do sterling work to help those who are in debt
across Northern Ireland.

Mr Weir asked about the level of fee that is

to be charged to applicants in respect of the
costs. The basic point is that the policy aim is
that the debt relief scheme will not be a burden
on the taxpayer. That means that the cost of
operating the scheme, including the payment to
meet intermediary costs, must be met through
fees that are charged to applicants. However,
under the debt relief scheme in England and
Wales, the amount is £10. Therefore, the fee

is considerably less than that which is levied

in relation to bankruptcy and one that is
appropriate in all circumstances.

Question, That the amendment be made, put and
agreed to.

Clause 1, as amended, ordered to stand part of
the Bill.

Clause 2 (Conditions for making a debt relief
order)

Mr Speaker: No amendments have been tabled
to clause 2, but a Member has indicated a wish
to speak on the clause stand part.

Question proposed, That the clause stand part of
the Bill.

Ms J McCann: Go raibh maith agat, Mr Speaker.
| also welcome the Bill. Obviously, it will help
those who experience difficulty with debt

problems, particularly vulnerable people. | want
to make some comments and seek assurances
from the Minister.

When we look at debt, we have to make a
distinction between people who habitually avoid
paying their bills and those who, through no fault
of their own, cannot afford to pay. | ask that all
organisations to which people owe money, from
the large utility companies right down, do that
when they look at the way in which they try to
recover moneys that they are owed. We need to
make that distinction, which is why | bring these
points to the Minister’s attention today.

The first point relates to the six-year rule and
exceptional circumstances. The Committee for
Enterprise, Trade and Investment discussed
the matter at length, and we heard evidence
from Advice NI. Provision for exceptional
circumstances should be added to take account
of unforeseen changes. | understand the
practicalities and the logic that we cannot keep
getting debt relief orders through. However,
circumstances, such as the death of a partner
or an illness, can make a person unable to
cope with their financial situation. Therefore,
provision for exceptional circumstances should
be included.

| also want to make a point about the criteria
under which people are eligible. We have been
given the criterion of £50 a month surplus
income. | seek the Minister’s assurance that
that could be flexible. For instance, a single
parent with four children and a surplus income
of £51 is different from a single person who has
a surplus income of £49. However, the single
person will be eligible and the single parent will
not. There should be some flexibility about that.

Debt liability should be increased to £20,000
instead of £15,000. When debt relief orders
came into practice in England, pension pots
were considered as assets. There is a £300
limit on the pension pot. Pensions give people
some financial comfort in their old age.
Therefore, it is something that we should look
at again. | do not think that pensions should be
seen as an asset, especially given that some
people have small pots of money that they
depend on in their old age.

| ask for the Minister’'s assurances on those
particular points. As | said, my main issue is
to differentiate between people who habitually
avoid paying their bills and those who, through
no fault of their own, genuinely cannot pay.
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The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment: Ms McCann raised those issues
during Committee Stage. The reason why there
is a six-year limit on reapplication for a debt
relief order is, essentially, to strike a balance
between the needs of debtors, which we have
clearly heard over the past couple of years, and
the rights of creditors. Some people think that
six years is too long and others think that it is
too short. However, in my view, a six-year interval
is the minimum that should apply in all cases.

In relation to an applicant’s surplus income,

the question asked was how that could be
measured. A person’s income from all sources
will be compared with their expenditure to
determine what surplus, if any, exists. It is
intended that a common financial statement
will be used to provide an objective assessment
of whether an applicant’s expenditure is
reasonable, and applicants will have to explain
and justify any higher levels of expenditure.

Ms McCann talked about a £20,000 cap, but
the eligibility cap will be set in subordinate
legislation, and it will be subject to Committee
scrutiny. Therefore, those points can be raised
at the appropriate time. Some people think that
£15,000 is too high, but that is a matter that
will come before the Committee in subordinate
legislation.

The final point relates to pensions being treated
as income or assets. In line with what happened
in England and Wales, it is the intention that
most benefits and pensions will be counted as
income. The aim is to have a scheme that will
result in intermediaries being able to make a
simple and straightforward comparison between
income from all sources and expenditure.
However, there are certain benefits, such as
disability living allowance, which are provided for
a specific purpose, and receipt of those benefits
should not be seen as an obstacle to accessing
the debt relief scheme.

| hope that | have gone some way to answering
some of the points raised by Ms McCann.
However, some of the issues that she raised
will come back to the Committee in subordinate
legislation.

Question put and agreed to.
Clause 2 ordered to stand part of the Bill.
Clauses 3 to 9 ordered to stand part of the Bill.

Schedule agreed to.

Long Title agreed to.

Mr Speaker: That concludes Consideration
Stage of the Debt Relief Bill. The Bill stands
referred to the Speaker.
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Mr Speaker: The Business Committee has
agreed to allow up to one hour and 30 minutes
for the debate. The proposer of the motion will
have 10 minutes in which to propose and 10
minutes in which to make a winding-up speech.
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. All other Members who wish
to speak will have five minutes.

Before | call Sean Neeson to move the motion,
| call the Minister of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment.

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment (Mrs Foster): Thank you, Mr
Speaker, for allowing me to speak at this point.
Unfortunately, as | have indicated to you, | must
leave the House to attend a funeral. | have
informed the proposers of the motion and the
amendment that | will be absent for part of the
debate. | hope to return to the House after 2.00
pm. | apologise to the House. No discourtesy is
meant by my absence, the reason for which is
that | must attend to a particular matter.

Mr Neeson: | beg to move

That this Assembly notes the benefits that can be
achieved through implementing the green new
deal in Northern Ireland; supports the need for
improved energy efficiency to reduce fuel use and
meet European Union and United Kingdom carbon
emissions targets; and calls on the Executive to
implement a cross-departmental strategy to ensure
that the potential benefits of the green economy
are realised for Northern Ireland.

The adoption of a green new deal offers the
Government an opportunity to tackle the
environmental, economic and social issues that
face our society. Northern Ireland is almost
completely dependent on imported fossil fuels
to meet its energy needs. It relies heavily on oil,
which is an unregulated and rapidly depleting
finite resource. That presents a number of risks
for the future of Northern Ireland’s economy.
We are heavy polluters, lead unsustainable
lifestyles and contribute disproportionately to
climate change.

The impact of rising carbon emissions on
the planet has been well documented. The

island of Ireland will not be immune to

those changes. Research has shown that

the likely effects of climate change include
rising annual temperatures, wetter winters
and drier summers. Those changes will have
consequences for agricultural production. As a
result of rising sea levels, Belfast and Dublin
could become more susceptible to flooding.

Energy costs are high and will continue to

grow. The impact of rising fuel costs has been
higher bills for consumers. Northern Ireland has
the highest level of fuel poverty in the United
Kingdom, with approximately 45% of households
living in fuel poverty. Households here spend
twice as much of their disposable income on
energy as households in London, and around
60% more than the UK average.

Fuel poverty is not a phenomenon that is
restricted to people who are dependent on
benefits, although they are at greatest risk. Of
fuel-poor households, around 27% earn between
£10,000 and £15,000 a year. The vast majority
of homes that are in fuel poverty are owner-
occupied. As we are all aware, energy costs

are often cited by businesses as their greatest
competitive disadvantage. That issue has been
discussed in the House on many occasions in
the past.

Current sources of energy supply and levels

of energy demand are simply unsustainable.
The adoption of a green new deal can address
those issues. However, the green new deal

is not purely about improving Northern
Ireland’s green credentials and creating

a more sustainable supply-and-demand
network. It also offers the Executive a viable
job- and wealth-creation opportunity. That is
particularly relevant in the current climate of
austerity and rising unemployment. Potential
employment opportunities range from high-tech
manufacturing jobs to maintenance jobs at wind-
power plants. Employment in the agricultural
sector could also be sustained and grown
through biomass production.

President Obama has adopted the green new
deal in the United States, and that has already
had a major impact on the economy there.

11.30 am

In the short term, the retrofitting of our existing
housing stock through the implementation of
cost-effective energy-efficient measures would
create and sustain jobs in the construction
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sector. Opportunities for job creation have
already been realised by local businesses,
including Harland and Wolff. | commend to the
House a supplement on energy in Northern
Ireland that was produced by the ‘Belfast
Telegraph’ last week. It outlined the major
impact that the green new deal has had on
production at Harland and Wolff. The jobs
created represent only a fraction of what could
be achieved if a co-ordinated and ambitious
approach were adopted by the Executive. We are
already behind our neighbours and European
and international competitors, and we urge the
Executive to urgently prioritise this agenda.

On a positive note, we believe that there are
several factors that can make the growth of
the green economy a reality. They include our
large pool of highly qualified young people; our
strong manufacturing base; our low cost base
for labour and physical resources; the slack
within the labour market, particularly in the
construction sector; our potential to generate
renewable energy — Northern Ireland has the
second best potential for wind energy in Europe
and is second only to Scotland; and the strong
research and innovation that is based in our
universities.

At the core of a green new deal is improved
energy efficiency. It is estimated that the
implementation of cost-efficient measures could
reduce final energy demand by up to one third.
Improved energy efficiency is the quickest and
most cost-effective means of reducing demand
for energy, emissions and household bills,

and it has a short lead-in time in respect of
jobs creation. Reducing demand also reduces
the investment required in renewable energy
provision. When Members were talking about
the social economy in the House yesterday,

the benefits of the warm homes scheme were
highlighted. That is another example of how the
green new deal can be improved in Northern
Ireland.

With the domestic sector accounting for
around 40% of our energy use, tackling energy
efficiency in our homes should be a key priority.
The Government spend some £70 million

per annum on energy-efficient measures. We
welcome the fact that that funding is available
and that consideration of a supplier obligation
is noted in the strategic energy framework.
However, we call on the Executive to ensure
that available resources are leveraged, as much
as possible, to ensure maximum impact and

reach. Additional sources of finance include the
European Investment Bank and commercial and
social finance institutions. Such mechanisms as
pay-as-you-save schemes have the potential to
offer an alternative to a grant-driven approach.

We call on the public sector to show leadership
as well. Not only would improved energy efficiency
reduce the proportion of public money spent on
energy, but it might help to drive down the costs
of technologies for homes and businesses. The
creation of a zero carbon public sector estate

by 2015 was stated in the 2006 sustainable
development strategy. That target will not be met,
and the absence of a target for the public sector
from the current sustainable development
strategy is disappointing.

With the transport sector accounting for 28%

of our energy consumption, tackling energy use
in that sector should be a priority. A current

lack of emphasis on transport is disappointing
and indicates a failure by government to grasp
the step change that is required to ensure
sustainability. In tandem with expanding renewable
energy provision, we must ensure that we have
an infrastructure that encourages, supports and
facilitates its growth. We support investment

in the electricity grid, the ongoing development
of the single energy market on the island of
Ireland and the development of the North/South
interconnector. We also support the proposed
EU-wide renewable energy supergrid. An efficient
planning system is also required.

Enshrining targets in legislation can drive action
and encourage investment. We have targets

in place to reduce greenhouse gas emissions
and to increase the proportion of electricity that
is generated from renewable sources. We are
underperforming against our emission targets.
Not only that but they fall significantly short

of the targets set at international, EU and UK
levels. | am pleased to say that the Committee
for Enterprise, Trade and Investment is about
to embark on a major investigation into energy
from renewables.

EU targets for 2020 include a 20% cut in
greenhouse gas emissions and energy
consumption and a 20% contribution to energy
generation from renewable sources. Renewable
energy has been broadened to include heat
and transport fuels. To meet its obligations,
the UK has set a target of 15% of energy from
renewable sources by 2020. It has also set a
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legally binding target of at least an 80% cut in
greenhouse gas emissions.

| realise that the SDLP has tabled an amendment
to the motion. The Alliance Party will support it.

Dr McDonnell: | beg to move the following
amendment: Insert after “targets;” and before
the third “and”

“believes there is a real opportunity to create
30,000 sustainable green-collar jobs;”

| fully support the motion and our brief
amendment, which we feel adds to the equation
and makes more sense of it.

Turning to the broad thrust of the motion, we talk
a lot about energy and about what we should
do. However, we cannot go on squandering our
resources. Although we have limited resources,
we have some considerable, potentially usable,
renewable resources here at home. However,
we continue to import fossil fuels, such as

oil and a little bit of coal. Those meet some
93%, 94% or 95% of our energy needs. That is
crazy, economically as well as environmentally.
Economically, in effect, there is an energy tax

on everything that we do because 10% of our
money has to go on energy before we even start
looking at making a profit on any of the things
that we make, sell or export.

The green new deal is about getting a joined-
up approach, and God knows we need it. It is
about cutting the consumption of expensive
fossil fuels, which eat up 10% of our money. We
are told that 90% of homes are still not energy-
efficient. In many cases, that leads to severe
fuel poverty, which then spills over into welfare
needs. We are told through the green new deal
that there is a need to improve the energy
performance of public and commercial buildings.
| think that that is self-evident to most of us.
The objective is also to promote renewables in
microgeneration and to redirect thousands of
people into working the alternative energy. It is
about creating a rational, sensible and efficient
public transport option. It is also about creating
jobs, not just in running the energy service but
in making the green goods and services that we
can use ourselves and export. Perhaps most of
all it is about creating the funding levers that
are necessary to unlock the changes.

I will briefly return to domestic energy efficiency.
An awful lot of energy is wasted because our
houses were built when energy was cheap and

we were flush. There was no issue then. We
now have homes being built even today that are
not fully energy-efficient. We have to do what

is necessary to upgrade building standards

to ensure that all new homes are much more
efficient and use much less energy. In that way,
we must reduce, slowly but steadily, the high
levels of fuel poverty, because it is all-pervasive
out there.

It makes perfect sense to improve energy
efficiency and performance in public buildings,
but we have a big job there. We all know that
many public buildings are underheated or
overheated — more often than not, they are
overheated. Even in this Building, how often
do we have to open a window to reduce the
temperature when the Building is overheated?
That is unforgivable. If nothing else, we have
to do something in this Building to ensure that
we reduce energy consumption and set an
example.

Promoting renewables and microgeneration
is essential. That is where we most need

to get our act together. It requires a cross-
departmental approach, as it runs across a
number of Departments and interests. If the
Assembly does anything, it should create a
cross-cutting project on renewable energy.

| appeal to the Minister to take whatever action
is appropriate. She will find total support from
me and my colleagues. She should act quickly
because we are very far behind and very ineffective
when it comes to doing something about getting
the team working together. | appeal to the
Minister to urgently establish the resources in
whatever shape or form necessary to drive a
meaningful renewables programme, whether

in biomass, biogas, wind, wave or even a little
bit of hydro. All those items of renewables

are here to a greater or lesser extent. They all
have potential, yet we do not have a joined-

up approach to them. We need more people
working together in a more proactive energy
division in the Department.

| could go on, Mr Speaker. | could talk about public
transport, and we all know the implications

of that. I will not delay you today. However, |
want to make two other points and make them
heavily. We believe that up to 30,000 jobs could
be created in Northern Ireland if we attacked
renewable energy and its potential in the way
that the Danes and other Europeans have done.
Those jobs are badly needed and would be

51



Tuesday 5 October 2010

Private Members’ Business: Green New Deal

accessible to many made redundant from the
construction industry — jobs not only to keep
the renewables industry on its feet through
projects but jobs in goods and services for the
renewables industry, which we, in turn, could
export. In this pitch | cannot commend Queen’s
University highly enough, because it has devoted
a lot of its engineering department to energy
and renewable energy. Those jobs would be
vital to us. | emphasise again, however, that we
need a joined-up approach between the energy
division in DETI, DARD and Departments such
as DRD with regard to public transport.

| am not keen at this difficult time to promote
quangos or further quangos, but we need a
driver on energy. Further, we need to create the
levers to make the green new deal a reality. By
that | mean that, despite the difficult times, we
need to set aside some small amount of money
to stimulate, incentivise and encourage those
who are prepared to be entrepreneurial and
take risks. That is the echo that | hear every
time | meet anybody. | was at a meeting recently
with 18 people from the renewables industry
who between them had a £1 billion turnover
and employed 2,000 people. That is not to be
sneezed at in these difficult times, and our
renewables industry is in the very early stages.
We have to back those who are prepared to
take risks and spend their own money. We have
got to help those who can and will, if they are
allowed to, make the green new deal work. We
have got to create the allowance for them and
make sure that they are allowed to make it
work. | mentioned Europe, and most European
countries are far ahead of us on this issue,
including Denmark and Germany. Nearly half of
energy in Denmark comes from renewables.

The motion and the amendment are self-evident
and are easy to support. | endorse them, as do
my colleagues, and | urge the whole House to
fully back them.

11.45 am

Mr Hamilton: | wholeheartedly endorse the
vision behind the green new deal, although not
necessarily for some of the reasons that have
been put forward by Members so far, including
the continued selling of the idea that the
consequences of not addressing the problem
will be catastrophic. | accept entirely the points
that were made by the proposer of the motion
about the effects of carbon and the negative
effects that it could have on our country and,

indeed, globally. The huge incentive for grasping
the potential of a green new deal is not just to
help to make Northern Ireland’s contribution to
fighting those problems; it is the transformative
effect that it could have on our economy.

The green new deal is backed by the Confederation
of Small Businesses (CBI), Irish Congress of
Trade Unions (ICTU), the community and
voluntary sector, the Ulster Farmers’ Union and
Friends of the Earth — an eclectic bunch, if ever
there was one. Ordinarily, those organisations
would not be able to agree on what day of the
week it is. There is probably less agreement
among those organisations than there is in the
House on occasions. If all those organisations
wholeheartedly endorse the green new deal,
that should alert us to the positivity that is
inherent within it.

Anything that is particularly aimed at gearing our
economy and our workforce towards tapping into
that huge potential through developing skills is
positive. We keep talking about the potential

of Northern Ireland in respect of renewable
energies. How many times have we heard
phrases like, “We could be the Saudi Arabia of
renewable energies”? There is a lot of truth in
that, but, instead of talking about the potential,
we need to start to make it a reality.

There are many positive examples. Harland and
Wolff, which operated in a sector that was heavy
and hugely industrial, has transformed itself
and is now tapping into the renewable energy
market. Although it is doing that on a small
scale, there is huge potential for the future,
which points us in the right direction.

We may have missed the boat in respect of
some renewable technologies. | am continually
exasperated at how, despite the huge potential
here, we have missed the opportunity or are
getting in late on the curve with wind power.
However, Northern Ireland has huge potential
to use tidal power. The SeaGen project in
Strangford Lough is the first commercially viable
tidal project in the world, so Northern Ireland
is at the forefront. Again, Harland and Wolff is
involved in that. We have huge potential to get
ahead of the market in respect of tidal energy.

I will now focus on my responsibilities in the
House as regards social development. | am
particularly keen on elements of the green new
deal that focus on fuel poverty. We have all
heard how the last house condition survey in
2006 found that one third of homes in Northern
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Ireland were in fuel poverty. All the indications
are that the latest house condition survey will
show an increase in that number. So, despite all
the actions that have been taken and despite all
the effort, it looks like we are going to suffer an
increase in the number of homes in fuel poverty,
with the figure heading towards 50%. If that
happens, we will all have to say that, in spite

of the good efforts and the concentration of
resources, something else must be done.

The age-old cry “Something must be done”,
which is regularly heard on phone-in shows
across Northern Ireland, is certainly apt, but this
report highlights what could be done, particularly
in respect of a retrofitting programme. There is
some talk already about getting a pilot project to
do that. That is inspired by the Kirklees model in
Yorkshire where, instead of participation being
on the basis of qualifying benefits, the worst hit
areas are targeted. We all know that the people
who suffer most from fuel poverty tend to be
owner-occupiers and tend not to qualify for the
likes of the warm homes scheme because they
are not on qualifying benefits. If we can find
smart information about which areas are in fuel
poverty, target them without regard to incomes
in the area or the individual’s income, retrofit
them with insulation and, where appropriate,

put in renewable technologies, we can start to
get to grips with this problem in a much more
concerted and beneficial way than by taking the
sporadic, here-and-there approach that we have
taken to date.

The other attractive thing is that it is not entirely
dependent on public finance but on leveraging in
money from the private sector.

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

Mr Hamilton: There is huge potential. We need
to act quickly. The changes recommended in the
document will take a long time to achieve, and
we need to start now.

Mr Speaker: | remind Members to please check
that their mobile phones are switched off.
Mobile phones or a mobile phone are affecting
the recording system in the Chamber.

Mr Boylan: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann
Combhairle. | welcome the opportunity to speak
on the motion. My party supports both the
motion and the amendment.

We are all concerned about the impact that
climate change can and will have on the

global environment. It is imperative that all
stakeholders take every opportunity to reverse
the trends that suggest that we are in danger of
causing irreparable damage to our planet. The
green new deal initiative will help in the fight
for environmental sustainability. The original
New Deal of Roosevelt and the US Government
of the 1930s was an attempt to drag that
country out of the Great Depression. It is ironic
that, although the green new deal was initially
formulated to help with the climate change
problem, we now find that it can help us to
fight our way out of the current financial and
economic crisis.

It is clear that the best way to tackle our
economic problems is to invest in and support
small and medium-sized enterprises. That is
the battleground on which we may reverse

our fortunes. It is to those businesses that

we look for innovation and ideas on the green
economy that will translate into jobs and
sustainability. That will only be successful if we
ensure that we do not merely pay lip service

to the initiative. Support and funding need to
be accessible to those who require them. The
application process for funding needs to be
simplified to ensure that support can be enjoyed
by businesses other than those already in the
upper echelons of success.

Some 90% of our housing falls short of being
energy-efficient, much of it publicly funded
social housing. The burden of trying to address
that issue can be spread out to the private
sector, allowing businesses that have a record
of success in that area to expand and employ
more people to get the work done and greatly
reduce the number of homes that fall below the
efficiency benchmark.

This is not a dig at any Minister, but, a couple
of years ago, we bought off-the-shelf housing
and, unfortunately, those houses were not up to
the decent homes standard. We must look at
building regulations and ensure that they apply
across the board in private and social housing
standards.

The Department for Employment and Learning
has a role to play in ensuring that we have
people in research and development who are
trained on the viability of the green economy.
We must specify training and courses for those




Tuesday 5 October 2010

Private Members’ Business: Green New Deal

required to implement any new employment
unique to the sector.

An issue that can be addressed in a relatively
short time frame is the part planning policy
has to play if we pursue an agenda of green
economics. At present, the system is not
green-friendly as regards the time it takes to
deal with applications or the success of such
applications. There are also questions to be
asked about the cost of applications dealing
with renewable energy. All those must be
addressed if we are to implement a policy that
will benefit our environment and help to address
the economic problems that we face.

Not so long ago, we released PPS 18, which is a
policy on renewable energy with supplementary
planning guidelines. Even so, in my constituency,
people still find it hard to get approval for small
wind energy projects, and those are projects
that the House should support. Unfortunately
the Minister is absent, but | want to draw to her
attention the issue of the Small Wind Energy
Group, which, unfortunately, as a result of EU
regulations, misses out on the benefits of the
renewables obligation certificate system. | put
that on record and ask that it be addressed.

Mr | McCrea: The Member raises an interesting
issue in respect of wind energy. Many applications
go through the system, and, unfortunately,
people who do not know a lot tend to object to
them. Will the Member encourage all elected
representatives to take what is sometimes the
less popular position and support what can be a
very effective way of producing energy?

Mr Speaker: The Member will have an extra
minute to speak.

Mr Boylan: Thank you Mr Speaker, and | thank
the Member for his intervention. As long as the
proper process is followed, | certainly would
support that approach. However, on the SWEG
issue, if we are to follow EU regulations, we need
the resources and funding that comes with that.

Trillions of pounds have been spent worldwide
to prop up the financial sector following the
reckless behaviour of some lending institutions.
The banks must support the small and medium-
sized enterprises at this time, given that 70%
to 80% of business in the private sector is
made up of them. It is time that the Assembly
stood up to the banks and the malpractice that
has happened. We have only to look at what

is happening in the Twenty-six Counties. | urge

the Assembly to look at measures to ensure
that banks support the small and medium-sized
enterprises that are finding it very difficult at
this time. That applies right across the board
and goes for innovation as well.

Supporting green fiscal stimulus measures will
g0 some way towards averting an impending
environmental crisis, meeting European targets,
reducing our dependence on fossil fuels and
kick-starting our economy. Maybe it will even

g0 some way towards ensuring that we do not
find ourselves in such a situation. | support the
motion and the amendment.

Mr Speaker: Before | call Mr Gardiner, | remind
Members once again of one of the conventions
of the House. On two occasions this morning, |
watched Members walk in front of the Member
who was speaking in the Chamber. This issue has
been discussed by the Business Committee, and
it has been agreed that it is totally discourteous
for a Member to walk in front of the Member
who has the Floor.

Mr Gardiner: | support the motion and the
amendment. Green energy not only provides

a sustainable way forward that will help us to
guard against the running-down of our carbon
resources but has the potential to create jobs,
which, given mounting unemployment, has to
be an absolute priority for the Assembly and
the Executive. Unemployment has grown from
20,000 to almost 60,000 since the recession
began. Most disturbing is the growth of youth
unemployment, which is higher here than in
any part of the country and stands at well over
20%. Like many Members, | am outraged at
the squandering of the talent and hopes of our
young people, and | want something to be done
about it. | have hopes that the creation of jobs
in the green economy, which the Carbon Trust
believes is capable of producing 33,000 jobs,
will help us to address the great social evil of
youth unemployment.

At present, there are around 200 companies
in the energy sector in Northern Ireland, and
they employ about 4,500 people and generate
an annual turnover of £300 million. We have

a long way to go. According to the Green New
Deal Group in Northern Ireland, energy users in
the domestic, commercial, industrial, transport
and public sectors spend a total of £2-3 billion
a year on energy. To put that in context, that
represents between 9% and 11% of our gross
value added, which is the main measure of
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economic output. Ninety-nine per cent of that
energy is derived from imported fossil fuels.
That is alarmingly and dangerously high.

Northern Ireland has already taken some important
steps in the field of green energy. The SeaGen
tidal energy converter in Strangford Lough is one
indicator of the future.

It was installed two years ago and is based on
technology that has been used successfully in
Devon.

12.00 noon

Other facilities could follow, with studies reporting
significant opportunities for tidal energy capacity
off the Antrim coast at Rathlin Island. Harland
and Wolff is one of the long-established companies
adapting to new circumstances and is firmly
established as a provider of equipment for
renewable energy supplies. The company uses
its experience of the offshore oil and gas
equipment market and recently assembled 60
wind turbines for use offshore in the Irish Sea
near Scotland. It has won another contract to
manufacture a prototype tidal turbine for use in
the Orkney Islands.

The use of biomass is also progressing here.
The plant at Enniskillen is recognised as a world
leader in the conversion of wooden pellets to
energy, and | am delighted that one of the first
eco-villages at Brokerstown near Lisburn is
powered by willow pellets produced near Lurgan,
which is in my constituency.

There is also the good news of increased
competition in the supply market for commercial
residential customers. Scottish and Southern
Energy has just entered the residential market
through its Airtricity division, promising its
customers cost savings of up to 14% on their
electricity bills. It already supplies 10,000
business customers in Northern Ireland and
200,000 in the Republic of Ireland. Airtricity
operates six wind farms in Northern Ireland.

The new green policy is much more acceptable
to unionists than the old green policy. Green
energy means sustainability.

Mr Frew: | support the motion and the amendment
in principle. In an economic depression, when

a country is on its knees and is unable even

to crawl forward, that is the time to plan and
prepare for the next sprint. The priority for

the Assembly must be, and is, the economy

and everything that springs from it. We have

to ensure that we have set the conditions to
lessen the burdens on the most vulnerable
people, to soften the blows to business and,
most importantly, to plan for the future and for
recovery.

US President Franklin Roosevelt knew that
only too well when he galvanised the American
people at the time of the national banking
system collapse in the 1930s. Roosevelt told
his people that it was:

“time to speak the truth, the whole truth, frankly
and boldly. Nor need we shrink from honestly
facing conditions in our country today. This great
Nation will endure as it has endured, will revive and
will prosper.”

He said:

“the only thing we have to fear is fear itself —
nameless, unreasoning, unjustified terror which
paralyzes needed efforts to convert retreat into
advance ... a host of unemployed citizens face the
grim problem of existence, and an equally great
number toil with little return.”

Roosevelt said:

“Only a foolish optimist can deny the dark realities
of the moment.”

He also said:
“when there is no vision the people perish.”

What is our vision? Knowing what we want to
achieve is not enough. We must know how to
achieve it. Words can be spoken in the House,
but it is the actions that we take outside that
count. What will be the factors that will keep
our country in recession? When this country
recovers, what will be the next big crisis? Those
are the issues that we must concern ourselves
with.

The next problem could well be the cost of
energy. Around 10% of Northern Ireland’s income
is spent on importing fossil fuels, on which
we are 99% dependent for energy. We spend
£2-3 billion a year on energy. As a country,
we could be held to ransom by rising energy
prices. Unless we act quickly to reduce that
dependence, it could cause serious economic
failure and push many more people into fuel
poverty. The best time to do that is now, as
we plan our recovery. We need to reduce

our dependence on fossil fuels and create a
stimulant for employment.

55



Tuesday 5 October 2010

Private Members’ Business: Green New Deal

There are some 705,000 dwellings in Northern
Ireland, over 90% of which still fall short of the
best energy performance standards. Surely, it is
the same in our factories, commercial buildings,
schools and hospitals. Around 25% of our
unemployed have come from the construction
industry. There are people waiting to be re-
employed who know and can do the work. There
are people from the electrical and mechanical
engineering sector who have knowledge of
energy sources, the ability to integrate energy
systems and experience of project management.
They know and understand the built form. If
those buildings were targeted, it could reduce
unemployment and help the needy who are
caught up in fuel poverty.

We could retrofit most of the building stock
with energy-efficiency measures, which would
provide work and a market for products from
the environmental goods and services sector. |
believe that that is the way forward. It will help
our people and create employment at the same
time, but it will not be enough on its own. We
need to keep up our capital spending and to
maintain our infrastructure. However, practices
will have to change. The equipment and its
installation will have to be affordable. That is
where the problem has lain to date. People
cannot afford to put such equipment into their
houses.

Who will pay for this, and what incentives can
the Government give? How many years will it
take to pay for itself? Those are the questions
that the people have been asking and will continue
to ask if we move forward in this vein. | am not
sure whether the House has the answers to
those questions.

| also mention lignite mining. It would be a very
retrograde step if that were to raise its head
again in north Antrim or elsewhere in this country.

Mr W Clarke: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann
Combhairle. | support the motion and the
amendment. | thank the Members for tabling it.

| pay tribute to the green new deal group, which
drew inspiration from the tone of Roosevelt’s
comprehensive response to the Great Depression
and proposed a modernised version — a

green new deal — that is designed to power a
renewables revolution and to create thousands
of green-collar jobs in Europe and the world.

The green new deal, as many other Members
touched on, provides us with a good opportunity

to tackle the recession, rising energy prices and
climate change. We are an island; we need to
waken up to that reality. Fossil fuels are running
out. Oil prices continue to rise, and, when we
get into recovery, they will go through the roof.
We will not be able to afford to run our cars or
heat our homes, so we need to plan now. That
is what the green new deal is about.

The energy efficiency of our homes is just not
up to spec. Too many homes are letting too
much energy escape. People may as well just
open their windows and let the heat out of their
homes. That is the scenario for the vast majority
of homes. The Member across the way who
spoke before me touched on the fact that too
many people cannot afford to make their homes
energy efficient. People in the middle income
brackets cannot afford to do so, and people in
old social housing do not have the efficiency
that they require.

Members will probably talk about funding and
ask how the green new deal will be resourced.
An innovative scheme has just been launched
in Birmingham. The Birmingham new deal plans
to fit power-generating solar panels to council-
owned properties. It is being pushed through
this week, and around 10,000 homes will have
that new technology put in place.

The Birmingham energy savers programme will
be funded jointly by the city council, energy
suppliers and, above all, commercial banks.

It follows the success of two pilot schemes in
Birmingham. Banks and financial institutions
largely got us into this mess, so they have to
step up to the mark by backing schemes now by
providing borrowing on long-term agreements.
Residents and businesses in Birmingham

have the opportunity to cut carbon pollution
and to save thousands of pounds by reducing
their bills, and what is happening there could
be replicated in the North. Under the scheme,
commercial banks will provide half the up-front
investment, supplemented by £25 million from
energy companies and £25 million borrowed by
the council. Consumers will pay a levy on their
energy bills over the repayment period of the
loans — around 25 years.

I will touch on some of the difficulties that | find
in my constituency. Simon Hamilton mentioned
one of the good projects: the tidal project in
Strangford Lough is a success and is leading
the way in new technologies. However, we in
South Down are working on a district heating
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scheme in Newcastle that has the potential to
create jobs. The project would benefit people
through the use of a central, biomass heating
system that would provide power for sheltered
accommodation, schools and a new leisure
centre, yet to be built. However, trying to get
Departments around a table to even look at such
a proposal is like banging my head off a wall.
The public want it to be done and people are
willing to do it, but there are always obstacles.
Civil servants will always find obstacles. Even if
four or five Departments are brought around a
table, they will blame somebody else.

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

Mr W Clarke: | will indeed, Mr Speaker.

To finish, the banks have a duty to provide
money and to be at the forefront. We need to
look at our social housing stock —

Mr Speaker: The Member’s time is up.

Mr W Clarke: — and use that as collateral to
obtain the necessary funding to introduce the
green new deal.

Mr Speaker: | must insist that the Member’s
time is up.

Mr Beggs: | support the motion. The green

new deal contains a lot of ideas, some of them
radical, that will bring environmental issues

to the fore, and | commend that. More needs
to be done to create a green economy. More
sustainable methods of producing electricity,

in particular, and of heating our homes need

to be created. We are over-dependent on fossil
fuels that must be imported — more than 90%
of our energy comes from them. Oil and gas
prices have fluctuated hugely in the past years.
In 2009, oil prices reached $150 a barrel. With
peak oil production thought to have already
occurred, we can expect only high prices and
continuing rises in the future. That will endanger
local companies and cause additional problems
with fuel poverty, and so on.

The utilisation of onshore and offshore wind
farms, bioenergy, tidal energy and geothermal
energy will mean less dependence on other
energy sources and will create sustainable
sources of power. Fortunately, Northern Ireland
has excellent companies at the forefront of the
field. | think of B9 Energy in my constituency,
which has led the way in Northern Ireland on

wind power and is investigating the tidal energy
prospects at Torr Head.

We need also to rethink energy use in our
power stations to ensure that they do not waste
energy. At the moment, waste energy is simply
pumped out to sea. That is a waste and does
not happen in many plants on mainland Europe,
where secondary use is made of waste heat
from power stations.

We need to encourage combined heat and
power schemes. Ideas such as refurbishing
thousands of homes with full insulation and
renewable energy are not new. We have seen
that happen elsewhere. We have the warm
homes scheme, which could be extended so
that more could benefit from better homes with
more insulation.

As others have said, the Calderdale and Kirklees
energy savers scheme and Kirklees Council’s
warm zone project, which began in 2007, show
that, with incentives, it is possible to encourage
significant improvements and to leverage
significant additional amounts of money to
enable that to happen.

12.15 pm

Our dependence on imported fossil fuels will
have to be replaced increasingly by an emphasis
on sustainable energy and energy efficiency.
The green new deal mentions creating 24,000
green-collar jobs, which would be commendable
if it were possible without unduly affecting other
forms of employment. It is essential that we
create additional jobs, and there is potential for
that. However, we must take care that we do
not drive up the cost of electricity here unduly
and simply endanger other jobs, such as those
in manufacturing. We must keep energy prices
competitive.

The amendment mentions 30,000 new jobs.

| must admit that | was surprised that that
amendment was selected. That point could have
been made in debate, and it would be helpful in
the summing up to hear evidence of a business
case to back up that number.

Another area that should be worked on is
Building Control’s insulation standards, which
have increased in the past number of years.
Nevertheless, surely they should be further
increased now, not many years in the future.
The most efficient time to insulate a house is
when it is built. There is no point coming back
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to existing homes in 10 or 20 years to upgrade
them. It is uneconomical to do that, so it is
much better to do it now. However, we must
appreciate that doing even that involves cost.
Not only is there a cost involved in retrofitting;
there is a cost to increasing standards.
Nevertheless, we should face those costs and
ensure that it happens.

There are some flaws in the ideology of the
green new deal, most worryingly the figure

of £2-3 billion that will be required to fund
such a venture. | understand that some £750
million will be required locally. Therefore, we
need a clear business case for how it will
happen. | would like it to happen, but where
exactly will the money come from? | understand
that European regulations will restrict DETI's
flexibility to support companies in the area of
the environment.

Mr Speaker: The Member should draw his
remarks to a close.

Mr Beggs: Energy efficiency will be an important
way to assist the economy.

Mr McDevitt: The Government in Northern
Ireland spend about £2-4 billion a year on
goods and services. In some ways, the question
that we are debating is whether we are using
that amazing purchasing power to promote local
jobs and sustainability in its widest sense. On
so many fronts, the sad answer is no. Our new
roads are being built by multinationals; the
social clauses are hardly worth the paper that
they are written on; employment opportunities
are temporary and the profits leave; our oil
comes from Russia; our training needs are
sometimes being met by companies with little
more than a mobile telephone number in the
region; and, as many of us feel, the Executive
spend more time investing in other people’s
economies, than doing so sustainably in our own.

It is an obvious example, but many Members
mentioned the fact that £9 out of every £10
that we spend on energy leaves the region. One
wonders why oligarchs are able to own Premier
League football teams. The answer is in any NIE
bill; we are paying for them, and if we do not
change our behaviour, we will continue to pay
for them. It is for that reason that we are long
past the point at which we need a big idea. We
need a strategy with the short-, medium- and
long-term potential to transform our regional
economy, which understands its great strengths
and can build on its industrial, engineering and

agriculture heritages, and which must be capable
of coalescing those of us in the Chamber and,
apparently with much more difficulty, those who
work in our silo Departments.

As Mr Hamilton said, a green new deal is not
just a programme to address the sustainability
challenges that the region will face. It could
become the key platform on which we build jobs
for future generations.

It is not the case that green-collar jobs do not
exist today. Mr Beggs asked where we got the
figure of 30,000 from. We got it from the report,
which estimated that, if the proper investments
were made in the right way, the potential out-
turn would be 30,000 jobs. The truth is that
jobs that are being done by people in all sorts of
sectors are not sustainable, but they could be if
we were to change the focus of the economy.

Green-collar jobs are bus builder and bus
drivers’ jobs, but those will exist only if DRD
invests seriously in sustainable transport, which
it does not do today. Over the past decade, we
have missed all our targets, choosing instead
to invest in unsustainable transport. There are
fitter and electricians’ jobs, but only if DETI
unlocks the opportunity for renewable energy,
something that it does not do today. We simply
talk about renewable energy, but we do not
invest in it meaningfully or seriously. There

are jobs for builders, brickies, carpenters and
plumbers, but only if we go beyond talking about
the retrofitting opportunity and start to look at
the business models that would deliver it.

Government in this region has an obsession
with delivering services, but, sometimes, it
should just commission them. Many in the
community and voluntary sector and in the
social enterprise sector can and would create
local jobs in the sort of projects about which Mr
Frew spoke so eloquently.

Green-collar jobs can be science jobs and
academic jobs, but only if we align our innovation
policies with our economic strategy. That is what
the independent review of economic policy told
us to do. If truth be told, we paid no attention.
Green-collar jobs can be entrepreneurial, but
only if we unlock the funding opportunities by
investing in bonding and other imaginative new
ways of raising revenue for the region. We must
also understand that venture capital has a place
but that it must align itself with the rest of the
economy.
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The SDLP was happy to table the amendment
outlining the jobs potential, because it makes
the motion real. It makes this a tangible debate
about something that could transform the
economy, but only if Departments fundamentally
change their behaviour. They must stop regarding
sustainability as something to put at the end of
reports. They must start to see it as something
that they put right at the beginning of reports
and at the centre of policy.

Mr McKay: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann
Combhairle. | support the motion. In the current
economic climate, there is a danger that green
issues and climate change will be forgotten. |
welcome the motion, and we should all realise
that, by tackling the issues innovatively, we
can create key economic drivers that will aid
economic recovery.

A more sustainable economy is one that is

less reliant on finite fuels, and, fortunately, we
have wind resource in abundance, as well as
many wave and tidal energy opportunities. The
ongoing work in Strangford Lough, which has
been highlighted, is a good example of that. To
reduce the total energy costs, we must prioritise
simple insulation measures, the introduction

of renewable energy into domestic homes and
the improvement of public transport. As my
colleague Cathal Boylan said, 90% of housing is
not energy efficient, and that simply is not good
enough.

Planning applications for renewable measures
such as wind turbines must be processed more
efficiently. | agree with Mr McCrea’s point about
the objections to a number of such applications.
He is correct to say that non-genuine objections
that are reactionary, based on Nimbyism and
designed to scaremonger should be countered.
Political leaders from the Assembly should do so.

Dr Farry: | concur fully with the Member. In light
of his remarks, will he consider the opposition
to the North/South interconnector, which is part of
a smart grid that is important for renewables?

Mr Speaker: The Member will have an extra
minute added to his time.

Mr McKay: Reactionary objections and those
that are based on Nimbyism should be opposed,
but any genuine concerns about health effects
should be taken into account.

In my area of North Antrim, | am very supportive,
and always have been, of wind energy applications.

We are opposed to Nimbyism. However, if

a planning application has an impact — for
example, if it is too close to an area that relies
on tourism — that should be taken into account.
However, a carte blanche approach should not
be taken to planning applications, because that
would result in a free-for-all. Certain key issues
need to be taken into consideration.

Even if there is wide public opposition to some
planning applications, political leadership
needs to be shown. Politicians should put their
foot forward and ensure that those planning
applications go ahead. We have renewable
energy targets to meet, and, as the Member
for South Belfast Mr McDevitt said, we need
to be less reliant on oil from Russia and finite
fuels. There is a need for politicians from all
parties to unite around applications in certain
constituencies. If there were joint political
leadership on applications from the renewable
energy industry, we would see our targets met
more rapidly.

Wind turbines are much more pleasing to the
eye than incinerators, nuclear power plants and,
as the Member for North Antrim Mr Frew said,
lignite mines. Therefore, there are many benefits
to developing the wind turbine industry.

Social impacts could be offset by proposals
in the green new deal. Many older people live
in homes that are energy inefficient, and we
are well aware of the campaigns run by non-
governmental organisations on older people
having to choose between heating and eating.
According to statistics, older people’s poverty
has increased in recent years, and that is
something on which we need to take action.
Ensuring energy efficiency in the homes of
those who need it most must continue to be
an Executive priority, particularly given the
economic challenges that lie ahead.

To summarise, the green new deal has a great
deal of potential. It has the potential to create
new jobs; to assist the construction industry
in a meaningful way; and to develop the island,
and this part of the island, to make it a world
leader in renewables. We need to grasp that
potential and ensure that the issue becomes a
priority for the Assembly and the Executive. We
need to be mindful that the issue does not get
left behind because of the current economic
climate. The green new deal needs to be a
priority and must form part of the Executive’s
strategy for economic recovery.
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Mr B Wilson: | support the motion and the
amendment. | am delighted to see such unanimity
in the Chamber today.

The Green Party has been a long-standing
supporter of the green new deal. Indeed, it was a
supporter long before the green new deal group
was set up, and our party manifesto for the
2009 European election was titled ‘A Green New
Deal for Europe’. That was a common manifesto
with 27 other Green parties throughout the
European Union, and it highlighted how the
green economy had created thousands of

jobs in many European countries, particularly

in Germany, Denmark and Spain. In Germany
alone, 250,000 jobs have been created. We
argued that, on the basis of the experiences

of those countries, we could create five million
green-collar jobs throughout the European

Union. It is clear that many voters recognised
the potential of green jobs, with the Green Party
achieving its greatest success, returning 53
MEPs and, locally, our candidate, Steven Agnew,
tripling the green vote.

| launched that manifesto at Harland and Wolff
to highlight how that company was reaping the
benefits of new green technology. The company,
which was at the forefront of the industrial
revolution, is now at the forefront of a new green
revolution and is adapting traditional local skills
in construction and engineering to promote

the new green economy. Since then, Harland
and Wolff has expanded its involvement in the
green economy, and | congratulate it on its
recent announcement of a £10 million contract
to construct 30 huge wind turbines and a
multimillion pound contract to design and build
two platforms for an offshore wind development.
Those will provide more much-needed jobs.

12.30 pm

Harland and Wolff has been one of the few good
news stories during the recession, and that

is clearly due to its foresight in entering the
ever-expanding green economy as well as its
expertise and facilities, which are unique. It is
an example of the green new deal in action. It
is not enough to say that we are focusing on
the economy. We must focus our energy and
investment on the new technologies that are
required to help us to move to a low-carbon
economy that is not reliant on imported fossil
fuels but is based instead on sustainable forms
of energy, transport and food production. A
success story such as Harland and Wolff should
not be an isolated incident: it must become a

common occurrence. Fossil fuels are running out,
but Northern Ireland, with its natural resources
of wind and wave, can become a world leader in
green energy.

Another green success is the 150 new jobs
that solar energy firm Kingspan Renewables
created. It bought Thermomax, which was based
in Bangor and which we were very supportive of.
That is where we should be targeting investment,
and that example demonstrates the potential of
new jobs in the green economy. We have been
pointing that out for many years with perhaps
somewhat limited success.

Our targets for renewable energy should be
more ambitious. Scotland’s First Minister, Alex
Salmond, has increased Scotland’s targets for
renewables to 80% by 2020, and the Welsh
Assembly recently announced that its share
from renewables will increase by 200% by
2020. There is potential for growth, and we
should expand our renewables targets and
exports. Those are ambitious targets, but with
our natural resources and the support of the
Executive, we can achieve similar targets.

Unfortunately, the record to date shows that
the Assembly has not fully grasped the green
new deal. For example, we had a situation
some years ago where DETI stopped funding
the Reconnect grants for the development of
renewable energy and small microgeneration
systems as well as the Renewable Energy
Installer Academy that trained people to work
the installers. That was very short-sighted.

| also refer to the Programme for Government.
We are talking about sustainability —

Mr Speaker: The Member should bring his
remarks to a close.

Mr B Wilson: There is a proposal from
Westminster to scrap the Sustainable Develop-
ment Commission. | appeal to the Executive to
fund that commission even though it may not be
funded by Westminster.

Mr Speaker: The Business Committee has
arranged to meet immediately upon the lunchtime
suspension. |, therefore, propose, by leave of the
Assembly, to suspend the sitting until 2.00 pm,
when the Minister will respond to the debate.

The sitting was suspended at 12.32 pm.
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On resuming (Mr Deputy Speaker [Mr McClarty]
in the Chair) —

2.00 pm

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and Investment:
| apologise for my absence during the debate.
However, my copious note-takers will, | hope,
enable me to reflect the debate in my comments.

The debate is timely, in so far as Members are
aware that the Department’s strategic energy
framework (SEF) was formally launched on 27
September, and | understand that Members
referred to that. A key priority in that document
is ensuring that energy savings are gained

from improving energy efficiency and that such
savings are recognised, prioritised and put

into action. The green economy is another key
area that is highlighted in the SEF, and it was
acknowledged by several Members, as is the
need to strengthen cross-departmental working.
| am pleased that DETI already leads the way
on those issues, and | am glad that many of the
same issues are to the fore in the green new
deal proposals.

We all recognise the current lack of investment
in energy efficiency measures in homes and
non-domestic buildings. That has resulted in
many properties across Northern Ireland having
poor energy ratings, and virtually all Members
who contributed to the debate raised that issue.
That is despite the fact that investment in such
measures can produce tangible savings on
future energy bills. It is clear that, alongside
investment in new energy infrastructure, we
need to reduce our energy demand. Therefore,
energy efficiency must increasingly become
part of energy policy. The green economy is not
only about the ability to produce clean energy;
it is about growing the market for products that
consume less energy.

By improving Northern Ireland’s energy
efficiency, we will, undoubtedly, help to deliver
our climate change targets and those of the UK,
which will help with the security of supply. Mr
Neeson raised the important point that we are
underperforming by not meeting our targets to
reduce emissions. However, we must be aware
that emissions in Northern Ireland tend to be
higher because of its more dispersed population
and the resultant heavy reliance on road
transport. Undoubtedly, that presents us with
more of a challenge.

Mr Wilson felt that our renewable targets were,
perhaps, not as ambitious as they should be,
and he made a comparison with Scotland.
However, our 40% target is evidence-based

and approaches the maximum that even a
strengthened Northern Ireland grid could
accommodate without jeopardising its stability.
Therefore, the 40% target in the SEF is correct,
and that is without taking into account the
obvious geographical differences between
Northern Ireland and Scotland, the most notable
being how much of Scotland is covered in forestry
and the fact that it has a much longer coastline,
both of which have an impact on its targets.

Energy efficiency will also help us to save money
for business. It is increasingly clear that energy
efficiency will become a key benchmark of
globally competitive companies in this century.
Increased energy efficiency is necessary for
many of our international companies. Although
we know that energy saving is the cheapest way
of closing the gap between demand and supply,
it remains the Cinderella at the energy ball.

On the near horizon, energy saving will mean
smart meters and smart grids that will give the
consumer control over appliances. Although
those will take a long time to develop, there

is much that we can do now. A great deal is
already being done across government, some of
which | will outline.

Paul Frew, Simon Hamilton, Roy Beggs and Willie
Clarke all mentioned the first of those issues,
which is a reduction in carbon emissions. There
is no doubt that the approach of the green new
deal offers substantial opportunities to retrofit
energy efficiency in a significant number of
domestic and non-domestic buildings. It will also
help to create new jobs while reducing energy
bills and carbon emissions.

The business sector is driven to reduce carbon
emissions through a variety of mechanisms
such as the EU emissions trading scheme,
climate change agreements and the carbon
reduction commitment. The latter, in particular,
covers large public and private sector organisations
and will capture around 10% of our emissions
in Northern Ireland. Organisations that qualify
for participation must monitor emissions from
energy use, report those emissions annually
and purchase and surrender a corresponding
number of allowances. A number of Members
made the point that government should lead
by example in this area. | am pleased to say
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that we are doing so in Northern Ireland, and
a number of Departments participate in the
scheme, even though they do not meet the
qualification threshold. By 2020, the carbon
reduction commitment is expected to have
delivered emission savings of at least 132,000
tons of carbon dioxide in Northern Ireland
and to have saved those participating in the
scheme between £20 million and £30 million
a year through cost-effective energy efficiency
measures that have not yet been taken up.

The green new deal approach, working alongside
existing government initiatives, could unlock
significant expenditure in the coming years. By
creating a new market opportunity, we could
provide another major opportunity for economic
growth and employment. Indeed, that is the
main thrust of the amendment. That would also
undoubtedly help to drive economic recovery.
The market is big, and Northern Ireland needs
to strive to improve its energy efficiency in all
properties and make them affordable to all.
However, we must be mindful to put the correct
financial framework in place at the outset. A
model with a pay-as-you-save concept at its
heart offers the best opportunity for everyone.
In that model, the private sector would pay for
the work up front through networks of green
deal providers, and it would allow house owners
or tenants of non-domestic buildings to pay
their energy bills back over time from the energy
savings that they make.

Roy Beggs and Sean Neeson mentioned the
implications of being able to build a business
case on a sustainable way forward. Mr Clarke
gave Birmingham as an example. Banks and
energy suppliers have been working together
to find ways to make energy efficiency work for
them in that city. | absolutely believe in that
method. Realistically, substantial recurring
government funding will not continue to be
available in the current economic climate.
Therefore, rather than have a system that
relies on that funding, the best model is one
in which savings pay for the efficiencies in

the future. However, such a system will need
some form of legal underpinning to give it

the necessary longevity to bring confidence

to investors and those involved in the supply
chain. Such a longer-term view will deliver a
green growth sector that can offer a big boost
to our economic recovery. All in all, | believe
that a private sector-financed green new deal
concept could transform the energy efficiency of
Northern Ireland’s building stock while sending

the right signal to the energy efficiency industry
and providing investment confidence and job
opportunities.

The debate also focused heavily on fuel
poverty. An approach that ties energy savings
to the people who pay the energy bills will be
a breakthrough for house owners and tenants.
Some people, such as the fuel poor, will need
extra help. Energy savings alone will not be
enough, and | recognise that. However, a
competitive market will provide the best value
and confidence in products for the customer.

In Northern Ireland, 70% of the houses that
we will live in by 2050 have been built already.
Added to that, we have some of the oldest
housing stock in Europe, much of which was
built in the era of cheap coal. However, that is
no excuse. Much work is under way to improve
the housing stock, and | know that Sammy
Wilson and his Department are moving quickly
to strengthen those building standards.

In addition, the implementation of the EU
directive on the energy performance of buildings
has resulted in the production of almost 94,000
certificates. That is a visible sign of the energy
efficiency of buildings within which services

are provided to the public. The Executive have
already agreed to use domestic rates relief to
drive the energy efficiency measures. Both the
energy efficiency homes scheme and the low
carbon homes scheme have been introduced
recently to improve the energy efficiency of

the housing stock here by encouraging the
development of low- and zero-carbon homes.
The Department will continue to work with the
Department for Social Development (DSD) in
relation to fuel poverty matters.

In line with the aspirations of the green new
deal, there is huge potential for green jobs

in the region, both in energy efficiency and
renewable energy. Members mentioned specific
examples including Harland and Wolff, B9
Energy, the Marine Current Turbines installation
at Strangford and the Kingspan works in
Portadown. The renewable energy sector is one
of the fastest growing sectors in the economy.
The opportunities to create employment,
generate wealth and develop a local skills base
in the sector are substantial, as colleagues
acknowledged today.

The growing demand for renewable energy and
renewable energy technologies is one that
Northern Ireland is very well placed to meet,
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not only because of our geographical location
but because of the capabilities and skills of our
local businesses, universities and colleges; |
say that very strongly. Dr McDonnell mentioned
Queen’s University specifically in that regard,
but there are other colleges of further education
that do a tremendous job in the renewable arena.

Developing the sector is a strategic priority for
Invest Northern Ireland. Significant activity has
been undertaken, not only to provide support
for the small and medium-sized enterprises in
the renewable energy sector but to develop new
technologies and provide companies that have a
desire to look at the new export markets with a
framework of support to develop and grow their
business. Since April 2009, Invest NI clients

in the renewable energy sector have received
financial assistance amounting to £5-2 million,
against total investment costs of £25-6 million,
for a range of activities including research and
development, training, job creation and the
development of collaborative networks.

Cross-departmental working has been mentioned
throughout the debate. For some time now,
DETI has, through the sustainable energy
interdepartmental working group, co-ordinated
cross-departmental working on sustainable
energy to give a clear message to stakeholders,
whether from industry, energy companies or
environmental groups, that we in the Executive
recognise the opportunities and the challenges
that the sustainable energy agenda presents.
Indeed, we were instrumental in ensuring that
many of the green new deal priorities were
included in the Executive’s options package for
addressing the economic downturn.

Shortly, | will bring forward proposals from

the work of that interdepartmental group

with recommendations on how to maximise
sustainable energy policy initiatives in Northern
Ireland. In addition, the Department for
Employment and Learning is already working
with stakeholders to address identified skill
needs and develop new fit-for-purpose courses
and qualifications to support and advance

the sector. We will continue to work cross-
departmentally on energy efficiency and
renewable energy. We will seek to work with
others to develop the green new deal concept
with a sufficient legal underpinning that offers
opportunities to all.

| welcome the green new deal proposals. However,
we must be mindful of the current financial

climate and, therefore, work together to develop
an innovative green deal financing option that
will stand the test of time and, thereby, embed
energy efficiency and renewable energy across
all aspects of our society.

2.15 pm

Mr A Maginness: | thank Mr Neeson and his
colleagues for tabling today’s important motion.
They have done us a service by highlighting

the issue of the green new deal. | feel a bit
sorry for Mr Wilson, not because he is not a
passionate supporter of the green new deal but
because the Green Party pioneered the original
concept of the green agenda and, in a way, his
political clothes have been stolen by all of us.
We owe it to the people who pioneered the
green agenda politically to recognise what they
did and to highlight the fact that they brought
about a radical change in thinking not only on
the environment but on the economy and many
other aspects of our society.

It is important that we continue to develop

the green agenda in the Assembly and in the
Executive. The Minister rightly pointed out that
she regards it as a priority. The Minister and
the Executive accept the concept of the green
new deal. However, it seems to me and to
colleagues that the issue of the green agenda,
renewable energy and so forth is relatively
confined to the Department of Enterprise, Trade
and Investment, and there does not seem to be
collective acceptance of the entire Executive’s
responsibility. We should try to persuade the
Executive to embrace the issue in a much more
wholehearted fashion.

Many Members spoke today. Simon Hamilton,
who is not in the Chamber at the moment,
spoke in a slightly sceptical mode, not quite a

la Mr Wilson — Mr Sammy Wilson, | hasten to
add — but in that political school of thought.
Nonetheless, he recognised the need for the
green new deal. Whether for reasons of climate
change or not, the fact is that it is good for our
society and our economy. Generally speaking, he
was supportive, which is important.

Other Members who spoke included Mr Boylan,
Mr Gardiner, Mr Frew, Mr Clarke, Mr Beggs, Mr
McDevitt and Mr McKay. They all emphasised
the need for the Executive and the Government
to embrace the new ideas arising from the
green agenda. It is important for us to remind
ourselves that, geographically, the island of
Ireland is probably uniquely placed to develop,
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in a great sense, renewable energy. We have
wind, sea and grass here, and those three
elements are important in the development of
renewable energy. We know about wind, and we
know that we can harness the potential of wind
here more than any other part of Europe. We
should increase and deepen our efforts to do
that and build that potential, not just onshore
but offshore.

Mr Gardiner, Mr Frew and others mentioned
SeaGen.

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

Mr A Maginness: In conclusion, | support the
motion and the amendment, and | hope that
colleagues will pass the motion today.

Dr Farry: We have had a healthy and positive
debate. However, it will only be meaningful if it
used as a platform from which the Assembly
can move forward. | certainly recognise the work
that has been done and is being done, not only
by DETI but by other Departments, but we need
to take it to a new level.

The motion is not an endorsement of any particular
set of proposals from one organisation; rather, it
is about the Assembly embracing the concept of
a green new deal and, indeed, the opportunities
that it presents for Northern Ireland. That said,
it is appropriate to pay tribute to the Green

New Deal Group and the work that it has done,
as well as to recognise, as Simon Hamilton
mentioned, the almost unique coalescence

of the business community, trade unions, the
community and voluntary sector, farmers and
the environmental lobby behind a common agenda.
There is certainly a powerful lesson in that.

There are three important rationales for why the
Assembly should address the green new deal.
Obviously, there is the environmental agenda
with regard to the need to combat climate
change and to adapt to the reality of it, partly
to avoid the negative economic consequences
that will flow if we do not do that. The Stern
report set out those consequences and the
economic cost in graphic detail. There is also
the economic rationale. | want to talk about
opportunities for new types of economic
activity and increased employment. Indeed, the
amendment brings more detail to that. Now we
talk about green-collar jobs as well as white-
collar jobs and blue-collar jobs. There is also
the important issue of the energy costs faced

by businesses, households and, indeed, us in
the public sector and how to move to a greater
sense of energy security. The problem is not
so much that energy comes from overseas but
our overdependence on fossil fuels that may
not be available for ever. Finally, we have the
social benefits. Most clearly, there is a need to
address fuel poverty, which my colleague Sean
Neeson explained ably at the beginning of the
debate.

There are probably four key areas for action.
One is energy efficiency, which is, perhaps, the
key area in which most work can be done in

the shortest period. It is also the area where
there is potential for quite a labour-intensive

set of activities to be taken forward. In view

of the unemployment problem, particularly in
the construction sector, that is very relevant.
Another area is renewable energy, where there is
a platform on which we can build. It is important
to stress, as Alban Maginness mentioned, that
that covers more than just onshore or offshore
wind. A further area is the grid infrastructure
and the need for a smart grid and smart meters,
as the Minister said. | want to emphasise the
importance of the North/South interconnector
in that framework. Another important issue is
transport. The transport system is inefficient
and a strong contributor to Northern Ireland’s
carbon footprint, which is the highest of any UK
region.

The Minister set out what is being done in
Northern Ireland not only by her Department
but through the actions of other Departments.

| certainly recognise what is happening. |
welcome the publication of the strategic energy
framework. Indeed, | acknowledge that we have
our own local renewables targets and are on
track to meet them.

The issue for us today is to focus on what
more can be done, not just by DETI and

other Departments but by the Executive as

a whole. First and foremost, it is important
that government embraces the language of
the green new deal and the green economy.
Indeed, | hope that it becomes a clear theme
in the next Programme for Government, which,
hopefully, we will address later on this autumn.
Other societies have embraced that language
and concept more actively than Northern
Ireland. Scotland, Denmark and Germany were
mentioned in the debate. Certainly, there is a
perception that the UK as a whole is behind the
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curve when compared with the wider European
Union and other international examples.

In the UK context, Northern Ireland is behind
other regions. Therefore, there is a lot of

room for improvement. We have targets for
renewable energy but not for energy efficiency
or the transport sector, both of which are major
problems in Northern Ireland. There are no local
targets for climate change. Northern Ireland
would benefit from its own dedicated climate
change Act, such as those that other UK regions
have taken forward. The cross-sectoral advisory
group addressed the use of renewables as a
short-term action. That was welcomed, but,
bizarrely, energy efficiency was seen as a long-
term action to be taken forward in areas such
as the wider market. Access to resourcing for
the green new deal was seen as something that
could not be done in Northern Ireland. Those
are warning signs that | think we should be
worried about.

There is a clear need for leadership when
considering the energy efficiency of the public
sector estate. We used to have targets on how
quickly we would have a zero-carbon estate.
However, those targets are now not going to be
met. Again, we would still have the opportunity
to make that happen. We need to reconsider
the issue of grant aid for energy efficiency in
homes. That has also been taken off the table,
but it needs to come back on to the table. We
need to look at feed-in tariffs as an evolutionary
step away from merely talking about renewables
obligation certificates, the so-called ROCs. We
must address our transport system and look at
the balance that we have between the use of
the private car and public transport. The ratio

in the investment strategy is 80:20 in favour of
private transport. That is well out of line with
most other regions in Europe, even those that
have a similar rural population profile to ours.

We also have to look at our planning system
and ask ourselves whether it is fit for purpose.
Are PPS 18 and, in particular, the supplementary
planning guidance sufficiently robust to ensure
that we are able to make speedy decisions with
investments? Feedback is still coming through
that the process is taking too long and there is
still too much uncertainty. People do not mind
being turned down; they object to being left
hanging around and being made unsure about
whether their plans will be taken forward.

There is a critical issue with how we fund what
needs to happen. Like everyone else, | am
conscious of our difficult public expenditure
context. However, we are talking about
leveraging the private sector and about creating
the necessary levers and incentives to ensure
that the work that needs to happen in our
society is encouraged. In that context, we

are also talking about the need to stimulate

a strong private sector and market-focused
approach to addressing the problems.

It is important to recognise that a host of
Departments can bring something to the table.
A theme that has emerged from the debate

is that, although good work is being done and
Departments are co-operating with each other,
the Executive are not embracing the issue
properly as an overarching theme. There is no
sense of how all the available programmes,
policies, levers and incentives fit together into
a single model that will demonstrate how the
green economy can be taken forward and how
we in Northern Ireland can meet our share of
the wider climate change objectives that we
have to face up to.

We need to see how all that can work together.
Under DETI, we have the strategic energy
framework and the good work that Invest
Northern Ireland takes forward in encouraging
the sector. The Department for Employment
and Learning has an important role to play

in providing the skills for the green economy.
Indeed, the Minister referred to the work of

the universities and colleges in that area. The
Department of Finance and Personnel has a
role to play with building regulations and the
speed with which we can move ahead with the
code for sustainable homes. There are still
issues to deal with on the level of uptake in
the rate rebates under low- and zero-carbon
homes, on energy efficiency for homes and on
the responsibility for energy efficiency in the
public sector estate. OFMDFM has a role to play
in the sustainable development strategy, which
has been recognised as not being sufficiently
robust. That Department also has a role to
play in ascertaining how we integrate the green
economy into the current investment strategy
and any future investment strategy. DSD has
responsibilities with fuel poverty and social
housing. The Department of Agriculture and
Rural Development has a role to play in biomass
and energy efficiency in the rural sector, and
the Department for Regional Development has
a role to play in transport and energy efficiency.
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Finally, the Department of the Environment
(DOE) has a role to play in planning and climate
change responsibilities. Indeed, | am glad that
the Minister of the Environment has joined us
for the grand finale. Therefore, a collective effort
is required from the Government. It is important
that an overarching strategy emerges and,

in particular, that that is reflected in a future
Programme for Government.

The debate has been encouraging. We welcome
the proposals from the Green New Deal Group.
This is a platform on which we can build, and |
look forward to that happening. | am happy to
support the motion and the amendment.

Question, That the amendment be made, put and
agreed to.

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

That this Assembly notes the benefits that can be
achieved through implementing the green new
deal in Northern Ireland; supports the need for
improved energy efficiency to reduce fuel use
and meet European Union and United Kingdom
carbon emissions targets; believes there is a real
opportunity to create 30,000 sustainable green-
collar jobs; and calls on the Executive to implement
a cross-departmental strategy to ensure that

the potential benefits of the green economy are
realised for Northern Ireland.

Mr Deputy Speaker: | remind Members to
switch off their mobile phones, as they are
interfering with the sound system.

2.30 pm

Oral Answers to Questions

Environment

Environmental Crime

1. Mr McGlone asked the Minister of the
Environment what resources he plans to give to
address environmental crime in the next year,
particularly in relation to the illegal disposal of
tyres, which is a major source of pollution when
dumped in the countryside or burnt on bonfires.
(AQO 209/11)

The Minister of the Environment (Mr Poots):

| am committed to maintaining and enhancing
my Department’s capability to address and
combat the full range of environmental crime
that it enforces. Over the next few months, the
proposed recruitment of additional staff to the
environmental crime unit is expected to take
place, further strengthening our ability to tackle
the scourge of waste crime, including illegal
tyre disposal. Clearly, the economic climate
means that all departmental resources are
under review, and until the details of the next
comprehensive spending review are known, |
remain cautious. However, | will ensure that
tackling environmental crime will remain a top
priority for the Department over the next year
and beyond.

The Northern Ireland Environment Agency (NIEA) is
developing a range of policy and legislative tools
to make its work more efficient and effective,
from PSNI-level training and additional Proceeds
of Crime Act 2002 powers to undertake
financial investigation of criminal assets to the
forthcoming Waste and Contaminated Land
(Amendment) Bill and fly-tipping protocol. | am
confident that the message that we have been
striving to publicise over the past few years
about the risk posed by burning tyres is being
heard and acted on. There have been some
high-profile examples of large-scale tyre fires

in recent months, but my officials have been
working hard behind the scenes to encourage
the legitimate disposal of tyres through licensed
dealers and to prevent further fires.

When education and encouragement fail, officers
in the NIEA environmental crime unit can, and
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do, take enforcement action. The environmental
crime unit has investigated and prosecuted a
number of cases, including the illegal disposal
and burning of tyres. The most recent conviction
was secured in Newry on 20 September.

Mr McGilone: | thank the Minister for his answer.
Does he agree that it is wrong to allow tyre
depots to collect money for the safe disposal

of tyres without any procedures, guidance or
enforcement measures in place to ensure

that tyres are disposed of safely and in an
environmentally friendly way? At a recent meeting
of the Committee for the Environment, it seemed
that some of the Minister’s officials were not
necessarily aware of methods for evidence
gathering and how best to liaise with the PSNI
to gather evidence so that people involved in
disposing of and burning tyres illicitly can be
prosecuted for the environmental crime that
they have committed.

The Minister of the Environment: | understand
that it is an ongoing issue. We are constantly
looking at how we can improve work on that
front. Large scale fires, particularly the one

that took place just outside Londonderry, have
drawn the public’s attention to the weaknesses
that exist. We are certainly aware of those
weaknesses; we are seeking to ensure that we
can deal with them and have a more affirmative,
robust means of dealing with them.

Mr Boylan: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. | thank the Minister for his answer.
He is well aware that the Committee is considering
the Waste and Contaminated Land (Amendment)
Bill. Does he intend to introduce a clause to
address the issue, or does he believe that the
new protocols will address it?

The Minister of the Environment: We are
looking at the protocols in conjunction with
everything else in relation to how we tackle the
issue. We think that there are methods that can
help. However, that is what legislation is about,
and if the Committee, or Members, think that
areas can be strengthened, we will be happy to
consider amendments. If something will improve
the Bill, we will be happy to support it.

Mr Kinahan: Is the Minister aware that
approximately one third of all used tyres disappear,
often making a profit for somebody, and not
necessarily the people who are dealing with
them legally?

The Minister of the Environment: Yes, we
are aware that many tyres for which people
pay money to be disposed of correctly are
not disposed of correctly. That is an issue of
concern, and one that we wish to pursue.

Local Government: Legal Costs

2. Dr McDonnell asked the Minister of the
Environment what discussions he has had

with the local government auditor in relation to
the possible misuse of ratepayers’ money by
local councils in the settlement of legal cases
brought against them. (AQO 210/11)

The Minister of the Environment: | have not
had any discussions with the Chief Local
Government Auditor on that matter, and it would
have been inappropriate for me to have done
so in connection with any specific case. Local
government auditors are designated staff at
the Northern Ireland Audit Office, and they act
independently of my Department in carrying

out their audit functions on district councils.
The role of the Chief Local Government Auditor
is to audit the accounts of councils and take
appropriate action when any irregularity is
found. | am confident that he has been, and will
continue to be, meticulous in fulfilling that role.

Dr McDonnell: Does the Minister agree that
there have been scandals involving some local
councils, which put bad behaviour and bigoted
practice before good practice and left the
ratepayers to pick up the legal costs? Does
he also agree that spending money in that way
must end? Does he have any ideas about how
to bring some control to local councils?

The Minister of the Environment: Yes, | am
aware of such practice. Newry and Mourne
District Council, for example, was reprimanded
for demonstrating bigoted behaviour in not
allowing the public to use its facilities. | appreciate
the Member’s bringing to the attention of the
House the misdemeanours of that council on
that occasion. However, | am sure that it has
learned from that.

Mr Craig: | declare an interest as Chairperson
of the Audit Committee. | thank the Minister

for his initial answer. Had he given any other
response, | would have rapped his knuckles.
Does the Minister agree that the use of public
funds by any council to take legal cases against
another council cannot be justified and should
be the subject of an audit report?
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The Minister of the Environment: That is a
matter for the Chief Local Government Auditor. If
the Member has concerns, he should draw them
to his attention. In all such matters, councils
should seek to resolve their differences through
the normal channels without proceeding to legal
mechanisms.

Mr Gardiner: | declare an interest as a
member of Craigavon Borough Council. Does
the Minister agree that the failure to finalise
the reorganisation of local councils under

RPA meant that some councils appointed
temporary members of their staff to the senior
management team, which might result in legal
disputes and a cost to ratepayers?

The Minister of the Environment: | do not

want to get into the internal affairs of any
particular council. That is neither my role nor my
responsibility. However, the Member should be
aware — if he is not, | will make him so — that
councils can legitimately employ people now.
There is no ban on the recruitment of senior
officers. It may not suit some councils to do
that, as they may achieve better value for money
through how they do things now. | do not know,
and | have not investigated any of those cases
because that is not my role.

George Best Belfast City Airport: Flight
Times

3. Ms Purvis asked the Minister of the
Environment to provide a definition of a “special
circumstance” which would allow a flight to take
place at the George Best Belfast City Airport
outside the 21.30 time limit set out in the
planning agreement; and what measures he

is taking to enforce the terms of the planning
agreement. (AQO 211/11)

The Minister of the Environment: The 2008
planning agreement makes provision for
delayed scheduled flights during extended
hours — between 9.31 pm and 11.59 pm —
in exceptional circumstances. However, that
phrase has not been further defined.

The report of the examination, which was

held in public in 2006 to review the planning
agreement, noted that a definition of the

phrase “exceptional circumstances” that was
acceptable to all interested parties was unlikely
to be attainable. However, although the phrase
is difficult to define, we take the view that its
inclusion highlights the need to keep delayed air

traffic movements (ATMs) after 9.30 pm to an
absolute minimum. That said, my Department
recently wrote to the airport seeking information
about the reason for the delayed flights and how
the airport considers that those meet the terms
of “exceptional circumstances”.

Ms Purvis: | thank the Minister for his answer.
Will he answer the second part of the question
and tell the House what measures he is taking
to enforce the terms of the planning agreement
to protect the public interest, given that his
Department, which has powers of enforcement
for legislation, has not enforced the agreement
on the seats-for-sale limit?

The Minister of the Environment: With regard
to the exceptional circumstances, everything

is up for consideration because there was no
agreement on what that term meant. Last year,
of 39,328 flights, 360 — 0-92% — came in
between 9.31 pm and 11.59 pm. One per cent
may be regarded as exceptional by some but
not by others. It is a relatively small proportion
of the number of flights, and, given the nature
of airlines, flights out of London and all other
factors, there has to be some latitude. Less
than 1% is not a significant enough figure for us
to become involved.

Mr Beggs: Does the Minister acknowledge

the fact that Belfast City Airport is one of only
four airports in the EU that is designated a
“city airport”? Does he also acknowledge the
fact that a European directive enables higher
environmental standards to be applied to such
airports? What higher environmental standards
have been applied to Belfast City Airport?

The Minister of the Environment: The airport
has to operate within certain zones. The standards
applied to it are that it operates only between
6.30 am and 9.30 pm, and there is a limit on
the number of flights at 48,000 per annum. Those
are fairly significant limitations on the airport.

A flight regularly goes over my home after
12.00 midnight on its way to Belfast International
Airport, which | can hear clearly. Therefore, |
understand where many people are coming from
on such issues. | am particularly sympathetic
to the views of the people in east Belfast who live
closest to Belfast City Airport. However, as with
all things, there must be a balance. If Mr Beggs
is suggesting that we be punitive with Belfast
City Airport, seek to ensure that it is not a good
business model and, as a consequence, ensure
that business is driven out of Northern Ireland at

68



Tuesday 5 October 2010

Oral Answers

a time of recession, that is not somewhere that |
intend to go, and | will not take that route with him.

Mr McDevitt: Does the Minister accept that
326 flights a year equates to a late flight every
day — with the exception of weekends — at the
airport? Does he also accept that that should
amount to an exceptional breach of the licence?
What steps will he take to enforce the terms of
the licence?

The Minister of the Environment: If there are
100 flights a day and one flight is late, that may
not be deemed wildly significant. | encourage
the Member and the whole House to keep their
rationale. There is an issue, particularly for

the people in east Belfast, whom Ms Purvis
represents.

Mr McDevitt: It is also an issue for people in
south Belfast.

The Minister of the Environment: | have
considerably less sympathy for the people of
south Belfast, because | happen to live under a
flight route for Belfast City Airport and Belfast
International Airport. | know what it is like to
have a lot of air traffic over my home, whether
that is in the morning or at night, and it does
not particularly perturb me.

In east Belfast, the planes are flying really low
for landing, so | can fully understand where

Ms Purvis’s constituents are coming from.
Therefore, we will try to achieve a balance.

The restrictions to limit flights at 48,000 and
operating hours to between 6.30 am and 9.30
pm will remain in place. We have no intention of
removing them. | can give that assurance to the
local community of east Belfast.

Mr Deputy Speaker: Question 4 has been
withdrawn.

2.45 pm

Single Waste Authority

5. Mr McLaughlin asked the Minister of the
Environment how many of the 26 local councils
objected to or supported his Department’s
proposal for a single waste authority.

(AQO 213/11)

The Minister of the Environment: In April

2009, my Department consulted on the need
for, and timing of, a single waste disposal
authority for Northern Ireland. Some 14 councils
responded directly to the Department. Of those,

two opposed the Department’s proposal and
one supported it. The remaining 11 councils
suggested amendments to the Department’s
legislative proposal.

The three waste management groups that carry
out waste management functions on behalf

of their constituent councils also responded

to the consultation. The North West Region
Waste Management Group, which comprises
seven councils, commented that its constituent
councils did not believe that there was any need
for a single waste authority in Northern Ireland
once current procurement exercises had been
completed. The Southern Waste Management
Partnership, SWaMP 2008, which comprises
eight councils, suggested that the Department’s
proposals should be developed for one or

more waste disposal authorities. It also stated
that its members were adamant that there
should be no single waste disposal authority,
although one of SWaMP 2008’s constituent
councils had previously expressed support for
the Department’s proposal. The response from
arc21, which comprises 11 councils, suggested
that the Department should legislate for
discretionary powers that would enable groups
of councils to voluntarily establish a waste
disposal authority on a subregional basis.

Mr McLaughlin: | thank the Minister for his

full and detailed reply. Will he give us a similar
analysis of the responses of the 26 councils to
the proposal for a single business organisation?

The Minister of the Environment: That is a
wholly different and separate question, and

| will give the Member an answer in writing.
There seem to be Members of the House and
members of local government who are afraid of
change that will bring about real savings. The
Members opposite would do well to see how
they can devise real savings, because, at a time
when there will be greater austerity, their actions
will lead to job losses in the community. They
are not prepared to make difficult decisions that
will bring real savings that can then be passed
on to the public through lower rates and taxes or
better services. | would prefer to deliver better
services and lower rates, unlike the Members
opposite.

Mr Givan: The Minister has alluded to my point
already. Given that the councils that make up
SWaMP 2008 were opposed to a single waste
authority and that, at the Strategic Leadership
Board, Sinn Féin stated explicitly that it was




Tuesday 5 October 2010

Oral Answers

opposed to a single waste authority, how
were we to derive the financial benefits to
justify moving ahead with the review of public
administration?

The Minister of the Environment: The problem
with the review of public administration was that
we needed to spend £118 million to achieve

it. The additional savings were to come from
doing things like developing a single services
organisation for waste and corporate services
for councils. That was clearly rejected. Sinn

Féin was opposed to those difficult decisions,
so when the savings were taken away, we were
left with the option of amalgamating councils,
which was going to cost the taxpayer money.
That made no logical sense to anyone. | suspect
it does not even make sense to Sinn Féin, but
nonetheless, that is the line that it took.

Mr Armstrong: What savings have been shown
to be possible through the establishment of a
single waste authority?

The Minister of the Environment: Work is being
done to identify the savings that can be made. |
have received a note from SWaMP 2008 asking
if it can delay its response on that matter until
18 October. Work is coming to a conclusion on
that front, and | hope that we can identify the
tangible savings that could be made and should
be made and which are of benefit to the wider
public but which some people do not want to
make.

Local Government: Waste Management
and Recycling

6. Mr W Clarke asked the Minister of the
Environment which local councils are currently
not meeting their targets in relation to waste
management and recycling. (AQO 214/11)

13. Lord Browne asked the Minister of the
Environment what steps his Department is
taking to ensure that local councils meet their
Northern Ireland Landfill Allowance Scheme
targets for the recycling of household waste.
(AQO 221/11)

The Minister of the Environment: With your
permission, Mr Speaker, | propose to answer
questions 6 and 13 together.

According to the latest available published data,
all district councils met their Northern Ireland
landfill allowance scheme (NILAS) targets in
2008-09. Recycling targets apply to Northern

Ireland as a whole but do not apply at local
council level. With the household recycling rate
in 2008-09 standing at 34:4%, Northern Ireland
is also on track to meet the waste management
strategy recycling target of 35% by 2010.

The Department has implemented a range of
interventions to meet the targets. Those include
the £200 million of funding that has been
allocated to the strategic waste infrastructure
programme; £5 million for the Rethink Waste
capital fund; £1 million annual funding for the
waste and resources action programme; and
£200,000 for the Rethink Waste revenue fund
and the revision of guidance and advice to local
councils on their responsibilities under NILAS.

Mr W Clarke: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. | thank the Minister for his response.
What | am trying to get is an assurance that
councils that do not reach or exceed their
targets will not be penalised through regional
fines. That is a worry for councils. Moreover,
what incentives will the Minister give to councils
to exceed their targets?

The Minister of the Environment: We recently
introduced the Rethink Waste capital fund, for
which we identified £5 million of funding, and
that programme has seen significant uptake
by local authorities. The first element of the
programme was announced a few weeks ago,
and we will be in a position to announce the
next portions of grants in the very near future.
That money will be spent before this financial
year is out. Local government has the funding.
It recognises that it needs to recycle, and, by and
large, local councils are stepping up to the plate.

Given that we reached a household recycling
rate of 34-4% in 2008-09, | am confident that
we will well exceed the 35% target by 2010, so
the imposition of fines on any council will not
be an issue. Albeit, the Member makes a fair
point: some councils need to do more, and we
will continue to encourage those councils to do
more. The fact that many of the figures are in
the public domain creates a league of shame for
councils at the bottom of the table. | would not
want to be a member of the Strabane or Belfast
councils at the bottom of the table. | would
much prefer to be a member of the Antrim or
Banbridge councils at the top of the table.

Mr Cree: | was interested to hear the Minister’s
comments. He is quite right. What conclusions
can be drawn from the variation in recycling
figures among the different local authorities
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in Northern Ireland? Is there any method of
waste collection that produces higher recycling
results?

The Minister of the Environment: Some
councils have simply taken the bull by the horns,
so to speak, and decided that recycling is the
way to go. They are to be commended.

As for means of recycling, some councils use
kerbie boxes, and the quality of the recycling
material is generally better and has a higher end
value. However, it is easier for the general public
to use mixed recycling schemes, which are

still quite successful. The North West Region
Waste Management Group suggests mixing five
different materials in its bins, and that is for
that group to determine. | do not know which is
the best way or the perfect way to recycle. All
that | can do is encourage councils to continue
to work on it.

| said before that | believe that not only can we
meet the 50% recycling target by 2020, we can
exceed it. If that is the case, perhaps we can
drive down the costs of the infrastructure fund
that is required for energy recovery, and instead
of having to spend £200 million of capital from
central government and £400 million from local
government, we can drive down those costs by
recycling more.

Mrs D Kelly: Will the Minister outline any
discussions that he has had with the Minister
of Enterprise, Trade and Investment about
businesses that could be established in the
recycling market? Obviously, one incentive is
that there has to be an endgame for recycled
materials.

The Minister of the Environment: | think that
one of the key companies is actually in the
Member’s constituency. Cherry Polymers is in
Annaghmore, which is, | think, just about in her
constituency. Huhtamaki is in the Member’s
constituency; it supplies 50% of the egg boxes
used in the United Kingdom and recycles a huge
amount of paper. There is also Quinn Glass,
which recycles glass. A lot of materials that are
selected for recycling in Northern Ireland are
recycled in Northern Ireland. Let me dispel the
myth that there are no organisations recycling
materials in Northern Ireland and that it is all
being shipped off to China. Much of it is being
dealt with here.

| have recently visited companies involved in
recycling building waste: McKinstry Skip Hire

and Wright Recycling. They are moving towards
95% recycling of building materials. Much good
work is being done at a local level, not just in
the public sector but in the private sector.

Planning Applications: Charges

7. Ms S Ramsey asked the Minister of the
Environment if there is a cap on the amount
that Planning Service charges for commercial
planning applications. (AQO 215/11)

The Minister of the Environment: The Planning
(Fees) (Amendment) Regulations (Northern
Ireland) 2010 came into force on 4 October
2010. The general effect of the regulations will
be to increase fees by approximately 2-:9%. The
fee payable for an application for industrial,
commercial, community and other buildings,
other than dwelling houses or buildings covered
by category 3 in the schedule to the regulations,
is £237 where no floor space is created, or
£237 for every 75 sq m subject to a maximum
of £11,834.

Ms S Ramsey: Go raibh maith agat. We have
been talking about social economy and kick-
starting the economy. Does the Minister’s
Department have any plans to reduce those
fees for community-based projects?

The Minister of the Environment: We are
looking at fees. Members regularly complain

to me about the loss of planning officers as a
result of the downturn. It is believed that we
could raise an additional £2 million to £4 million
by amending the planning fees.

Before any Member gets into a blind panic, what
we are looking at are things like the North/
South interconnector; a few thousand pounds
was paid for that planning fee. The planning fee
for the bridge over the River Foyle was some
£237, yet | recently spoke to a farmer who paid
almost £10,000 to lodge a planning application
for a farmyard. If someone wanted to build 1,000
houses, the maximum fee would be just over
£11,000. All in all, the planning fees that we
have are not fit for purpose. They need to be
amended; that is in the public interest. Those
proposals will be coming before the House in
the not too distant future.

Mr Gallagher: Is the Minister's Department
considering linking genuine job creation potential
to an appropriate reduction in the planning fees
for commercial applications?
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The Minister of the Environment: When we
look at those regulations, the Floor will be open
to Members’ suggestions. One suggestion to
help economic development is charging for

the pre-application discussion scheme. That
may be something that we make available to
smaller applicants as well, so that people get
good advice from the Planning Service prior to
lodging an application, the result being that they
get a quicker decision and spend less money
identifying the right solution for their particular
need.

Mr Campbell: The Minister has just mentioned
a review of charges for planning applications.
Will his Department bear in mind a sense of
proportionality so that small applications will
entail a smaller price and larger applications
will have a price that is, not horrendous, but at
least relative to the commercial propriety of the
application?

The Minister of the Environment: The direction
we intend to take would be to remove planning
applications from some of those smaller
projects. We are looking at removing the need
for planning approval for porches and single-
story extensions and things like that, and simply
using the building control exercise to ensure
that everything is done to a proper quality. A lot
of planning applications are not necessary, and
we want to weed a lot of them out.

3.00 pm

Enterprise, Trade and
Investment

Electricity Interconnector

1. Ms Lo asked the Minister of Enterprise, Trade
and Investment what progress has been made
on the extension of the North/South electricity
interconnector. (AQO 224/11)

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment (Mrs Foster): As highlighted in the
recently published strategic energy framework,
investment in and the strengthening of the
electricity network is absolutely essential.

The new North/South interconnector is a

key element of that. NIE applied for planning
approval in December 2009 for the Northern
Ireland section of the new interconnector. To
ensure that public concerns are considered

fully, my colleague Minister Poots wrote to the
Planning Appeals Commission to request a
public local inquiry. Further progress on that
very important strategic project is dependent on
the outcome of that inquiry.

Ms Lo: | thank the Minister for her reply. It is

a very good project that will probably benefit

all consumers, north and south of the border.
We very much support the project. Why did the
planning application for the interconnector have
to be resubmitted?

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment: The planning application in

respect of the Northern Ireland section was not
resubmitted, but the planning application in the
Republic of Ireland had to be withdrawn. It may
not yet have been resubmitted, but there were
certainly some technical difficulties. However,
the planning application for the Northern Ireland
section of the interconnector is still live.

Mr Craig: | know that there has been a bit of
controversy about underground and overground
cabling. As an engineer, | know that risks are
associated with both. There are huge risks
with putting it underground. That would have
immense cost implications. Will the Minister
outline what those may be?

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment: There has certainly been a very
big debate about whether to have overground
or underground cabling. As energy Minister,

my duty is to ensure that the consumers have
access to a reliable electricity supply and that
the line will burden electricity customers in
Northern Ireland only with costs that are strictly
necessary. | am sure that the whole House
wants me to ensure that consumers do not
receive increased bills because of unnecessary
burdens.

NIE published a report by PB Power that compared
the cost of the cable options. It indicated that,
on 2009 prices, building the line overhead
could cost some £760,000 a mile, compared
with an estimated cost of £5-6 million a mile
for an underground line. | know that those who
are campaigning for an underground line for the
interconnector dispute those figures and say
that there is too much of a differential. However,
there always will be a differential between an
underground and overground line. We have to
consider that very carefully because, as | said,

| will burden consumers here only with what is
strictly necessary.
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Mr Kinahan: | thank the Minister for her answer.
We all know that the grid in Northern Ireland
needs to be reinforced to take additional loads
from renewable energy sources, but has that
demand been factored into the costs of the
interconnector? Who will pay the costs involved?

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment: That is part of the work that

we are doing at the moment in the strategic
energy framework. We are setting out very
clearly the costs going forward, part of which
will be the capital expenditure in respect of the
interconnector. Of course, we cannot settle
that until we know the situation regarding
underground or overground cabling. | will resist
making the Wombles remark again, Mr Deputy
Speaker.

Mr D Bradley: Go raibh maith agat, a
LeasCheann Comhairle. The Minister will be
aware from a previous Adjournment debate

of the very real concerns that people who live
along the route of the interconnector from Moy
to Meath have in relation to health, visual and
environmental impacts and the tourism industry.

| welcome the Environment Minister’s decision
to hold a public inquiry into the application. The
Minister has said that, on figures from NIE —

Mr Deputy Speaker: A question, Mr Bradley; ask
a question.

Mr D Bradley: If you give me the opportunity, |
will ask the question.

Mr Deputy Speaker: | have given you the
opportunity to ask the question, Mr Bradley.

Mr D Bradley: Bhuel, seo i an cheist mar sin.

The Minister said that the figures she received
from NIE show overheading to be the cheaper
option. Will she take into consideration the
other studies that she mentioned, which show
that, over a longer period, undergrounding works
out cheaper.

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment: We await the translation of that
bit in the middle of the question, Mr Deputy
Speaker. We are not clear what was said.
However, as | have clearly said, significant
technical issues and costs are associated
with placing high-voltage electricity cables
underground. | hear what the Member has

to say in relation to public concerns about
environmental and health issues. | hear those

messages very clearly, and he knows that |
have met people along the route. The line must
and will meet current safety standards. | hope
that all those concerns will be addressed in the
public inquiry.

Ms J McCann: What is the Minister’s view

on the proposed sale of parts of NIE to the
Electricity Supply Board (ESB) and of any
potential investment that would come from that
sale?

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment: My concerns about the proposed
acquisition of NIE by ESB are well documented.
In early summer, | had discussions with ESB
and the Republic’s Energy Minister at that

time, principally to talk about the importance of
maintaining existing NIE jobs, of NIE continuing
to operate as a separate entity in Northern
Ireland and to seek assurances that there would
be local representation on any ESB board.

The transaction between NIE and ESB is
entirely a commercial matter between two
private companies. | have received assurances
from both a commercial and a departmental
perspective. However, | have to say that |
remained uncomfortable at a political level in
respect of the matter, and | spoke to the First
Minister about it. After that, as the Member
will be aware, a joint letter was issued by the
First Minister and the then leader of the Ulster
Unionist Party. It is a commercial decision that
lies outside of government. However, the UK
Office of Fair Trading is still scrutinising the
proposed transaction, and, as | said on 7 July, |
continue to keep a close watch on the situation.

Gas (Applications for Licences and
Extensions) Regulations (Northern
Ireland) 1996

2. Mr Cree asked the Minister of Enterprise,
Trade and Investment to outline the result of the
recent consultation on the amendment to the
Gas (Application for Licences and Extensions)
Regulations (Northern Ireland) 1996.

(AQO 225/11)

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment: The public consultation ended on
7 September 2010 and seven submissions
were received. No objections were raised. All
respondents were broadly content and agreed
that the proposed amendments were necessary
to ensure compliance with the EU services
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directive. A decision note on the outcome of
the consultation is available on the Department
of Enterprise, Trade and Investment (DETI)
website. The regulations came into effect on 30
September 2010.

Mr Cree: | thank the Minister for her reply.
Will she explain why there was such a delay in
promoting the legislation that it breached the
21-day rule, despite the EU services directive
being dated 20067?

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment: The Department breached the
21-day rule to avoid infraction procedures.

The Member will ask why it was not brought in
before that. | will explain. The possible need

for an amendment to the Gas (Applications for
Licences and Extensions) Regulations (Northern
Ireland) 1996 to remove the requirement for a
company applying for a gas licence to provide

a point of contact in Northern Ireland for the
duration of the application process was initially
raised by the Utility Regulator in autumn last
year. The Department sought legal advice on the
issue from the Departmental Solicitor’s Office,
which indicated that the gas regulations were,
arguably, already compliant and did not require
a company to be established in Northern Ireland
for that purpose. Based on that advice, work on
the amendment was not taken forward.

However, at a later stage, the UK Department
for Business, Innovation and Skills insisted that
the change be made, and we moved quickly to
do so. | recognise the Member’s frustration,
but the decision was based on the fact that

we believed that we were already covered in
that respect. The Department for Business,
Innovation and Skills is the ultimate arbiter on
European matters, and it insisted that we make
the change. | thank members of the Committee
for working with me in that regard.

Ms M Anderson: Go raibh mile maith agat. Is
the Minister aware of the widespread concern
that gas may not become an available energy
option in the north-west due to the failure to
extend the licence to build a network there?

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment: The Member will know that, in
general, | am in favour of rolling out the natural
gas network not just to the north-west but
across Northern Ireland. Recently, | received
the results of a study commissioned by the
Department and the Utility Regulator into the
technical and economic feasibility of extending

the natural gas network to not only the north-
west but to the generic west of Northern Ireland.
The results are extremely interesting, and they
will be used by DETI and the Utility Regulator
to consider how best to take forward new gas
infrastructure to areas with sufficient gas loads
and to where large infrastructure investments
of that nature are deemed to be economically
viable. It is also hugely important to consider
the views of the gas industry on any gas
network extension and on the whole area of
mutualisation, which needs to be taken forward
as well.

Mr S Anderson: What is being done to create
more competition in areas that are currently
held and operated by Firmus Energy?

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment: We are looking at opening up the
areas operated by Firmus Energy to competition,
but we need to look at the pricing implications
of that on companies that are currently with
Firmus Energy. Furthermore, as | said in relation
to electricity prices, | must ensure at all times
that both domestic and business consumers get
the best value for money.

EU State Aid

3. Dr Farry asked the Minister of Enterprise,
Trade and Investment for her assessment of the
impact of the anticipated changes in EU state
aid rules. (AQO 226/11)

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment: The European Commission has still
to indicate how it wants to change the state aid
rules after 2013, so it is not possible to assess
the impact of any changes now. We expect the
European Commission to start consulting with
member states later this year or early in 2011.
Of course, | will make the case for the best deal
for the Northern Ireland economy.

Dr Farry: | thank the Minister for her answer. In
light of the inevitability of some changes, what
contingency plans have the Minister's Department
and Invest Northern Ireland put in place to ensure
that resources can be redeployed to other areas
in order to support the local economy?

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment: As the Member will be aware, the
matter was raised in the independent review
of economic policy, which stated that the
impending state aid rule closure post-2013
means that we should be moving towards
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innovation and research and development.
That is still the view. However, following the
review, | took the view that | need selective
financial assistance (SFA) as a tool in my box
when | am trying to get investors to come to
Northern Ireland. | still hold that view. SFA is a
useful tool; indeed, some of the investments
that we have been able to secure recently have
been based on the fact that we can give quite
generous amounts of SFA. | know that next
year the percentage of SFA available will drop
considerably, but | will be arguing that, given the
recessionary period in which we have been, we
will need to continue to have SFA post-2013.

Mr A Maginness: | thank the Minister for her reply.
| ask the Minister to make strenuous efforts

to retain financial assistance for businesses

in Northern Ireland, because, hopefully, we are
moving out of recession. When we move out of
recession, we will need every assistance that
we can get. If we do not make the strongest
possible case to the European Commission, we
will be bereft of that tool to which the Minister
referred. | hope that she will do that.

3.15 pm

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment: | agree with the Member, and

we will make the strongest possible case to
Europe in respect of SFA. As was stated in a
recent independent review by Ernst and Young,
Northern Ireland has become second only to
London as an attractive place for foreign direct
investment (FDI). | want to be able to continue
with that, and Members will know that part of
that is about rebuilding, which we are currently
doing, and another part is about rebalancing the
Northern Ireland economy. The Finance Minister
and | are currently working with the Treasury

on a paper that Her Majesty’s Government will
bring forward on rebalancing the economy. We
will wait to see what comes forward in that on
corporation tax, research and development
grants or tax credits, and training credits or tax
relief. If SFA is to slowly go away, we will need
to look to other mechanisms to get standout
for this region to ensure that we continue to get
the sort of FDI that came to Northern Ireland on
Friday and Monday of this week.

West Belfast and Greater Shankill
Task Forces

4. Mr Adams asked the Minister of Enterprise,
Trade and Investment to outline her commitment

to the full implementation of the West Belfast
and Greater Shankill Task Force, in light of the
deprivation index published in May 2010.
(AQO 227/11)

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment: Considerable progress has been
made against the issues that were identified in
the task force’s 2002 report. Some £20 million
was allocated for projects that are specific

to west Belfast and the greater Shankill, and
16 out of the 17 of those projects have been
or are in the process of being implemented.
Those include a £7 million education initiative
to address educational under-attainment in

the area and a pilot social economy fund,
which aims to provide an opportunity of work
experience and personal development in a
social enterprise environment. | have also
issued a draft Executive paper outlining options
on the way forward for the task force initiative,
and | await a response from colleagues, which
will allow the issue to be discussed by the
Executive.

Mr Adams: Go raibh maith agat. Ta mé buioch
den Aire. | thank the Minister for her answer.

The Minister will recall that, before the summer,
she and | had a positive discussion about the
realignment of the task force under the Office
of the First Minister and deputy First Minister
(OFMDFM). In May 2010, the deprivation index
located six out of the 10 areas of most social
deprivation in the Shankill and west Belfast.

Mr Deputy Speaker: Ask a question, Mr Adams,
please.

Mr Adams: Does the Minister agree that
there is now an urgent need for a renewed
commitment by the Executive to refresh and
implement fully the task force report?

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment: As | indicated to Mr Adams at that
meeting, | had put forward a draft Executive
paper in 2009. That paper details a number

of options for taking the initiative forward, one
of which is to transfer responsibility for the
initiative to OFMDFM. When the paper comes
to the Executive, it will be a matter for the
Executive to decide.

Mr Campbell: Does the Minister agree that
that project, worthwhile as it is, is probably
symptomatic of many problems in working class
areas across Northern Ireland? Does she agree
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that the Executive and the Assembly probably
need to examine more closely areas of high
deprivation and unemployment where there are
people without hope for the future and to try to
identify mechanisms whereby we can bring hope
for the future to them, not only for the present
generation but for future generations in areas
where unemployment has been endemic for
many years?

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment: | am hopeful that, when the paper
comes to the Executive, looking at the wider
issues surrounding generational unemployment
will be exactly the sort of conversation that we
will have. Although we continue to bring high-
value jobs to Northern Ireland, | am not blind
to the fact that the unemployment statistics for
Northern Ireland keep rising. Therefore, there
is a fundamental difficulty, and it is a difficulty
about which | have been having discussions
with the Minister for Employment and Learning
and at which Invest Northern Ireland has been
looking carefully to try to think of imaginative
ideas, including the involvement of social
economy partners, to deal with generational
problems of unemployment and with people
who are finding it more and more difficult to find
work in these difficult times.

Mrs D Kelly: | welcome the fact that the
Minister will look at that on a much wider basis
than just west Belfast, although | understand its
particular need, given the number of wards of
deprivation in the area.

Did | hear the Minister correctly when she said
that the paper has been with the Executive
since 20097 Does she have any idea whether it
has been discussed in the Executive? What is
the hold-up in bringing it forward?

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment: | am simply waiting for the matter
to come on the agenda. | am also waiting

for outstanding comments from a number of
Departments: the Department of Health, Social
Services and Public Safety; OFMDFM; and one
other Department, the name of which | cannot
think of at the moment. However, | am keen

to have a discussion around the Executive
table to try to take matters forward, not only
in west Belfast but, as the Member for East
Londonderry Mr Campbell indicated, in other
areas where there is great deprivation.

Banking: Businesses

5. Mr McElduff asked the Minister of Enterprise,
Trade and Investment to outline any discussions
her Department has had with local banks in
relation to the problems faced by the business
sector in the current economic downturn.

(AQO 228/11)

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment: Last year, | initiated a series of
meetings with the main local banks to discuss
their contribution to helping Northern Ireland
companies weather the recession and, in
particular, how greater use could be made of the
UK Government’s enterprise finance guarantee
scheme. Since then, my officials and I, in liaison
with the Minister of Finance and Personnel and
his officials, have maintained regular contact
with the banks and ensured that specific problems
raised by businesses and, indeed, their political
representatives have been brought to the banks’
attention. | intend to hold further meetings with
the banks this autumn.

Mr McElduff: | thank the Minister for her answer
and for her ongoing efforts. Has she read the
damning critique of local banks by our Church
leaders, who have spoken collectively of the
despair faced by small business owners at

this time of economic downturn? How can we
bring maximum pressure to bear on local banks
so that they adopt a more flexible and caring
approach to the business sector at this time?

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment: | am certainly aware of the very
real issues that were raised. | welcome the fact
that Church leaders were given an opportunity
to raise those issues before a Committee and
make known the sorts of pressures that they
are dealing with among their parishioners and
flocks.

Having spoken to me about individual businesses,
the Member knows that we have very few

tools with which to make the banks deal with
businesses in a certain way. | have said in the
House many times that, when we go to them,
the banks tell us that they are lending, open for
business and want to do business. However,
people come to our constituency offices, across
Northern Ireland, to tell us that they are coming
under pressure because of overdraft limits and
renewal fees, and because the banks will not
support them with their bills for Her Majesty’s
Revenue and Customs and other agencies.
Therefore, there is a disconnect, and that is
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something that we will continue to try to deal
with. | have already indicated to officials that,
following my recent discussions with people
from the social economy sector, | want to speak
to the banks again. There is a need to renew
those contacts.

Mr I McCrea: | welcome the Minister’s
commitment to keeping the pressure on the
banks as much as she can during this difficult
time. Another major part of the problem is how
jobs are dealt with. Will the Minister detail the
work that Invest NI has been doing to try to
safeguard and create jobs?

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment: It is important that businesses
have knowledge of what is available to them. At
the beginning of the recession, | asked Invest
NI to be more forward-facing with clients, as well
as with non-clients. We produced on the website
nibusinessinfo.co.uk a table of the support

that is available to small and medium-sized
businesses and we have worked with councils
and local chambers of commerce. We also had
the short-term aid scheme, which we launched
to allow companies to retain specific skills so
that, when the upturn comes, those skills will be
ready and available.

We also provided the accelerated support fund,
which allowed businesses to avail themselves
of free diagnostics of their difficulties, and we
established that fund to try to work with those
businesses. Therefore, | hope that Members
acknowledge that Invest Northern Ireland has
been working alongside businesses during the
recession and has been trying to assist them in
whatever way it can.

Mr Savage: Does the Minister support the
Treasury document ‘Financing a private sector
recovery’? Is she satisfied that the Irish banks
operating in Northern Ireland can compete with
other banks that are under separate control?

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment: | have often said that part of our
difficulty in Northern Ireland is that we do not
have our own banks. Two of the banks are Irish
owned. The Ulster Bank is really a subsidiary of
the Royal Bank of Scotland, and the Northern
Bank has Danish headquarters. Part of the
difficulty, therefore, is that we are not the
masters of our destiny when it comes to our
local banks. The Republic of Ireland’s economy
is facing huge difficulties at this point in time,
and | said recently that we do not live in a

vacuum and that we in Northern Ireland will feel
the cold wind of those difficulties. Part of that will
probably be connected to the two Irish banks.

Mr McGlone: Go raibh maith agat, a
LeasCheann Comhairle; thank you, Mr Deputy
Speaker. The Minister mentioned what seems to
be the two planes of reality that exist: first, what
we are being told in our constituency offices
about overdraft and renewal fees, and secondly,
what the banks seem to be saying about those
fees. | think that it is a misnomer to call them
local banks, because that is the last thing that
they are. They may be situated locally, but they
mainly have overseas owners. Therefore, at the
Minister’s next meeting with the banks, will she
add one other item to that list and ask them

to ease up a wee bit on lending to first-time
buyers? That is a major issue and obstacle, and
it must be addressed to help to regenerate and
support the construction industry at this time.

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment: Part of the difficulty is that,

five years ago, people were able to access
mortgages for somewhere in the region of 120%
of the value of their house. That is because the
pendulum had swung so far in one direction.
That was a hugely dangerous way to go. When

| was a conveyancing solicitor, | remember
wondering why people would not buy a house if
they were getting a 120% mortgage. We are now
in a situation where young people and, indeed,
first-time buyers of every age, are finding it
hugely difficult to get any sort of a mortgage.

| absolutely sympathise with them. However,
that is a consequence of and a direct reaction
to what happened before. Nevertheless, | am
certainly happy to raise that issue with the banks.

Northern Ireland Tourist Board

6. Mr Givan asked the Minister of Enterprise,
Trade and Investment for her assessment of
whether the Northern Ireland Tourist Board is
the most efficient body to promote tourism.
(AQO 229/11)

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment: The draft tourism strategy, which
| will be taking to the Executive shortly, sets
out my vision for the tourism sector up to
2020. It includes some ambitious targets for
visitor numbers and spend. The strategy sets
outs clear roles and responsibilities for the
organisations and bodies that are involved in
delivering for tourism so that fragmentation
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across the sector can be addressed and
efficiency, therefore, increased.

The Northern Ireland Tourist Board will have a
critical role to play in the delivery of the strategy.
It will build on the recent success of its award-
winning marketing campaign to attract visitors
from the Republic of Ireland, and it will build

on the work that it is doing to deliver the five
signature projects.

Mr Givan: At a time when we are facing austere
measures, does the Minister agree that the
Executive should be looking fundamentally at all
quangos and non-departmental public bodies,
including the Northern Ireland Tourist Board,
that could be amalgamated or brought back
into the Department if that were a step that
could deliver efficiency while still driving forward
delivery? Does she agree that that measure
should be given serious consideration?

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment: Every Minister should be looking
seriously at all the matters that the Member
raised. Some of the boards in question are quite
heavily populated and have 12 to 15 members.
Therefore, we need to ask ourselves whether
those boards are fit for purpose and whether we
need such big boards. | know that the coalition
Government have indicated that they are looking
at a long list of quangos.

Indeed, there has been press speculation
about VisitBritain, which is the equivalent of
the Northern Ireland Tourist Board. The issue
is being looked at nationally, and it would

be remiss of us not to do the same here in
Northern Ireland.

3.30 pm

Motion made:

That the Assembly do now adjourn. — [Mr Deputy
Speaker.]

Adjournment

Bronté Homeland Interpretive Centre

Mr Deputy Speaker: The proposer of the topic
for debate will have 15 minutes in which to
speak. All other Members who wish to speak
will have approximately six minutes.

Mr McCallister: | hope that that is not a sign
that everybody is leaving the Chamber. It is
good to see colleagues from the South Down
constituency here. Margaret Ritchie and P J
Bradley are at a function in Dublin and apologise
for their absence. | declare an interest as | live
in the Bronté homeland area. Various sites
around the original Bronté homestead are on
the tourist trail and close to where | live. Those
include Glascar church, where Patrick Bronté
taught school and Alice McClory’s cottage,
where Patrick Bronté’s mother lived. It is a
beautiful part of the south Down countryside.

The Bronté homeland is an undervalued part

of Northern Ireland’s rich cultural heritage.
Sometimes, we are defined here by our cultural
and historical divisions. In fact, our part of south
Down and the history of the Bronté homelands
have made a huge contribution to English
literature, and the whole family background has
had a massive cultural impact throughout these
islands and across the English-speaking world.

There are several things that we need to do to
promote the area. We need to find out whether
we can attract more visitors to the area to make
businesses there more viable. We must also
ensure that we promote the Bronté homeland
area, so that when tourists come to Northern
Ireland they do not stay in Belfast. Tours should
be organised to bring people to the area, not
only to the Bronté homeland but to the other
attractions in south Down and beyond, whether
that is retail at the Outlet in Banbridge, the
history of the linen trail at the Irish Linen Centre
and Lisburn Museum or the Mourne Mountains
and Newcastle. The Tourist Board must think
along those lines and ensure that we build on
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the numbers who travel beyond Belfast to visit
the area and enjoy that type of heritage.

The facilities are in place, and, with modest
investment, we could build on what we have and
ensure that people know about the connection
with the Bronté heritage. We must also look at
how we link in with Bronté country in Yorkshire.

| am interested to hear what the Minister has
to say about whether we can do anything on

an east-west basis to promote those links and
ensure that people know where the Bronté
story began. Most Members will agree that we
have not always been brilliant at promotion. We
were not always great at ensuring that people
knew, for example, that the Titanic was built in
Northern Ireland. We must do better with Bronté
country, and the best way to promote that is on
an east-west basis.

Given the east-west links, | am somewhat
sceptical as to whether Tourism Ireland provides
the best mechanism for robustly promoting the
Bronté trail. However, | would like much more

to be done to promote the two areas and to
ensure that people know about the links with
Northern Ireland. We need the Northern Ireland
Tourist Board and Tourism Ireland to campaign
to bring visitors to the area and to tell them that
it is here that the Bronté story began. We need
them to point out the sites of interest and the
places that people would like to visit. Think of
the impact that the Bronté sisters’ writing has
had across the world; there is huge interest in
them. We must tap into that if we are serious
about promoting our tourism sector.

On numerous occasions in the House, the
Minister has spoken about the importance of
tourism and how it is a key growth area for our
economy. We have signature tourism projects
here, among which are the Mournes and St
Patrick projects. Bronté country is very close to
the areas covered by those projects, and | want
to see how they can work together to increase
the number of visitors.

With modest investment, we could make a real
difference. For example, we could promote tours
from Belfast to Bronté country to let people
experience the culture, heritage and background
of this extraordinary family story and see where
it began. That is something that we must do

to promote the area. It is such an undervalued
asset. One of the biggest criticisms of us, as

a society, is that we are not good at blowing

our own trumpet about the marvellous tourist

facilities, history and scenery that we have. We
must do that much better if we are to promote
tourism here. We have only to look at the number
of people who visit Northern Ireland to see that.

We need to sell Bronté country in the various
parts of our domestic market throughout the
United Kingdom and across English-speaking
areas of the world, such as the USA and Canada.
We need to promote the area as a must-see

for visitors who want to enjoy the rich cultural
background and literary genius of the three
Bronté sisters. That is why | was so keen to
secure the debate today. | am passionate about
the Bronté homeland not just because | live there,
get to see it every day and know the beauty of
the countryside and the richness of the heritage
but because | want to ensure that the Bronté
homeland is promoted and shouted about so
that others hear about it, visit it and enjoy what
we have to offer in that part of south Down.

| am grateful to other colleagues from the South
Down constituency for attending the debate. |
also thank Mrs Kelly, who is a Member for Upper
Bann, for filling in for her party colleagues.
Some of Bronté country is close to the Upper
Bann constituency, and some Bronté stuff is

in the FE McWilliam Centre on the edge of
Banbridge. There are connections between the
two constituencies, and the history of linen in
the area could also be tied in. Those are the
things that we need to build on.

| look forward to the Minister‘s response to see
how we can improve the number of visitors to
the site and how we can make it more viable.
The more visitors we can attract to the Bronté
country, the more viable we make it for small
rural businesses in the area, whether craft
shops or cafes, to tap into that market. Those
small businesses cannot survive without people
visiting the area, enjoying their experience and
spending some of their hard-earned money when
they are there. We need to encourage that.

We have an excellent resource, so let us build
on it and promote it. We need to steadily build
up the number of visitors to help the economy
of that part of south Down and help everyone
enjoy the rich experience of our heritage and our
beautiful landscape.

Mr Wells: | support the Member for South
Down Mr MccCallister in his comments about
the Bronté homeland drive. | am glad that he
has managed to attract no fewer than eight
MLAs to the debate, including you, Mr Deputy
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Speaker. | have the unenviable record of having
attracted the smallest number to any debate at
Stormont ever. Present in the Chamber on the
late evening of my last Adjournment debate on
the Ballynahinch bypass were the Speaker, the
Minister, who was Mr Robinson —

Mr McCallister: | hope that this debate is
rather more successful than the one on the
Ballynahinch bypass. [Laughter.]

Mr Wells: Yes, indeed.

Present were the Minister, the Speaker, P J Bradley
and me. | had to write a press release for the
‘Down Recorder’ and the ‘Mourne Observer’ but,
as only four people had been present, | did not
know what | was going to write. | then thought
up what | thought was a very good headline:

Mr Wells speaking to a hushed Assembly. That
reflected the tiny numbers that were present.

Mr McCallister is absolutely right: the world
does not end at Carryduff. We in south Down
and parts further away from the centre of Northern
Ireland’s population face the problem mentality
that, once you get past Carryduff and head
towards Ballynahinch, things change and all
civilisation ends. That is not the case. The
Bronté homeland drive is one of the hidden
gems of Northern Ireland’s tourist potential.

We are fortunate that a parish church became
vacant. It has been sympathetically converted into
the Bronté interpretive centre, where people can go
to enjoy and read about the great contribution
that the three sisters made to the literary
heritage of Britain and the United Kingdom.

There is an interesting parallel here. If you
asked most people on the streets of London
where the Titanic was built, they would say
Southampton, and they would be totally wrong.
If you asked most people where the Bronté
sisters’ literary inspiration came from, they
would say Yorkshire, and they would be wrong.
In fact, the sisters grew up and learnt so much
of their writing skills in the middle of County
Down. We need to sell that asset. Literally
millions of people throughout the world are
connoisseurs of Bronté literature, but we seem
to do so little to market that wonderful potential.

There is also a clear and direct link between

the Bronté homeland drive and the Mourne
signature project. More could be done to market
Bronté through the Mourne signature project.
Members who know the geography of south
Down will know that the two are linked. Some

of the large amount of resources that are quite
rightly poured into the Mournes should spill

over into Bronté. We could have a wonderful
combination of the rugged scenery of the Mournes
and the gentler, undulating drumlin country of
the Bronté homeland drive and try to encourage
people to go to both.

There is still so much to be done to propagate
the east-west link. Far too much of the talk
about tourism on the island of Ireland is “North/
Southery”. | note, for instance, that several
SDLP Members are abroad in Dublin today and
cannot be here to contribute to the debate. We
need to reinforce the east-west links, because
there is far more that links us, as a community,
with our compatriots in Scotland, Wales and,
particularly, northern England than with the
more remote parts of the Irish Republic. | would
like to see money put into some form of joint
project. Why can the Minister not get together
with our colleagues in Yorkshire and have some
joint thing and encourage the thousands, if not
millions, of people who regularly visit Bronté
country in Yorkshire to move the few miles
across the Channel to County Down, where they
will be made extremely welcome?

People do not get the complete picture of
what stimulated the Bronté family to become
the leading authors that they were until they
understand both the Yorkshire link and the
Rathfriland link. Those folk are missing out, so
the potential is absolutely enormous. Tourism
is the world’s largest industry. It is heavily
dependent on manpower and requires a large
number of employees. Tourism offers us a
chance to get out of the recession through

the increased employment opportunities that
it brings. Therefore, why not take the Bronté
country, which is one of our hidden gems,

and market it to the hilt? We could be very
pleasantly surprised by the way in which we
could tap into the huge interest in the wonderful
works of three incredible sisters who did so
much to promote English literature.

3.45 pm

Ms Ruane: Bhuel, go raibh maith agat, a
LeasCheann Comhairle. Mar Chomhalta Tiondil
do thoghcheantar Dhdn Theas, cuirim failte
roimh an deis seo le plé a dhéanamh ar chur
chun cinn lonad Léirithe Cheantar Bronte. As an
Assembly Member for South Down, | welcome
the opportunity to discuss the promotion of

the Bronté Homeland Interpretive Centre, and |

80



Tuesday 5 October 2010

Adjournment:
Bronté Homeland Interpretive Centre

thank the Member for bringing the issue to the
Floor today.

County Down is a beautiful part of Ireland. It is
steeped in culture and history. The towns and
villages of the Mournes are exciting destinations
in their own right and are good bases for
discovering the beautiful mountains of Mourne
and our spectacular coastline. County Down

is synonymous with music, poetry, dance and
literature. Patrick Bront€, the father of Charlotte,
Emily and Anne, was born into a County Down
farming family on St Patrick’s Day, 1777. Ireland
is renowned all over the world for our literary
talent and literary figures, such as Joyce, Beckett,
Seamus Heaney, John McGahern and Maire
McEntee, and the island of Ireland is also known
for the Bronté sisters. | agree with the Members
who said that we need to celebrate our literary
giants.

It is fitting that we celebrate those amazing,
strong women. It is good to see that there were
so many women writers during that time. | would
hazard a guess that they were quite feminist
women and very creative. | also agree with the
Members on the development of tourism, and

| agree with Jim Wells that things do not stop
at Carryduff. They do not, and, unfortunately, in
the past, there was insufficient investment in
south Down and in other areas outside Belfast.
However, thankfully, we are starting to redress
that imbalance.

Where | disagree with Jim Wells is that it is

not just men who are involved in the tourist
industry. There are many women in it as well.
Tourism is very important for men and women.
The tourist industry can be a key driver of

job creation throughout south Down, in the
Mournes and along our beautiful coastline. We
need to maximise those outstanding assets,
particularly in areas that have traditionally been
neglected and ignored. We need to develop our
accommodation sector. Anyone who works in
the tourism sector understands the importance
of spend, and the biggest part of spend is
overnight spend. There is no point in just
bussing tourists into south Down for the day to
have a bite of lunch and then leave. That is no
good. We need to ensure that they have overnight
stays. For that to happen, we need to develop a
proper tourism infrastructure, including B&Bs,
hostels and hotel accommodation. When Newry
and other parts of the North of Ireland got new
hotels, it was the making of them.

The Bronté homeland is one of a number of
unique assets that we have, and, if properly
promoted, it can attract new visitors to the
area. That requires a more coherent marketing
strategy, integrated with other local attractions
and events, which is properly resourced and
funded by the Tourist Board and the Department
of Enterprise, Trade and Investment. larraim

ar an Aire Fiontar, Tradala agus Infheistiochta
straitéis aonair margaiochta turaséireachta a
fhorbairt le ceantar dheisceart an Duin agus na
contaetha ata in aice leis ar an da thaobh den
teorainn a chur chun cinn. Ba choir go mbeadh
ceantar Bronte, chomh maith leis na haiteanna
eile morspéise, ina ngnéithe tabhachtacha den
straitéis seo.

| urge the Minister of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment to develop a single tourism marketing
strategy for the promotion of south Down and
neighbouring counties north and south of the
border. It is important that we develop our
natural hinterlands, which are south of the
border. There is a huge market for us south

of the border, and it is a bit worrying when
representatives from my constituency say that
they do not want to develop the North/South
aspect. We need to develop the North/South
aspect and the British-Irish aspect. We want
visitors from all parts of this island and from
England, Scotland, Wales and further afield.
What we need to do is to develop trails. Every
year, thousands of people from all over the world
come to Newgrange, and we need to ensure that
their buses do not turn around at Newgrange
and go back to hotels in Dublin. The Assembly
must ensure that the Mournes area is opened
up from Newgrange onwards by developing

the cultural tourism potential of Newcastle,
Ballynahinch and all the coastal towns such as
Ardglass, Killough and Ballyhornan, in a way that
befits the area’s beautiful coastline. | urge the
Minister to support that very good initiative. |
thank the Member who brought the topic to the
Assembly.

Mrs D Kelly: | am sure that the Minister, who
is a Member for Fermanagh and South Tyrone,
will be concerned to learn that the world ends
at Carryduff. If South Down is in difficulties,
God knows what will happen to Fermanagh and
South Tyrone.

| am grateful to the Member for bringing the topic
to the Chamber. Upper Bann has an interest in

the establishment and promotion of the tourism
trade connected to the Bronté homeland. | want
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to place on record our gratitude to Banbridge
District Council and, indeed, to Newry and
Mourne District Council. They have taken the
initiative and invested heavily over the years to
establish the interpretive trail and to promote
the Bronté homeland when there was absence
of investment from elsewhere.

Few young girls and, | am sure, few young men
who are students of English literature do not
know the stories of ‘Jane Eyre’ and ‘Wuthering
Heights’, among others. Those stories have
had considerable impact on many of us who
have gone on to enjoy reading. There is merit
in making the story of the Brontés and, indeed,
their novels more alive through linking up with
the Minister of Education to promote visits

to the interpretive centre and other locations
through the curriculum.

The Member for South Down Ms Ruane is right
to say that the Brontés were ahead of their
time. In fact, | am beginning to think that she
stole some of my lines about feminism. They
were leaders in that regard. We are aware of
other female authors who had to write under
men’s names because it was not the done thing
for women to write, just as it is more difficult
for women in many aspects of life today, such
as politics. It is refreshing that the Minister is
present for the debate, representing women in

as a difficult a field as writing was many years ago.

Many Members have made valid points

about tourism potential. That has been well
articulated. | am sure that the Minister is au
fait with all of that. There are examples of
good practice elsewhere. Ms Ruane referred to
James Joyce in particular. We are all aware of
people who follow in the footsteps of Joyce’s
characters, hold celebratory dinners and even
an American club that celebrates Joyce on a
particular night of the year. Of course, if one
looks east-west, one sees how Rabbie Burns’s
legacy is promoted in Scotland. Therefore,
Northern Ireland could adopt lessons from
elsewhere. Of course, love of literature could
be promoted as a career option in creative
industries, as well as for its tourism potential.

That could be done through the school curriculum.

Other Members have referred to how well
poets, authors, writers and artists in general
have lit up difficult times and enriched ordinary
people’s lives. They include the poets of the
enlightenment, such as AE Russell, who was
born in Lurgan; the Brontés; the many Great

War poets, who wrote eloquently about the
non-glamorous side of war and conflict; and
our poet laureate Seamus Heaney. Therefore,
there is much to be commended about seeking
a career that will enable someone to fulfil their
life’'s ambitions and to make some money while
enriching other people’s lives, which, at times,
are difficult.

We hear much about doom and gloom and
about many families’ concerns about how they
will pay their bills at the end of each week. They
wonder what 20 October will bring with regard
to cuts. It is right and proper that we not only
invest in our literary talent but use it as a model
for fulfiiment across a wide range of industries
and education. | join other Members in urging
the Minister and the Tourist Board to step up a
gear in relation to the promotion of the Bronté
interpretative trail.

Mr McCarthy: | am grateful for the opportunity
to say a few words on this important subject.
Much has already been said, so | will not repeat
it. | thank John McCallister for securing the
debate and bringing it to the Floor. Anything that
advances the good things that come from any
part of County Down, whether it is South Down,
North Down or Strangford, will have my 100%
support.

I must confess that | have not had the pleasure
of visiting the Bronté interpretative centre, but |
have no doubt that it is a first-class facility with
the potential to contribute significantly to the
economic development of that area in County
Down. Northern Ireland has an abundance of
interesting people and places, and today we
acknowledge the contribution to society of the
Bronté family. | am grateful to Library staff for
presenting me with two or three pages of history
on the family. | did not have that knowledge
before, but | am equipped with it now.

It is only right and proper that our generation
should promote the Bronté sisters and their
family from the fair county of Down. | pay tribute
to the local authorities. | understand that
Banbridge District Council had the foresight to
put the talents of the Bronté family on public
display. As | understand it, the Bronté sisters
were born in Yorkshire, but | could be wrong.
They may have spent some time in County
Down; | am not sure whether they did, but that
can be clarified. | understand that their parents
came from the tiny village of Drumballyroney. Let
me get my head around that one, because, as
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Members will know, | am an ardent supporter

of the promotion and preservation of townland
names. Drumballyroney is a new one to me. It is
a beautiful name, and | am sure that there is, in
fact, history connected to it, its meaning and its
origin. The name of the homeland is interesting
in itself.

Patrick Bronté was born in the townland of
Drumballyroney, as was his mother before him.
Their ancient homes and haunts are part of the
homeland tour, which nestles in the foot of the
Mournes. The Bronté homeland trust has done
a wonderful job on the upkeep of the sites.

| commend everyone involved in the Bronté
promotion and wish them every success.

The Minister is not a County Down woman;

she is a Fermanagh woman. | will promote
County Down from one end to the other. There
are excellent facilities from Bangor, through
Ards to south Down and, | must say, Mr Wells,
beyond Carryduff. County Down is a wonderful
county with many attractions. One that springs
to mind is the Betsy Gray story, which should
be told. It starts halfway between Bangor and
Newtownards. It is a wonderful story that is
connected to the rebellion of 1978, | think it was,
and all that went on there. Some people say
that it is only a story, but it is worth pursuing.
In my role as an Ards borough councillor, | have
tried on numerous occasions to join with North
Down Borough Council to get that story on to
the map, but it is not there yet. | plug that to
the Minister in her role as Minister for tourism.
Perhaps, somewhere along the line, it will come
across her desk. It must be a joint initiative by
the councils. Mr deputy mayor, | look forward, |
hope, to visiting the Bronté homeland in the not
too distant future.

Mr Deputy Speaker: This deputy mayor is not
aware of any rebellion in 1978.

4.00 pm

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and Investment
(Mrs Foster): | congratulate the Member who
secured the Adjournment debate. It is good that
the Ulster Unionist Party is promoting strong
feminist women, and they have done that today
with the Bronté sisters. Of course, the tragedy
of the Bronté sisters is that none of them lived
past their mid-40s, all dying relatively young, but
they left a huge mark on the literary scene in
the British Isles. It is right that we mark the fact
that their father came from this area.

I will briefly set the context for my comments.
The new draft tourism strategy sets out our

new targets for the tourism industry. At present,
the average daily spend per visitor in Northern
Ireland is just £37, compared with an average
of £62-50 in the Republic of Ireland and £65

in England. Therefore, we need more product
for people to spend their money on, which
means giving more product of a different nature.
Culturally, our products are sometimes lacking,
and | welcome additional cultural products being
brought forward. However, the tourism industry
is not immune from the economic challenges
that we face, and we must clearly identify our
priorities for tourism. We have done that through
the signature projects, which many Members
have already mentioned. People become worried
when their area of Northern Ireland is not neatly
fitted into those signature projects, but south
Down is fortunate, because it benefits from the
St Patrick signature project and the Mournes
signature project. We want to tie the Bronté
homeland into those signature projects and the
wider scene to maximise it for visitors.

| recognise Mr McCallister’s point about the
east-west connection. Patrick Bronté left south
Down and went to Yorkshire, where he set up
home with his family. | want to endorse that
east-west link for cultural tourism, because
there is potential for a strong arts and cultural
link. | want to explore that; indeed, we have
been exploring such links with other literary names.

Northern Ireland has produced or has connections
with some of the world’s greatest authors,
playwrights and poets, and those connections
give us a real opportunity to create and deliver
unigue tourism experiences for visitors who

are interested in immersing themselves in the
landscapes and places that influenced those
artists. One of my favourite authors is C.S.
Lewis, and the Mournes provided the inspiration
for Narnia. We should certainly try to make more
of that C.S. Lewis link. It is not simply an east
Belfast link; it is also linked to the Mournes.

It was the farmland of County Down that Patrick
Bronté — the father of Charlotte, Emily and
Anne — left. He was born into a farming family
there on 17 March — that is why he was called
Patrick — in 1777. When people visit the Bronté
homeland, they can follow the story of Patrick
Bronté and his family through the buildings

that survive, including the little church and school
where he taught and preached. Patrick’s birthplace
at Alice McClory’s — his mother’s — cottage
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at Emdale is still there at Bronté Road, as is
Glascar school, where Patrick taught in the 1790s.

The interpretive centre is operated by Banbridge
District Council, which promotes the centre
through its website and promotional leaflets.
The centre is also promoted through the Bronté
homeland bus tour. The Northern Ireland

Tourist Board promotes the Bronté Homeland
Interpretive Centre as part of its ‘Great Days
Out for Groups’ guide, an initiative designed

to showcase a variety of days-out experiences
available in Northern Ireland for group visits
and the group market. That publication contains
over 100 themed day-visit itineraries tailored to
such groups. There are two such themed days
in the brochure. The first is named “Saints and
Scholars”, which is the stronger of the two, if
Members do not mind me saying so. | know that
Mr McCallister mentioned the Bronté homeland
and the home of discounted designer shopping.
There is something not quite right about placing
literary giants such as the Bronté sisters with
the home of discounted shopping. However,
each to its own, as they say.

Mr McCallister: | was trying to facilitate all
ladies, not just literary ones but those who like
always to look their best.

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and Investment:
Thank you very much, Mr McCallister. However,
the stronger proposition is the “Saints and
Scholars” day, which gives an opportunity to
discover connections to famous artists and
authors and to learn about St Patrick.

Disappointingly, the Bronté Homeland Interpretive
Centre has had only 15 group visits so far this
year, resulting in approximately 328 visitors. |
would certainly like the Tourist Board to work
closely with Banbridge Tourist Information
Centre and Banbridge District Council to see
whether we can do more to attract visitors. The
centre is, of course, listed on websites and in
other guides.

| want to mention a forthcoming event, not just
because it is in my constituency. As part of a
programme in support of our literary heritage,
the Tourist Board is in discussions on the
development of the Enniskillen international
Beckett festival. Samuel Beckett attended
school in Enniskillen, and that will be the world’s
first annual festival devoted to the work of
Samuel Beckett and a celebration of his life
as a young man. The literary programme at
Enniskillen, which starts in July 2012, will

extend into the whole of Northern Ireland. We are
thinking of a literary trail starting in Fermanagh
with Wilde and Beckett, moving into Down and
Bronté and probably up to Londonderry and
Seamus Heaney. New and innovative thought

is being given to how we can tie all those links
together. That is the way to do it, rather than
discount designer shopping, although | may be
proved wrong. However, we should explore the
importance of our literary heritage in delivering
a unique tourism experience in Northern Ireland,
and the east-west link should be part of that.

Adjourned at 4.08 pm.
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The Assembly met at 12.00 noon (Mr Speaker in the Chair).

Members observed two minutes’ silence.

Ministerial Statement

Northern Ireland Housing Executive

Mr Speaker: | have received notice from the
Minister for Social Development that he wishes
to make a statement to the Assembly.

The Minister for Social Development

(Mr Attwood): Mr Speaker, | thank your office
for the accommodation that you have shown to
me and my Department in making available this
opportunity to make a statement to the House.
| also acknowledge that my statement was sent
a little late, due to a combination of the inability
of staff to decipher my handwriting, which is as
poor as that of many doctors, and problems with
sending the e-mail to all the relevant offices in
the Building.

Forty years ago, the social housing sector in
Northern Ireland was beset with difficulties.
Not only was housing stock substantially
deficient physically, housing had become a
central issue in the deeply divided politics of
the time. There were justifiable concerns about
the condition of much of the stock and the
substandard, slum conditions that many tenants
had to endure. There were also grave concerns
about the fairness of housing allocation and
decision-making as to where new housing
would be located. Housing was administered
by a multiplicity of localised authorities, which
were sometimes subject to localised political
influence.

Housing reform became a central feature of the
civil rights debate that raged in the late 1960s
and early 1970s, and, in 1971, the British
Government introduced a major change. A new
comprehensive housing authority, the Northern
Ireland Housing Executive, was established to
take over the duties of 65 housing authorities.
The new executive would assume responsibility
not only for the social housing sector but for

raising standards in the private and owner-
occupied sectors.

The facts speak loud. About 250,000 slum
dwellings had been demolished in Britain in

the 20 years to 1939. The figure in Northern
Ireland was zero. Housing conditions in Northern
Ireland, which, in 1900, were broadly similar to
those in Britain, had slipped significantly behind
by 1939. Improvements took place after the
Second World War, and about 180,000 new
houses were completed by 1970. However,
standards remained lower than in Britain.

The newly formed Housing Executive faced up
to that legacy and its 1974 house condition
survey painted a stark picture. Almost 90,000
dwellings — 20% — were legally unfit for
human habitation, a rate some three times that
recorded in England. More than one third of the
stock was in need of significant repair, and the
problem was especially intense in the private
rented sector. Around 26% of dwellings lacked
at least one of the five basic amenities, and
22% lacked four or more such amenities. As
Members know full well, some 600,000 people
in total — 40% of the population — lived in
dwellings that were unfit, in disrepair, or lacked
certain basic amenities.

Belfast had a disproportionate share of that
legacy. In the inner west sector of the city, for
example, more than half the stock was unfit,
one third had no wash-hand basin, and a similar
proportion had no internal toilet. That set a
major challenge for the Housing Executive,

but history has shown that it was fit for the
challenge.

Housing conditions in Northern Ireland have
been transformed in the comparatively short
space of four decades. The latest housing
condition survey shows levels of unfitness
of around 2-5% — by far the best in Britain
and Northern Ireland — with a tiny margin of
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unfitness in the public sector. Over the past 40
years, the Housing Executive has evolved into
an organisation with two roles; one as a social
housing landlord, and another with housing-
related functions, such as the administration
of housing benefit and the Supporting People
programme.

Forty years into its life, the Housing Executive
has functions that are arguably beyond social
housing. It faces an uncertain budget situation.
There are 19,000 people in housing stress, and
waiting lists were down 6% last year. There is a
need to build on Margaret Ritchie’s achievement
of 1,840 new starts last year and my target

of 2,000 new starts this year. The time is now
right for a fundamental review of the Housing
Executive to ensure that it is fit to discharge

its housing responsibilities for the next two
decades and further into the twenty-first century.
Therefore, | have decided to commission such a
fundamental review.

The review will examine the housing and other
functions of the Housing Executive in detail to
provide a comprehensive assessment of its
contribution to housing policy objectives, take
account of the other structures in the housing
policy sector and make recommendations about
remit, role and responsibility to achieve best
results. The review will also examine the
efficiency and effectiveness of the Housing
Executive’s operations, including the appropriate-
ness of existing structures. It will make
recommendations for improving the performance
and delivery of housing policy and objectives.

Internal expertise has been sourced to work

on the assignment. | will also engage external,
independent people with specialist knowledge
of organisational reforms of such large public
sector organisations to offer sound advice on
best practices and optimum value-for-money
solutions and to facilitate the completion of key
deliverables.

There will be three phases. The first phase

will undertake a broad examination of current
business and gather evidence to confirm the
current base position, including an examination
of the strategic and landlord functions. The
second phase will identify high-level options for
a future service delivery model. The evidence
emanating from this phase will be used to develop
and underpin a future service delivery model.
That phase will be primarily undertaken by the
external consultants, supported by internal staff,

and will include stakeholder consultation. Phase
three will develop a robust implementation plan
for an agreed preferred option.

As Minister, | want to make a number of matters
very clear. First, | am strongly convinced that the
state should provide social and affordable housing
and that it should substantially provide the
funds for social and affordable housing. That
principle must not, in my view, be compromised.
Secondly, | have heard occasionally that there is
a magic wand of new, untapped, extravagant
sources of moneys for social and affordable
housing. To date, those quick fixes have come
to nothing.

On the odd occasion, a proposal is made, only
for it to be cost prohibitive, resulting in a stock
of public housing ending up in private hands

or not being operationally or legally feasible or
desirable. | hope that that context is understood
and acknowledged inside and outside the
Chamber.

Whatever the shape of the Housing Executive
going forward, housing funding must not be a
victim in any Budget outcome. Housing newbuild
has not had such a profile for years, and rates
for newbuild starts have not been as high at
any time in the past dozen years. | shall repeat
myself. There were 1,840 new starts last

year under Margaret Ritchie, and 2,000 new
starts are anticipated this year. There is more
housing newbuild on government land. Housing
associations with lower grants are borrowing
more at low rates from the European Investment
Bank and elsewhere, and housing waiting

lists are down 6% on last year’s figure. That is
Margaret Ritchie’s legacy. We must build on it,
not squander it, and it must be an essential
feature of Budget 2011-15.

| believe that Northern Ireland requires much
further reform. We do reform well here, and we
have done so in areas such as housing, the
workplace, policing and politics. Housing has,
in many ways, been the trailblazer. Not only has
housing fithess been addressed substantially
but the politics surrounding housing has been
defused substantially. That would have been
unimaginable 40 years ago, but we have
travelled the road, and we are the better for

it. Reforms happen too slowly. Resistance to
reforms has been deep, and interests have
gathered to frustrate and sideline the impetus
to reform. However, | repeat: when reforms
happen, we are the better for them. They should
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happen more across the range of government
and public policy.

Members will be aware of media coverage of a
number of matters relating to Housing Executive
business that are, or have been, the subject of
internal ombudsman or police investigations.
Clearly, the various investigations must be
allowed to be completed, and due process must
not be compromised. Given that context, |
believe that it is essential that there is confidence
in how the Housing Executive conducts its
business, that concerns are addressed fully and
robustly and that there are no further grounds
for concern. If | am to discharge my responsibilities
as Minister and to fulfil my responsibilities to
Government and the Assembly and if the
permanent secretary is to discharge his
accounting responsibilities fully, we all need to
be satisfied that the Housing Executive board
and governance systems are working effectively
and that its operational systems are applied
consistently. That is why | ordered a team to be
directed to examine and report on a number of
Housing Executive matters. That team shall
report on whether structures are in place and
information is available to the board to ensure
that it effectively identifies and manages risk,
that it prevents and detects fraud and error, that
it holds to account senior managers and that it
ensures that the organisation operates at the
highest standards of corporate governance. The
team will also examine whether adequate
controls are used to manage risk, the prevention
and detection of fraud and error, as well as
performance, procurement and asset disposal,
including, where land and property are concerned,
the procurement of repairs, maintenance,
miscellaneous works and adaptations.

Furthermore, the team will report on whether
the organisation has, or can have, access to
appropriately skilled and trained staff to allow
it to operate in its current form while preparing
for and implementing organisational and wider
change. It will also report on whether the seven
principles of public life are being implemented
effectively throughout the organisation. The
team will also assess whether there are

any other or further grounds for concern. If
there are, it will assess how they should be
addressed. The aim will be to work through
those issues with the board to ensure that they
are being addressed. We have asked for the
group to report by the end of November.

Members will know that, at the Housing Executive
board meeting on 29 September 2010, Paddy
Mclntyre, the chief executive of the Northern
Ireland Housing Executive, announced his
intention to retire. Paddy began as a trainee with
the Northern Ireland Housing Trust in 1969 and
moved through the Northern Ireland Housing
Executive to become chief executive in 1999.
On the day of Paddy’s announcement, | said:

“The Housing Executive is one of the great success
stories of Northern Ireland over the last four
decades. There are thousands and thousands of
people for whom housing conditions have been
transformed. The Housing Executive has served
Northern Ireland well. Paddy Mcintyre has been

a central figure in the success of the Housing
Executive and in changing the housing conditions
of so many. | would like to acknowledge his years
of service and thank him for his big contribution.”

12.15 pm

I know that many in the Chamber have worked
with Paddy over the years in addressing the
needs of their constituents and constituencies.
| suspect that we did not always see eye to

eye with him. However, all of those who value
what the Housing Executive has achieved
should see the value in what | am doing, which
is a fundamental review of the position of the
Northern Ireland Housing Executive in the longer
term, and, in the short term, an audit to ensure
that, across its functions and governance, the
Northern Ireland Housing Executive continues to
go forward.

The Chairperson of the Committee for Social
Development (Mr Hamilton): | thank the
Minister for his statement. | will begin almost
where he ended. The Committee for Social
Development has noted with great concern

the recent media reports that the Minister
spoke about and recent developments at the
Housing Executive, and expresses concern at
what is happening in what has hitherto been an
organisation that has inspired great confidence.
Will the Minister assure the House that, to
restore much-needed public confidence in the
Housing Executive, his governance audit will
involve independent scrutiny? On the issue of
the fundamental review, and despite his perhaps
sceptical as opposed to my optimistic views

on the issue, will the Minister assure me that
alternative funding models for social housing

in Northern Ireland will, nonetheless, be part of
that review?
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The Minister for Social Development: In relation
to the first point, independence will be built

into the audit in two ways. First, the team that
has been sent into, and others that will be sent
into, the Housing Executive — about which |

will comment shortly — will report to a group of
people chaired by the permanent secretary of
the Department. Not only will that group include
people with high-level responsibility and skills
within government on the issues that may be
addressed in the audit, | insisted, and directed
the permanent secretary, that it must include
external people, independent of government,
the Department and the Housing Executive. A
person has been identified who can fulfil that
function. That person has particular skills in the
accounting, audit and broader sectors and has
agreed, in principle, to be part of the permanent
secretary’s group. The permanent secretary

will report to me. If | require access to any of
the individuals working with the permanent
secretary, including the independent, external
experts, | will have that access.

At the same time, the team that is being sent
into the Housing Executive comes from the
Department and shall come from wider sectors
of government, including procurement and
audit. | have directed the permanent secretary
that there should also be an independent,
external element in respect of that work within
the Housing Executive as well. Therefore, both
within the Housing Executive, there will be
independent, external expertise and, within
the oversight arrangements, there will be
independent, external expertise.

The second point is in respect of the future
funding of the Housing Executive. | have spoken
to the Committee Chairperson about that
matter on a number of occasions, and we differ
on where all this might go. Margaret Ritchie

will confirm that when she was Minister, and |
confirm that in the short time that | have been
Minister, various meetings have been held with
people who believe that they have the magic
wand to fund social and affordable housing in
the future. However, we discover that proposals
are never worked up in sufficient detail to be
credible or viable. Those that come forward are
an attempt to take the public stock of 90,000
Housing Executive homes at a low cost and

put them in private hands; beyond what we are
legally able to do; not desirable in principle; or
would recreate the Housing Executive and social
housing in the image of the private market.

| am not in favour of any or all of that. | will

look exhaustively at any and all forthcoming
proposals, but the evidence base to date has
not been great enough to convince me, Margaret
Ritchie or the Department that there is a magic
wand or a quick fix. If there is one, let us hear
about it. However, to date, the evidence has not
been encouraging.

Ms Ni Chuilin: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann
Combhairle. | thank the Minister for his statement.
| speak not as the Deputy Chairperson of the
Committee for Social Development but as my
party’s spokesperson on social development.
We all know about the ongoing PSNI investigation
into the Nelson Street site. Will the Minister
confirm whether the PSNI has been contacted
about recent investigations into the Housing
Executive? In addition, how does the Minister
intend to address the issue of public confidence
in the role of the Housing Executive and, indeed,
the Department in dealing with the pressing
internal issues?

The Minister for Social Development: | note the
Member’s question. Last week, during a private
briefing to the Committee for Social Development,
information was given about cases that are
under investigation. In addition, an answer was
given to a question that had been tabled for
priority written answer by the Member’s
colleague Mr McCann. | confirm that there are
three ongoing police investigations, one recently
completed Ombudsman investigation and a
number of internal investigations that have yet
to be completed, and, therefore, it would be
entirely inappropriate for me to anticipate
whether they will be referred to a third-party
organisation. | will not comment beyond that on
any of those matters. They are all under
investigation, developing and subject to due
process. The matters for which the Housing
Executive is responsible for investigating will
reach maturity in the near future, when | may be
in a position, subject to the conclusion of those
investigations, to comment further. However,
until then, it would be highly inappropriate for
me to comment on them.

| note what the Member said about public
confidence in the Housing Executive and

the Department. | also note that, last week,

her colleague Mr Paul Maskey said that the
Department was “in crisis” and that the Housing
Executive was “out of control.”

As far as | am aware, at no time, whether in
private or public session, did any member of the
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Committee for Social Development say that the
Department was in crisis and that the Housing
Executive was out of control. Yet, last week, a
member of a party that is represented in the
Chamber made that public statement. At no
time did any party in the House seek a meeting
with me to suggest that the Department was

in crisis and that the Housing Executive was

out of control. At no time did any party in the
House table for debate on the Floor a motion
that suggested that the Department was in
crisis and that the Housing Executive was out of
control. At no time were any Assembly questions
tabled that made those claims.

All bodies that deliver public services in
Northern Ireland are responsible to a Minister,
the Executive and the Assembly. Therefore, if
any Member in the Chamber believed that a
Department was in crisis and that a body was
out of control, there would be an imperative on
that Member and his or her party to bring the
matter to the attention of the relevant Minister
and Committee and the Assembly. [Interruption.]

Mr Speaker: Order. Allow the Minister to continue.

The Minister for Social Development: Either the
Member behaved irresponsibly last week when
he made those claims, having never made them
before, or he behaved irresponsibly beforehand,
because he did not bring the matter to the
Assembly’s attention. Either way, in my view, it
was irresponsible conduct.

Mr Armstrong: Will the Minister detail the cost
of the review of the Northern Ireland Housing
Executive, and will he specify how long the
review is intended to take? | presume that he
will not be waving a magic wand.

The Minister for Social Development: | did

not gather all of that question, Mr Speaker,

but | will answer it in the following terms. As

| have indicated, the short-term audit will be
conducted by an internal Department for Social
Development (DSD) and interdepartmental
team, which will examine a number of matters
relating to the Housing Executive and will

be aided in that role by an external person.
Obviously, | will share the full details of that
person’s role and the cost of it with the
Assembly in due course. Similarly, the oversight
body, which is chaired by the Department’s
permanent secretary, will comprise internal
and interdepartmental personnel as well as an
external person, and | will share information

about the costs of that person’s services with
the Assembly.

As | have indicated, the longer-term fundamental
review has three phases. The first phase

is a desktop exercise, which will look at all

the information, facts and evidence that are
available. The second phase will be undertaken
by external consultants. A business case has
been prepared and submitted to the Department
of Finance and Personnel (DFP) in order to

have approval to bring in external consultants

in that regard. | will confirm in writing to the
Member what the anticipated costs of the
external consultants will be. It is my hope and
expectation that the first phase, and the wider
phase, which will look at the Housing Executive
going forward, will result in recommendations
being brought to my desk by March next year.

Mrs M Bradley: Is the Minister content that the
November date provides adequate time for a
report back on the review?

The Minister for Social Development: That is
what | have instructed officials; | want to have

a report by November. | believe that, given the
concerns that have been identified and the
context that we are in, in order to scope out how
the Housing Executive goes forward in the short
term, and to reassure me, the Assembly and
the wider public that everything is in order and
that those issues that need further attention
are being addressed, a short, sharp audit

is necessary. That is why | have asked for a
November date.

| am shocked when | hear people say that there
is a lack of public confidence in the Housing
Executive. It manages 90,000 houses, and, over
the years, has been responsible for the sale

of 120,000 council houses. | do not deny that
there are issues, but to draw the conclusion
that there is a lack of public confidence in

the Housing Executive is exaggerated and
extravagant and is not based on the evidence.

| base my conclusions on the evidence. Where
there are concerns and issues, let us get to
the bottom of them, but let us acknowledge
successes and strengths.

Ms Lo: It is rather disappointing that Committee
members heard about the review when it was
announced on the radio by the Minister during
an interview on ‘Good Morning Ulster’. Would

it not have been better for the Minister to have
discussed the review’s terms of reference

with the Committee for Social Development
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beforehand, given that it had asked on several
occasions about the ongoing investigations into
the Housing Executive?

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

The Minister for Social Development: |
acknowledge that the Member, and other
members of the Committee, had some
disappointment. However, | will explain why |
believe that the way in which | handled the
matter was reasonable and appropriate. First, |
am sure that the Member and other Members
will confirm that | made it very clear to the
Committee that | will make myself available to it
whenever the Committee so wishes. Moreover,
as Minister, it is my wish that, at least once a
term, | be called to the Committee, if it so
wishes, to conduct what | would call a
stocktaking session — an assessment across
the range of DSD functions, in conversation with
the Committee.

12.30 pm

Secondly, | would like to think that, by and large,
the Committee believes that it is kept in the
loop and is properly informed. Given the media
interest in all of this, and given that there were
further disclosures around investigations in
recent days and weeks, my concern was to
strike a balance between being decisive and
strong in respect of what was required but, at
the same time, to not create worst fears around
the Housing Executive. | think that the strategy |
adopted was appropriate because what | was
concerned about is what actually transpired.
Whilst | tried to be responsible, balanced and
proportionate about difficult, delicate and
sensitive matters, other people clearly thought
otherwise. It was not me who tried to build upon
people’s fears and to create worse fears by
describing the Housing Executive as “out

of control”.

| was mindful that people might go down

that dead end, and my judgement was that,

as Minister, it was my duty to be decisive,

to intervene and to set in train the various
requirements around the internal audit that

| am now conducting but to do so in a way

that did not build up anxieties, doubts and a
lack of confidence. Given what a Member of
this House subsequently did, | think that my
approach was the proportionate and balanced
one. | regret that | was not in a position to share
more upfront with the Committee but, in those
terms, that was a proper approach. In any case,

| made sure that, on the morning when | did
some media on the matter, at the request of
the Committee, my deputy permanent secretary
made himself available for a private briefing to
the Committee on the ongoing investigations
and the nature and character of the work that |
had authorised.

Mr Easton: | thank the Minister for his
statement and welcome the announcement

of a review. Is the Minister able to tell us the
timescale for when the review will start and how
long it is likely to take? Will the review take into
consideration the possible release of Housing
Executive assets to go towards new housing
and maintenance schemes, in particular for
pensioners’ bungalows in Bloomfield estate

in Bangor, which will now be left for another
winter in substandard conditions? Does the
Minister not agree that the release of assets
now would help with the cuts that will come
from the Conservative and Liberal Government
in Westminster?

The Minister for Social Development: | thank
the Member for his question. The question

of the release of assets is relevant across
Departments. The Executive and the Assembly
will need to consider more fully the issue of the
public estate in Northern Ireland and whether
assets can be rightly disposed of in a way that
protects the public interest rather than through
a fire sale as we move forward during the
Budget negotiations.

When it comes to the disposal of Housing
Executive assets, | am extremely vigilant. The
only case where | have considered it appropriate
to move in that direction is in relation to a
number of properties in Rinmore in Derry,
where the tenants in the properties and in the
estate generally and all the parties and political
representatives agree that it is appropriate

for a small number of houses — I think that it
is about 60 — to be transferred to a housing
association to, to use the Member’s language,
release assets. That has been done only
because of the unanimity among the parties
and the political representatives and because
of the high level of unanimity, as | understand it,
among tenants and residents. Moreover, given
that that number of properties require multi-
element improvements and that funds are not
available for those multi-element improvements,
we have a choice between allowing those
properties to go into more disrepair or enabling
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that small number of properties to be made fit
for continued occupation.

That is the only case in my time as Minister
where | have seen good evidence and
overwhelming support to go in that direction,
and | hope that we do go in that direction. So
far, that is the beginning and end of the disposal
of Housing Executive assets in the way that the
Member might have been indicating. As | said
earlier, if there are proposals that are consistent
with the state’s obligation to provide public
housing and that, in my view, do not compromise
the principle of substantial public funding for
social and affordable housing, we should all
look at that. However, | would be misleading the
House if | were to indicate that | thought that,

in the short term or even the longer term, there
was a quick answer to that question.

As | indicated to another Member, the timescale
for the short-term audit is between now and
November and the timescale for the longer-term
fundamental strategic review of the Housing
Executive is up to next March, when | hope to
receive some recommendations. After that, |
hope that we will be in a position to make some
more fundamental decisions about where the
Housing Executive should go.

Mr P Maskey: Go raibh maith agat, a
LeasCheann Comhairle. | have to challenge the
Minister on some of his statements on whether
| had raised the issue with the Department. If
he were to do a bit more research, he would
find that | have. As far back as November
2008, | raised the matter with the Audit Office,
which then met the Housing Executive and
detailed some of the issues that | and some of
my constituents in West Belfast had. | posed
questions for written answer to the Department
on the matter.

Yesterday, | was taken by shock when | heard
Margaret Ritchie state on ‘The Politics Show’
that, in February 2009, she raised issues with
regard to investigation. In September 2009, |
asked her a question —

Mr Deputy Speaker: Order. This is questions to
the Minister, Mr Maskey. A number of Members
are yet to ask questions, and this item of
business is time-limited, so please get to the
question.

Mr P Maskey: Thank you for that, and | will. |
raised the issue with the Minister in September
2009, and her answer was that it was not a

matter for her but for the Housing Executive to
deal with. | raised the matter as far back as
then, and nothing has been done. Does the
Minister have the same concerns that | and

a number of his constituents in West Belfast
have that work is not being carried out because
of the actions of Red Sky and others? Did he
have confidence in the then Minister, Margaret
Ritchie? Many of my constituents did not, and
they are now saying that they do not have
confidence in the way that he has handled the
inquiry. It is unfair on our constituents in West
Belfast, because there is no confidence in the
process when people are being shipped out

of their offices. My question is: did he have
confidence in the then Minister, and did he raise
issues with regard to the Housing Executive’s
contract with Red Sky? If not, why not?

The Minister for Social Development: | note
the Member’s question. | have no doubt that
Members, on behalf of their constituents,

have raised questions with various Ministers,
including the Minister for Social Development,
and with the Housing Executive and others. If
Members are not raising questions, they are not
doing their job very well, so obviously questions
have been raised. [Interruption.] | will deal with
all of that; | said that questions have no doubt
been raised.

Last week, Mr Maskey said that DSD was in
crisis and that the Northern Ireland Housing
Executive was out of control. There is a big
difference between raising questions on behalf
of constituents in respect of contracts or
procurement and playing on people’s fears for
political and narrow reasons to suggest that the
Housing Executive is out of control and that DSD
in crisis. It is not for me to remind Mr Maskey
about the role that he plays in the Chamber as
Chairperson of the Audit Committee.

My Department has kept the Audit Office
informed about what is being done. However, in
the event that the matter is investigated further
in the House, | wonder whether Mr Maskey will
discharge himself from the investigation, given
that he has prejudged its outcome by referring
to the Housing Executive as “out of control.”

Let me repeat these questions: how many
times do we debate private Members’ motions
about issues of concern in Northern Ireland?
How many times was Margaret Ritchie called
to account, quite rightly, on her duty as housing
Minister? How many times did a party in
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the Chamber table a motion stating that the
Housing Executive was out of control? There
was no such motion.

When | appear before the Committee for Social
Development, | am rightly challenged and
questioned by members from Sinn Féin and the
other parties. However, when did the Sinn Féin
members of that Committee table a motion on
this issue, as they are entitled to do? When

did they call on the Committee to conduct an
investigation, as they are entitled to do, into the
Housing Executive, which they now claim was
“out of control”?

| have confidence in the Housing Executive,

but that does not give it a licence. That is why

| called for a fundamental review and an audit
to get to the bottom of each and every matter.
Let me say bluntly that | understand why the
Member is upset and uncomfortable. In the past
couple of months, certain events regarding the
responsibility of Ministers from other parties in
the Chamber were very close to home.

The profile of housing is higher now than it
has been for many years because of Margaret
Ritchie’s work. There have been more new
starts than there were for years and years
because of Margaret Ritchie. Time in and time
out, she fought a determined, relentless battle
against DFP and Executive colleagues to get
money for newbuilds and to address housing
need in Northern Ireland. She did so from a
position of some weakness in the Executive
because she was the only SDLP Minister. Do

| have confidence in her? It is not a matter of
my having confidence in her. It is a matter of
the people knowing who brought housing up to
its current level, and that person is Margaret
Ritchie.

Mr Deputy Speaker: | wish to make a correction
for the record, Minister: Mr Maskey is the
chairperson of the Public Accounts Committee,
not the Audit Committee.

Mr Craig: Thank you for that correction, Mr
Deputy Speaker. | declare an interest as the
Chairperson of the Audit Committee, so | have
also corrected the record for the Minister.
[Interruption.] | would like that remark to be
withdrawn immediately. [Laughter.]

Is the Minister aware of any investigations into,
or allegations about, the relationship between
his Department and the Housing Executive?
More importantly, can or will the review, given

that it is being chaired by the permanent
secretary, investigate that relationship? That
issue also goes to the root of a number of
ongoing investigations in the Housing Executive.

The Minister for Social Development: The
answer to the Member’s first question is no.
However, if anybody has reliable information
about any public body that concerns
relationships, probity, accountability, financial
integrity, any other aspect of that public body
and, in particular, the five principles that govern
the conduct, role and character of public
bodies, they should pass that information on,
and they may pass it to me if they so wish.
Since last week, members of the public have
been in contact with me about the issue, and

| will refer any and all of their queries to the
relevant people in my Department. Any further
information about any and all of those matters
will come to pass in the fullness of time.

As the Member’s second question escapes me,
| will have to come back to it.

12.45 pm

Mr Kennedy: | am grateful for the opportunity to
ask the Minister questions. | join with him in his
tribute to Mr Paddy Mclintyre.

My personal view is that the transformation in
housing owes more to Margaret Thatcher than
Margaret Ritchie.

Does the Minister understand why Members can
be slightly sceptical, given that, in recent weeks,
the Minister for Regional Development has
renationalised Northern Ireland Water, and it now
seems that the Minister for Social Development
is going to renationalise the Housing Executive?
That has all happened in a matter of months
and all before the Assembly election.

Have the Minister’s colleagues in the Executive
seen or approved his statement? Does he
accept that the fundamental review is not
possible, given that he expressed in his
statement a very predetermined outcome that
the state should, substantially, provide the funds
for social and affordable housing? Finally, when
will the Minister’'s fundamental review begin,
given the acknowledged current problems in the
Housing Executive?

The Minister for Social Development: | thank
the Member for his various questions. As

he may be aware, | am obliged to inform the
Office of the First Minister and the deputy First
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Minister of my intention to make a statement,
and it was so informed.

Mr Kennedy: It was not shared with them.

The Minister for Social Development: No, | do
not have an obligation to share a statement
with Executive colleagues until 11.30 am on the
day of making the statement. However, under
the requirements of an Executive Minister, |
advised the Office of the First Minister and the
deputy First Minister that | would be making a
statement, and that matter was noted in the
report to the Executive meeting last Thursday

by junior Minister Robin Newton in respect of
forthcoming Executive business. As of this
morning, the statement was shared with the
Office of the First Minister and the deputy First
Minister. All requirements as a Minister and
under Standing Orders have been complied with.

If members of the Executive have any comments
to make with regard to those matters, so be it.

| presume that Executive Ministers are aware
that | intend to commence a fundamental
review, along with the various media, political
and Committee interests over the last few days
in respect of the short-term inquiry. So far, no
Executive Ministers have raised any comments
with me in respect of all of that. Nevertheless, |
welcome any comments that they might have.

With regard to the fundamental review; as |
said, | hope to have recommendations by March
next year. | do not deny that it is a substantial
bit of business, and that five or six months is a
short time frame. However, as there has been
so much public and other commentary about
housing need, housing provision, and housing
models in the future, a weight of evidence has
already been gathered on the shelves of the
Department and elsewhere that could quickly
inform the Housing Executive’s future direction. |
do not think that we will recreate the wheel, but
there is a lot of good evidence and best practice
available that might lead us to conclusions, and
if we are not able to do that, | will certainly say so.

| have a very simple view: yes, | have been a
Minister for a short time and an election is
coming up. | am sure that other parties in the
Chamber are much more fixed on that date and
outcome than me. | keep saying that | believe
that when Ministers go into Government they
should also go into power. That has not been
demonstrated fully during the first and second
mandates. | am determined to prove otherwise
in the short time that | am a Minister. | intend

to do further work to reform the North in the
next short period. Even with respect to my
departmental responsibilities, never mind the
fact that we are broadly doing that, there is
need for much reform.

| can assure the Member that some of that will
not be popular and that there may be some
further resistance and unhappiness. The people
of Northern Ireland need to know that devolution
is not about the mere fact of devolution; it is
about delivering for their hopes, ambitions and
aspirations. Part and parcel of that will be the
reform of a wide range of functions and services
in Northern Ireland. Whether that is popular or
unpopular, that is where | intend to go.

Mr Gallagher: | thank the Minister for his
statement. Given that he has been in office for
only a short time, | commend him for the steps
that he has taken to intervene and ensure that
we can all have confidence in the way that the
Housing Executive works.

In his statement, the Minister said:

“housing funding must not be a victim in any
Budget outcome.”

| am sure that all responsible Members share
that view. Will the Minister tell the House what
he sees as the immediate priorities in the
upcoming Budget?

The Minister for Social Development: | thank
the Member for his question. At the Executive
awayday in July, there was reference to the
need to protect those in need, distress and
disadvantage in the Budget outcomes, and there
has been reference to that subsequently. That
was the right principle then, and it is one that
needs even deeper protection and defence as
we move forward. The emergency Budget that
was put forward by the Chancellor in June has
been proven to have had a disproportionate
impact on the poor. Some of the short-term,
never mind the longer-term, welfare proposals
will have a disproportionate impact on the poor,
the vulnerable and the disadvantaged.

We are entering into a situation in which, if

the figures are correct, we will have increased
unemployment until at least the end of 2012,
with fewer jobs in the public sector and the
shortfall not being taken up by the private
sector. There was also information on the radio
this morning about some worrying trends in
manufacturing output here, unlike other parts
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of these islands. Therefore, in the context of

us having higher unemployment, potentially
less public money with the shortfall not being
taken up by the private sector, short-term
welfare changes that could impact on those in
need and a Budget that has, so far, impacted
disproportionately on the poor, ethical values
must be front and centre in the upcoming
Budget. We must protect and encourage jobs,
but we must also recognise the reality that there
will be those who will be unable to find work
because of their conditions and that there will
be others who would like to work but who will
be unable to find it. There will be up to 90,000
unemployed people by the time the recession is
over in Northern Ireland. Those people must be
front and centre when it comes to the Budget.
Those who make up the family of front line
services, such as nurses, teachers, front line
social security staff, Child Maintenance and
Enforcement Division (CMED) staff and all those
who are concerned with the DSD budget lines,
must be protected. | will be arguing that point
at the Executive, and | hope that ministerial
colleagues will endorse that view.

Mr McCartney: Go raibh maith agat, a
LeasCheann Comhairle, Gabhaim mo bhuiochas
leis an Aire as a raiteas. | thank the Minister for
his statement.

| noted that the Minister outlined his criteria to

be used before anyone can call a Department in
crisis or an agency out of control. Did he share

that with his party colleagues, or does that just

apply to one particular Department?

The Minister said that he wants the review to
end by the end of November, yet a number of
investigations are continuing; indeed, we are
told that one has lasted over 18 months. How
will the outcomes of those investigations impact
on his review if the review is over before the
investigations finish? The Minister also told the
House today that there are a number of internal
investigations ongoing. Will he tell us exactly
how many there are?

The Minister for Social Development: | thank
the Member for his question. At any one time,
there will be a whole lot of investigations
ongoing in respect of any public body in
Northern Ireland. Complaints will be made
locally in respect of the activity of some official
in a health board, the Housing Executive,

the Department of Education or another
Department. At any one time, there will be a

large number and a wide range of complaints
being made by members of the public, staff, or
whoever, in and around the conduct of each and
every Department. | am not talking about those
categories of complaints. | am talking about
the ones that are of more significance and have
attracted media comment.

There are three ongoing police investigations;
one ombudsman investigation was completed
recently; and | understand that there are five
internal investigations in respect of a range of
matters. | do not intend to share anything with
the Assembly beyond what was shared with
the Committee, given that these matters are
under investigation and due process must be
exhausted. As | indicated, my understanding
is that a number of the ongoing internal
investigations may mature in a short time.
Consequently, there may be convergence of the
timeline of what | am doing and the conclusion
of a number of those investigations, although
not the police ones, because those are
completely beyond our control.

As | outlined in my statement, the work that | am
doing in sending in the team moves beyond the
particular cases that are under investigation.
That work looks at a range of other matters
that have been highlighted by the investigations
to some degree but that, in my assessment,
require further and independent investigation.
The team that | have sent in comprises people
who deal with governance issues, audits, risk
or suspected fraud and/or who work to build in
an anti-fraud culture. A conclusion is required
promptly, which is why | have an indicative
deadline of November. The immediate work that
| am doing is outwith the ongoing investigations
but informed by my assessment that various
matters in and around the Housing Executive
need to be considered further.

In respect of the comment about Northern
Ireland Water —

Mr McCartney: | never mentioned Northern
Ireland Water.

The Minister for Social Development: | stand
corrected, but you did refer to my colleague, and
| think that — [Interruption.]

Mr Deputy Speaker: Order.

The Minister for Social Development: The
Member, in a previous intervention from a
sedentary position — [Interruption.]
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Mr Deputy Speaker: Order.
Mr McCartney: Is there a wee bit of guilt there?

The Minister for Social Development: If the
Member is not prepared to say what he is
talking about, | would just be speculating about
what he means; that is not a very clever way

to go. | do not take as good example his party
colleague’s speculation last week about the
Department being in crisis and the Housing
Executive being out of control. If | will not rely
on that sort of speculation, why should | rely on
the Member’s speculation about whatever it was
that he was talking about?

| will say, however, that there are people not too
far away from me who, over the last number

of weeks, have not only demonstrated that
they know what it is to oversee what public
bodies do and to get hard information that
leads to progress in respect of how public
bodies conduct their affairs but who have
taken a responsible, balanced, proportionate,
well-argued and well-presented approach to

the conduct of public life and public affairs

in Northern Ireland. They are unlike those

who think that the terms “crisis” and “out of
control” will somehow get them casual and easy
headlines without dealing with the hard truths.

1.00 pm

Mr Deputy Speaker: There are still seven
Members who have indicated their wish to
ask a question. | remind you that there is only
15 minutes left for questions, so if Members
are concise and the Minister is brief in his
responses, we may get you all in. If not, some
Members will be disappointed.

Mr S Anderson: | thank the Minister for his
statement. The Minister touched on the issue of
confidence. In his statement, he referred to the
seven principles of public life being effectively
implemented throughout the organisation.

Does he have absolute confidence, from the
chief executive of the Northern Ireland Housing
Executive downwards, that that is so?

The Minister for Social Development: | thank
the Member for his question. | will step back
for a moment and say to the Member that it
has always been a principle of mine and of
SDLP party colleagues to never get into words
such as “absolute confidence”. In a completely
different context — in a different world,

thank God — we were forever being asked to

unambiguously support the police, the RUC, as
it then was. However, we in the SDLP said that
we would support it when it upholds human
rights, employs best practice, and is on the right
side of the standards necessary for civilianised
policing, especially in a divided community. That
was the right principle then, and it remains the
right principle now.

We never got into language such as “absolute
confidence” in any organisation or individual. We
always stated the principles and practices that
we support. If those principles and practices
are employed by any organisation, be it the
Housing Executive or any other, we will support
that organisation. That remains the case.
However, a number of investigations have been
ongoing in respect of the police, and, although

| have confidence in the Housing Executive, |
have asked questions about particular matters,
instances and practices. That is the balanced
and proportionate approach, and the House can
unite around that, rather than getting into the
language of absolute confidence. The Member’s
comments about absolute confidence, and the
comments from Sinn Féin in respect of having
no confidence, are not the best narrative around
a delicate and sensitive matter.

Mr B McCrea: | have waited patiently for

my turn to speak. | declare an interest as a
member of the Northern Ireland Policing Board.
Other people are aware of the media coverage
around what is, as the Minister said, a delicate
and sensitive matter. The Minister asked for
people who had information that they could
stand over to bring it to him. With regard to the
report that will be made available in November,
do you plan to share that information with

any other statutory bodies that may have an
interest in this delicate and sensitive issue?
How and when do you plan to disseminate that
information to the Assembly?

The Minister for Social Development: | thank
the Member for his question. | do not think that
it would be appropriate for me as a Minister to
prejudge what will transpire over the next couple
of months in advance of any report being made
available. | will be kept fully informed and aware
of what is going on by the permanent secretary
reporting to me and through the panel that

will work around him in respect of the audit.
However, it would be wrong for me to prejudge
what the conclusions might be. It would be
equally wrong for me to say, when | do not know
what the outcome of an audit might be, who |
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will share it with, except that it will be shared
as appropriate with people in this Building and
outside it where there is good cause so to do.

Mr McDevitt: Will the Minister join me in paying
tribute to the many thousands of staff who
served the Housing Executive well during the
past four decades and, indeed, stood up to
the worst excesses of Thatcherite reform and
intimidation by IRA and loyalist paramilitaries?
Is it the Minister’s ambition that, post the
fundamental review, the Northern Ireland
Housing Executive will, again, become a global
pioneer in its provision of social housing to
people who most need it in the region?

The Minister for Social Development: | thank
the Member for his question and agree with his
remarks. The Housing Executive and housing
policy in Northern Ireland are pioneering in
social housing provision. We can rehearse
the rights and wrongs of the decision to allow
housing associations to build private social
housing. The fact is that that decision was
made. During the past 15 years, more than
20,000 houses were built for ownership by
housing associations.

The fact that more housing has been built

on government-owned land during the past
number of years than previously; that housing
associations can now access money at low
interest rates from the European Investment
Bank and others; that, at present, we might
consider the one-off proposal for Rinmore; and
that more social houses have been built during
the past couple of years than at any time during
the past 12 years demonstrate that the housing
sector — the Housing Executive and housing
associations — are breaking new ground and
are pioneers.

| am trying to protect the Housing Executive’s
achievements and legacy and ensure that it has
its full range of skills capacity to take forward
housing in the next 20 years. If we build on

all that has been good and remodel where
appropriate in order to maximise progress, the
Member’s ambitions for housing in the future
will be met.

Mr Spratt: | thank the Minister for his
statement. | agree that he should not comment
on the police investigations. With regard to the
review that he announced today, will he assure
the House that if issues are raised that may
impinge on the police investigations, or if any
new criminal investigation is required, the review

team will ensure that that information is brought
to police attention immediately?

The Minister for Social Development: | assure
the Member categorically that if any matter,
however it arises, should be referred to the PSNI
for further investigation, it will be.

Mr Savage: |, too, congratulate the Housing
Executive on its achievements during the

past number of years. It should not let those
achievements be marred by investigation. No
Department is without investigation. That should
not distract it from its main target. Over the
years, the Housing Executive has achieved much
to improve the standard and stock of social
housing. Is it not true that housing associations,
too, have played a pivotal role in upgrading
housing standards?

The Minister for Social Development: Essentially,
| endorse Mr Savage’s comments. One reason
why | was concerned about how the matter could
best be handled and about certain injudicious
and political remarks that were made last week
was that unnecessary, inappropriate or wrong-
headed damage could be done to the Housing
Executive. Some people have gone down that
dead end. They should reflect on their words
and actions. In common with other Members, |
affirm the good work of the Housing Executive’s
staff and its many achievements during the past
40 years. This is a process, in the short term
and the longer term, to affirm what is good, to
build on what is good, and, where things have
not been handled properly, to ensure that we
handle them properly going forward.

| concur with the Member’s views on the housing
associations, but there are issues around them
that need to be addressed. There are 33 housing
associations, Mr Savage. Is that the right
number going forward? How can we further what
Margaret Ritchie started as Minister, namely the
bringing together of housing associations in
procurement groups, not only to procure building
contracts, but to procure all their services to
ensure that we have better value, efficiency and
maintenance of jobs and services? There are a
number of other matters in respect of the
housing associations that, in the fullness of
time, | will return to at Committee.

Mr Molloy: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. | thank the Minister for his
statement. Does he agree that an internal
investigation, or internal expertise, will not

get to the root of the matter? He would never
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accept the police investigating themselves, so
how does he think that the Housing Executive
will investigate itself? The Housing Executive is
part of his Department, so how can he oversee
it? Will the investigation restore confidence in
the Housing Executive?

There are concerns that 30% of the budget
for Egan contracts was misappropriated and
allocated wrongly. Will that be investigated as
part of the internal investigation?

The Minister for Social Development: | note
what the Member said. | do not know whether
the Member was in the Chamber for all of the
statement, but if he reads it —

Mr Molloy: | have it here.

The Minister for Social Development: That is
good. You will, therefore, see that this is not
strictly the Housing Executive investigating itself.
The Housing Executive has referred a number
of matters to the police, which is the entirely
appropriate thing to do, because those matters
gave rise to criminal concerns. The structures in
relation to a number of internal matters, so far,
require internal investigation. Through working
with the Housing Executive board, the chair of
the Housing Executive and others, | have been
keeping a close eye on those ongoing internal
investigations, as is appropriate and to the
extent that is reasonable. Remember that one
major investigation may be maturing in the near
future. Margaret Ritchie, as Social Development
Minister, put shape and form around that
investigation to ensure that the public concerns
around the conduct of various contracts would
be seen to be addressed.

| reiterate that we are going back to the

use of language about the need to restore
confidence. | do not know how many times
during the course of this statement Members
have raised questions about confidence in the
Housing Executive. They singularly failed to do
SO in any appropriate, structured, disciplined,
ongoing, relevant or proportionate way at any
time until last week. They will have to answer
for themselves in that regard. | have confidence
that the Housing Executive has done sterling
work over the past 40 years. | have confidence
that it continues to earn public and political
confidence for much of the work that it does
now and continues to deliver for those in
housing stress and need and who are on waiting
lists. | will not go into the exaggerated and
extravagant language that has been used to

suggest that, all of a sudden, the bottom has
fallen out of the Housing Executive and how
it does its business. | want to maximise the
Housing Executive as an organisation going
forward, so that it serves people in Northern
Ireland as it has done over the past 40 years.

Some matters will give rise to criticism. Let
me go back to the ongoing short-term audit. |
will comment more about it in a second, but
the team that is going in comes from across
government and from outside government, and
the oversight mechanism of that team comes
from across government and from outside
government. In that way, we will bring together
and gather people with the highest level of skills
necessary to conduct whatever assessments
need to be made. As | said, they will make
assessments on issues of procurement, fraud
or suspected fraud, administration, accounting
and audit. That will cover all the bases.

1.15 pm

To deepen public confidence, it was | who
insisted that departmental and cross-
departmental teams would be supplemented by
independent, external people in doing the work
on the ground in the Housing Executive and in
the oversight function. In my view, that is a good
model for going forward, and we will see where
all that leads. When we see where it leads, | will
be in a position to make further assessments
about what is appropriate going forward.

| am very cautious about Members getting into
the use of further extravagant language such

as the term “misappropriation”, which is the
word that Mr Molloy used. | am not getting into
the use of that sort of language. | will make
assessments based on what the team does
over the next number of months. That will be
informed by my own judgement, by the evidence
and by any concerns that stand up. At the same
time, when drawing conclusions, | will validate
that in the Housing Executive which is fit for
purpose and which serves people well. However,
| will not hide from any uncomfortable truths, if
any are to be found.

Mr Givan: On a point of order, Mr Deputy
Speaker. Is it in order for Members who have
not been in the Chamber for the statement to
ask questions about it?

Mr Deputy Speaker: Members who have
not been in the Chamber for any part of the
statement will not normally be invited to ask a
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question. Those Members who have been in the
Chamber for part of the statement will be invited
to ask a question after those Members who
have been present for the entire statement.

Mr Givan: Further to that point of order, Mr
Deputy Speaker, will you advise whether all the
Members who asked questions were here either
for the full statement or part of it?

Mr Deputy Speaker: | confirm that that is
the case. Those who were in for the entire
statement got to ask questions first, and those
who were here for part of the statement got the
opportunity to ask a question towards the end.

Executive Committee Business

Unsolicited Services (Trade and Business
Directories) Bill: Consideration Stage

Mr Deputy Speaker: | call the Minister of
Enterprise, Trade and Investment, Mrs Arlene
Foster, to move the Consideration Stage of
the Unsolicited Services (Trade and Business
Directories) Bill.

Moved. — [The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment (Mrs Foster).]

Mr Deputy Speaker: No amendments have
been tabled to the Bill. The Chairperson of the
Committee for Enterprise, Trade and Investment,
Mr Alban Maginness, wishes to speak to clause
1, so we will debate that clause and then put
the Question. | then propose, by leave of the
Assembly, to group the remaining eight clauses
of the Bill for the Question on stand part,
followed by the schedule and the long title.

Clause 1 (Control of charges for directory entries)

The Chairperson of the Committee for Enterprise,
Trade and Investment (Mr A Maginness): The
Committee welcomes the Unsolicited Services
(Trade and Business Directories) Bill. We thank
the Minister and her officials for their co-operation
with the Committee in its consideration of the
Bill during Committee Stage.

It is quite a technical Bill that proposes to
re-enact, with amendments, certain provisions
of the Unsolicited Goods and Services (Northern
Ireland) Order 1976 governing the circumstances
in which businesses may be charged for
publications about them in directories.

The Bill is intended to update the legislation to
facilitate electronic commerce by introducing
equivalence between paper-based and electronic
contracts in directories. The Committee raised
some concerns about scams involving electronic
systems. However, it was content with the Depart-
ment’s response that the Bill will be prescriptive
about informing businesses of every aspect of a
transaction before an order is placed.

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment (Mrs Foster): | thank the
Chairperson of the Committee for Enterprise,
Trade and Investment and the rest of the
Committee members for their assistance with
the Bill. They gave it careful scrutiny and, in
particular, did effective work to ensure that
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the consultation was carried out thoroughly

and involved representatives of the business
community, which the Bill is aimed at protecting.
Therefore, | thank the Committee for its work in
connection with the Bill.

Question put and agreed to.
Clause 1 ordered to stand part of the Bill.

Mr Deputy Speaker: No amendments have been
tabled to clauses 2 to 9. | propose, by leave of
the Assembly, to group those clauses for the
question on stand part.

Clauses 2 to 9 ordered to stand part of the Bill.
Schedule agreed to.
Long title agreed to.

Mr Deputy Speaker: That concludes the
Consideration Stage of the Unsolicited Services
(Trade and Business Directories) Bill. The Bill
stands referred to the Speaker.

Terrorist Asset-Freezing etc. Bill [HL]:
Legislative Consent Motion

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment (Mrs Foster): | beg to move

That this Assembly agrees that the provision in the
Terrorist Asset-Freezing etc. Bill [HL] dealing with
Northern Ireland credit unions, which is contained
in clause 45 of the Bill as introduced in the

House of Lords, should be considered by the UK
Parliament.

It may be helpful for Members if | recap on
some of the background leading to the tabling of
the motion and how this particular Great Britain
Bill relates to and impacts on Northern Ireland
credit unions.

Members will already be aware that my
Department is working very closely with

Her Majesty’s Treasury and the Financial
Services Authority (FSA) to implement the
recommendations in the February 2009 report
from the Committee for Enterprise, Trade and
Investment, ‘Report on the Committee’s Inquiry
into the Role and Potential of Credit Unions in
Northern Ireland’. The main recommendations
of the report, and my Department’s policy,
focus on the introduction of the appropriate
legislative framework to allow credit unions here
to expand the range of services that may be
available to their members and shareholders as
well as the provision of additional protection for
shareholders’ and savers’ assets through the
financial services compensation scheme.

A key element of that process will see the
regulatory responsibility for credit unions

here being transferred from my Department

to the Financial Services Authority, or, indeed,

its successor, following the conclusion of

the coalition Government’s review and the
consequential restructuring of the current role of
the FSA.

In pursuance of the extension of the role of
credit unions, my Department, along with Her
Majesty’s Treasury, recently concluded a joint
UK-wide consultation exercise on our proposals
for the regulatory reform of credit unions here.
We will shortly publish our joint response to the
comments and submissions received. However,
| am happy to report that the responses were
broadly in favour of the measures proposed in
the consultation.

Credit unions are an integral part of Northern
Ireland society and play an important role,
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reaching into the kernel of every community
here. For that reason, the process in which we
are engaged cannot be hurried through for the
sake of expediency. It is important that we get
it right and that the FSA is afforded sufficient
time to negotiate the various statutory and
administrative steps it is required to undertake
in advance of assuming full regulatory control,
which, it is anticipated, will be completed by the
end of 2011.

That process will require the enactment of a
number of pieces of legislation, the majority of
which will be the responsibility of HM Treasury
and will be laid at Westminster. Those include
amendments to the Financial Services and
Markets Act 2000 (Exemption) Order 2001

to remove the current Northern Ireland credit
union exemption as well as the GB Money
Laundering Regulations 2007, the provisions of
which fully extend to Northern Ireland. Drafts of
both pieces of legislation were published in the
recent consultation document.

In addition, the introduction of new powers
dealing with money laundering, terrorist
financing or proliferation involving financial

and credit institutions and possible business
dealings with persons in a non-European
Economic Area into schedule 7 to the GB
Counter-Terrorism Act 2008, which extended to
Northern Ireland, placed additional enforcement
and supervisory responsibilities on my
Department. Those measures were aimed at
beefing up the Money Laundering Regulations
2007, which were insufficient in addressing
issues of international restrictions. That HM
Treasury legislation applied to credit unions here
equally as in the rest of the UK.

Due to the late tabling of the amendment and
the timing of the Bill, at that time, | was unable
to follow the appropriate procedure and seek
the approval of the Assembly for the inclusion

of the provisions relating to Northern Ireland.
However, on 24 November 2008, | made a full
statement to the House explaining the prevailing
circumstances, and the House was generous

in accepting the explanation for the position in
which | had been placed.

It is now those very same supervisory and
enforcement responsibilities, introduced in
2008 in paragraphs 18(1)(d) and 39(2)(d) of
schedule 7 to the Counter-Terrorism Act 2008,
that are the subject of this motion. These
provisions will require to be omitted from a

date in the future, yet to be determined, and
ownership will pass to the FSA when it or its
successor assumes regulatory responsibility for
credit unions here. However, responsibility for
credit unions will remain a transferred matter,
subject to the will of the Assembly.

The clause to omit these provisions from my
Department’s area of responsibility is required
to be enacted through primary legislation.

In keeping with government policy that only
amendments relevant to the main Bill are to be
included therein, the Terrorist Asset-Freezing
etc. Bill [HL] is the only suitable vehicle to
carry the clause — clause 45 — that will omit
the provisions that currently apply to Northern
Ireland within the proposed time frame for the
implementation of credit union reforms.

This clause will not be effective immediately

but will be commenced by secondary legislation
at the appropriate time, when the FSA or

its successor is in a position to assume
responsibility, upon full implementation of the
credit union reforms. The clause will make
provision for appropriate arrangements to be put
in place and enable a smooth transfer of those
responsibilities to the FSA or its successor
when required. Therefore, this procedure is
purely a technical issue and is a further step
towards the ultimate aim of enabling credit
unions here to extend their services. | hope that
Members will approve the inclusion of clause 45
in the GB Terrorist Asset-Freezing etc. Bill [HL],
and | ask for their support for this motion.

The Chairperson of the Committee for Enterprise,
Trade and Investment (Mr A Maginness): The
Assembly Committee for Enterprise, Trade and
Investment supports the Minister’'s motion that
the Terrorist Asset-Freezing etc. Bill [HL], as
introduced to the House of Lords, should be
considered by the UK Parliament.

The Minister first wrote to the Committee on 16
September to make known her intentions and
reasoning for the motion. The Committee took
oral evidence from departmental officials at last
week’s meeting, to hear the implications of this
Bill for Northern Ireland’s credit unions. The
Committee was satisfied that the Bill would be
the most appropriate mechanism to change the
relevant provisions in the Counter-Terrorism Act
2008, which prescribes the role of the
Department of Enterprise, Trade and Investment
as the enforcement/supervisory authority for
credit unions in the areas of terrorist financing
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and money laundering services. This Bill would
transfer those responsibilities to the Financial
Services Authority or its successor and is just
one of the many legislative requirements to
reform credit union legislation in Northern Ireland.

The Committee has been warmly supportive

of the process of reforming credit union
legislation in Northern Ireland. The Committee
has been assured by the Department that this
does not have any effect on the transferred
status of credit unions in Northern Ireland. The
Committee is particularly interested in the credit
union movement and is most anxious to see
materialise the recommendations of its own
report on the inquiry into the role and potential
of credit unions in Northern Ireland, specifically
the recommendation that credit unions in
Northern Ireland should be permitted to expand
their range of services to include, at the very
least, the services that credit unions in Great
Britain can offer.

That recommendation has been supported
repeatedly by the Department and the Treasury,
and legislation is progressing.

1.30 pm

| warmly welcome the Minister’'s encouraging
remarks about this legislative process. The
Committee is supportive of her bid to progress
the matter. The Committee is satisfied that
progress is being made continually and that
this Bill is a necessary step in the process

of legislative reform. Therefore, | urge the
Assembly to support the Minister’'s motion.

Mr Irwin: The matter is largely technical. The
Committee received a briefing on the proposal
last Thursday. | have no difficultly with the
requirements referred to, as they will ensure
that Northern Ireland is fully compliant with

the rest of the UK, particularly with regard to
the shift in control of credit unions from the
Department of Enterprise, Trade and Investment
(DETI) to the Financial Services Authority.

| have nothing further to add, and | support the
motion.

Ms J McCann: Go raibh maith agat, a
LeasCheann Combhairle. Following the
publication of the inquiry into credit unions, an
Assembly debate focused on whether credit
unions in the North should have the same
powers as their counterparts in the South

of Ireland and in Britain. That concept was

supported by all parties. The current economic
climate places an extra onus on the Executive

to bring forward legislation that will give credit

unions the same powers. | hope that that is a

step closer.

It is important that we offer all our communities
access to those key financial services at an
affordable rate, particularly in the present
adverse financial conditions. Credit unions

are community-based and are open to anyone
irrespective of their economic situation or
whether they have assets. It is difficult to make
day-to-day financial transactions without a bank
account, so the restrictions on credit unions’
being able to offer a wider range of financial
services to meet the changing needs of their
customers should be removed.

Hopefully, the added income coming from
expanded services could be reinvested in the
social economy, for instance, for the benefit
of the communities to which the credit unions
belong. | hope that this is a step in the right
direction, because there is an onus on the
Executive to bring forward that legislation as
quickly as possible.

Mr Cree: | also welcome the opportunity to
speak on the matter given its relevance in
today’s society. We in Northern Ireland are
intimately aware of the threat that terrorism
poses, and, therefore, know only too well the
focus that these groups place on building
sophisticated and complex channels through
which to finance their campaigns. Although
previously, terrorist groups travelled to the
Middle East to pull together funds for their
campaigns, things are considerably different

in the twenty-first century. With the ability to
electronically transfer vast sums of money, it is
vital that we have the right financial regulatory
systems in place to ensure that any funds that
may be used to assist terrorism are quickly and
permanently taken out of circulation.

The recent attack in Londonderry is a stark
reminder of the threat that terrorist groups still
present in Northern Ireland. If we can cut off the
financial lifeline to those groups, it will only be a
matter of time before they wither and disappear.
The motion will ensure that the UK Government
have the necessary tools to supervise and
freeze any financial assets kept in a credit
union by someone suspected of being involved,
directly or indirectly, in terrorism. Under the
legislative consent motion, functions will be
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moved from the Department to the Financial
Services Authority as part of wider reform.

Clause 45 of the Bill places a requirement on
DETI to relinquish some of its control of the
supervision and enforcement of credit unions.
It is important to reflect that, although we may
be losing this power of self-assessment, the
supervisory role will be taken up by a more
appropriate body.

It is paramount that we get the right balance
between bringing offenders to court and protecting
the privacy of the general public who save in
credit unions. What discussions has the Minister
had with her counterparts on that issue?

Credit unions have played an important role for
many people in Northern Ireland since 1960.
They have provided a service to the community
and allowed for an element of economic
autonomy. This legislation allows us to directly
target those who seek to finance terrorism.

The long-term ambitions of terrorism cannot

be realised, and it is the duty of every arm of
government to bring about its eventual demise.
Accordingly, we welcome and support the motion.

Mr Neeson: The Committee for Enterprise, Trade
and Investment has been dealing with the issue
of credit unions for some time. We fully support
the extension of the services that credit unions
in Northern Ireland will be able to provide. When
the powers are transferred to the FSA or its
successor, there should be an office here in
Northern Ireland. It is important to reinforce that
issue. | support the motion.

Lord Browne: | welcome the motion. For some
time, access to services and protection has
been a major issue for credit unions in Northern
Ireland. | know that at least half a dozen credit
unions in my constituency will be very glad to
see today’s motion passed.

Although this is only an early step in the
process of allowing credit unions to expand
their services, it is, nevertheless, an important
one. The process will allow credit unions to
provide people with money that they need at a
time when banks are increasingly unwilling to
lend. Hopefully, it will circumvent the need for
people to become involved with loan sharks
and other creditors who would aim to exploit
them. The process of changing credit unions
will benefit businesses also. | am sure that
at least a few Members are aware of the EU
PROGRESS scheme, which is a micro-finance

initiative that will help organisations such as
credit unions. It offers loans of anything up to
£21,000 to small businesses. That could be
a vital weapon in battling the recession and
reversing unemployment. Our credit unions will
play a leading role in that regard.

It is one of the ironies of devolution that
sometimes the best thing to do is to give up
responsibility over something. | have every
confidence that this process will lead to a
better service for the people and businesses
of Northern Ireland. | am also confident that
the Terrorist Asset-Freezing etc. Bill [HL], which
is currently under consideration in the House
of Lords, will receive due attention and swift
passage through Parliament.

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment: | thank all the Members who
contributed, particularly the Chairperson for

his comments about the legislation. Clause

45 really only came into being in 2008 when

it was realised that there was a gap in relation
to money laundering in respect of international
terrorist organisations that were outside the
European Economic Area. As a result of the
Committee’s desire to allow credit unions to
have the same powers and to be regulated in
the same way as our colleagues in GB, there is
a need for that power to be transferred from the
Department of Enterprise, Trade and Investment
to the Financial Services Authority, or whatever
body replaces it.

We are all very keen for the process to be
moved along as quickly as possible. That is
what we are doing today: we are laying down yet
another building block for those measures to

go forward. | noted that Ms McCann said that
the Executive need to get on with it and bring
forward legislation. However, as | mentioned at
the beginning, most of the legislation in respect
of this matter will come from Her Majesty’s
Treasury. We are pushing ahead with this agenda.

The Treasury knows that we are keen to have
the matter dealt with as soon as possible. There
have been many pieces of correspondence
between me and Treasury Ministers, and our
officials are in continual contact. | assure the
House and Ms McCann, although she is not in
her place, that we will continue to push ahead
with that matter.

| have enormous sympathy with Mr Neeson
about his point that there should be an office of
the FSA in Northern Ireland. That view is shared
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by every credit union because they will want
easy access to their regulator and to the body
responsible for the registration function, if we
decide to go ahead with that also being sent to
the FSA. We will keep pressing the FSA on that
matter, and | encourage the Committee to do
likewise.

I am happy to bring the motion to the House.

It is another building block, and | hope that we
are now very well on the road to dealing with the
matter.

Question put and agreed to.
Resolved:

That this Assembly agrees that the provision in
the Terrorist Asset-Freezing etc. Bill [HL] dealing
with Northern Ireland credit unions, which is
contained in clause 45 of the Bill as introduced in
the House of Lords, should be considered by the
UK Parliament.

Committee Business

Clean Neighbourhoods and Environment
Bill: Extension of Committee Stage

The Chairperson of the Committee for the
Environment (Mr Boylan): | beg to move

That, in accordance with Standing Order 33(4),

the period referred to in Standing Order 33(2) be
extended to 28 January 2011, in relation to the
Committee Stage of the Clean Neighbourhoods and
Environment Bill [NIA Bill 31,/09].

Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann Comhairle.
Thank you, Mr Deputy Speaker. Tugaim
tacaiocht don rdn fad a chur leis an Bhille um
Chomharsanachtai Glana agus an Chomhshaol.

There is no shortage of Bills going through
Committees at the moment, but the
Environment Committee has more than most.
The Clean Neighbourhoods and Environment
Bill is the fourth being scrutinised by the
Environment Committee and will be the ninth
that the Committee will have scrutinised during
this mandate.

The Bill is large and wide ranging, with 76 clauses
and four schedules. It covers many diverse areas,
from alley-gating and abandoned vehicles to
dogs and fly-posting. The Committee is keen to
complete its scrutiny before Christmas recess
and still aims to do so. However, in light of the
Bill's size, the fact that the Committee is also
working on three other Bills and the possibility
that the Minister may bring a planning reform
Bill to the Assembly, the Committee thought that
it would be prudent to extend the Committee
Stage of this Bill as long as possible into January,
while giving the Department the opportunity to
complete the Bill's progress in the current
mandate. Therefore, | seek support for the motion.

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 28 January 2011, in relation to the
Committee Stage of the Clean Neighbourhoods and
Environment Bill [NIA Bill 31/09].
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Standing Committee Membership

Mr Deputy Speaker: As with similar motions,
the motion on Standing Committee membership
will be treated as a business motion. Therefore,
there will be no debate.

Resolved:

That Mr Declan O’Loan replace Ms Margaret
Ritchie as a member of the Assembly and
Executive Review Committee. — [Mr Burns.]

Private Members’ Business

Public Sector Recruitment

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

Mr Campbell: | beg to move

That this Assembly notes the importance of
ensuring that public sector recruitment is based

on the merit principle; acknowledges that there

are still areas of the public sector where under-
representation of certain communities appears to
be worsening; further notes the ongoing problems
associated with recruitment to the Northern Ireland
Housing Executive; and calls on the Minister of
Finance and Personnel to take further measures to
ensure that recruitment in the public sector is more
broadly reflective of the working-age population.

1.45 pm

The issue is important, not least because of
the size of the public sector in Northern Ireland,
and, at this time of supposed austerity and
cutbacks, we are only too aware of that. In
Northern Ireland, there is very high dependency
on the public sector, within which the Northern
Ireland Civil Service (NICS) is the largest
employer by far. Other public sector bodies,
such as the Police, the Northern Ireland Housing
Executive and the Department of Health, Social
Services and Public Safety (DHSSPS) are also
large employers. Then, of course, we have
smaller but no less important public sector
organisations such as, to name but a few, the
Child Support Agency (CSA), Her Majesty’s
Revenue and Customs (HMRC), Waterways
Ireland and the Equality Commission.

The motion is about recruitment. To get the
message across, | shall use pupil numbers in
a school as an analogy. A school might have

a healthy number of pupils on its roll, but if,
each year, just 10 first formers arrive and 25
sixth formers leave, it does not take a genius to
work out that the school will have a problem in
the not too distant future. The same principle
applies to the public sector workforce. There

is not much that one can or would want to do
about people retiring at the end of a career in
the Civil Service, but there is much that we can
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do about the inflow or recruitment of people
commencing what they hope will be a long career.

At the start of the Troubles, a case was made
that Roman Catholics were being disadvantaged
in recruitment. At that time, there was a lack

of the kind of regulation that we have now;
workforces were not monitored, and there

was no Equality Commission to oversee such
matters. There was no strict regulation of any
kind. Now that organisations, strict monitoring
and regulations are in place, disadvantage and
under-representation ought to be less likely to
occur. However, that is not the case. When there
were no regulations, there were accusations

of unfair recruitment procedures and an
imbalanced workforce. However, now that we
have regulations, there are still complaints. | am
happy to say that | will keep campaigning for fair
play in the public sector.

Turning to an individual instance of unfairness
that | have raised on numerous occasions,

the general service grades in the Northern
Ireland Civil Service form the largest cadre of
employment in the largest employee base in
Northern Ireland. About 20,000 are employed
in general service grades, so, in an area of that
size, fair recruitment ratios are very important.
However, in recent years, there has been a
significant under-representation of Protestants
being recruited to that section of the Civil
Service. It is also true that there was an under-
representation of Roman Catholics in the much
smaller Senior Civil Service grades, but that
has been improving year on year. Meanwhile,
percentages of Protestants in the larger general
Civil Service grades are not improving, and | will
hammer that point home over and over again
until the message is received and understood
and action is taken to redress the imbalance.
On the one hand, the improved representation
of Catholics is to be welcomed, and why would it
not be? However, on the other hand, the under-
representation of Protestants is worsening, so
we need to do something about it.

The 50:50 recruitment policy in the police, which
has been raised on innumerable occasions,

is unjustifiable and well known, and April next
year cannot come quickly enough to end the
imbalance, disadvantage and discrimination
against members of the Protestant community
who apply for a position.

If Roman Catholics were systematically
debarred from recruitment to the police or any

other part of the public sector, | can imagine

the outcry from the Benches opposite that

such practices had to stop. Why are they
surprised that there is an outcry from these
Benches? It is because those practices must
stop. There is not, and was not, systematic
discrimination against Roman Catholics; there is
systematic discrimination against Protestants in
recruitment to the police now. It needs to stop,
and next April cannot come quickly enough.

The motion mentions the Northern Ireland
Housing Executive; we have raised that issue

in the past as well. That organisation brings

us to the nub of the motion. Down through

the years, and, some might say, through the
decades of monitoring fair employment and

the different programmes put in place by

the Equality Commission — an organisation
whose workforce does not represent the wider
community and has an under-representation of
Protestants — the Housing Executive has been
criticised by me and by others for its unfair
recruitment basis. It is not about the practice of
recruitment, but the basis for it. There has been
a significant under-representation of Protestants
in the Housing Executive.

As a result of that campaign over many

years, the Housing Executive announced in
2003 that it would implement an affirmative
action plan that had been negotiated with the
Equality Commission to address the underlying
problem of Protestant under-representation

in the Housing Executive. On 22 June 2010,

| tabled a question for written answer to the
Minister for Social Development asking what the
composition of recruits had been in the seven
years since the affirmative action plan had been
put in place. After all, Mr Deputy Speaker, one
would expect an affirmative action plan that is
designed to address an under-representation

of a particular community to give you some
bang for your buck after seven years. If such an
under-representation had not been eradicated,
one would at least expect to see significant
progress towards its eradication.

What were the figures that | received in answer
to my question in June 20107 The percentage
of Protestants being recruited to the Housing
Executive now is less than when the affirmative
action plan was put in place. Were the reverse
the case, how many people across the Floor

of this Chamber would be saying that it was
intolerable, unacceptable and would have to

be clarified? That is what they would be saying,
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but the silence from all sorts across this
Chamber is deafening. They do not seem to
mind or care when it is only Protestants who are
discriminated against.

I will put the figures on record: in 2004 — the
year after the affirmative action plan was put

in place — 36-6% of those recruited were
Protestant; in 2009, 33-7% of those recruited
were Protestant. It was worse than when the
affirmative action plan was put in place. That

is why there is a need for the motion. | could

go on to develop other issues concerning
organisations such as the Equality Commission,
the Department of Health, Social Services and
Public Safety and Waterways Ireland. Many of us
have campaigned on issues in regard to those
bodies for many years.

The essence of the motion is that we must
address underlying problems of under-
representation on the basis of merit. | am not
asking for 50:50 recruitment to the Housing
Executive, nor is my party campaigning for it,
although it would be more justifiable than for
the police. We are asking for merit to apply.

Mr Deputy Speaker: The Member must bring his
remarks to a close.

Mr Campbell: Where merit must apply, we must
see outcomes to affirmative action programmes.
| rest my case on the motion.

Mr McLaughlin: Go raibh mile maith agat,

a LeasCheann Comhairle. | state at the
outset that my party will support the motion.
Notwithstanding the mistaken and partisan
approach to the question, | take the view

that, despite our differences, equality does
not threaten anyone except those who have

a vested interest in continued division. If we
can refine and improve the current policies, we
should do so, and we should not be afraid to
acknowledge that improvements can be made.

Let me also state clearly that there is a history
here that we cannot deny. There has been
abuse of power. | will not go off on the familiar
rant, but it is, at this stage, incontrovertible
that there was an abuse of power during 50
years of one-party rule in this state. That set
down the patterns of division in communities
and in society that many people from across
the different parties in the Assembly are tasked
to address. However, those patterns are there
and still affect us. No one who is seriously
interested in achieving the maximum level of

equality and equality of opportunity that we can
devise through our collective efforts should,

in any sense at all, retreat from the need to
take remedial measures. Those patterns are
so deeply set that it will take affirmative action
proposals for us to recognise how we can
change them.

| hope that the proposers of the motion will
address my key point and accept my bona fides
in making it. It is in no one’s interest to reverse
the process that affected a group of victims of
a discriminatory public policy. That was official
policy, and it affected people on the basis of
their perceived religious or political affiliation. It
was not just tolerated, it was prosecuted. Those
patterns are a standing disgrace that must be
addressed.

I hope that the proposers of today’s motion are,
in fact, raising concerns that, perhaps, there

is a danger that we are drifting towards the
position that Gregory Campbell outlined. If that
is the case, | want to do something about it. If
he believes that, in providing equal opportunity,
a new system of discrimination has emerged, |
will work with him. It should be possible to see
that in the same way that it is easy to establish
the pattern of discrimination that existed under
one-party rule and under the abuse of the then
unionist party. That is not the biggest or most
rigorous task.

However, if, under the current arrangements,
there are patterns, or the beginning of evidence
trails, to demonstrate overcompensation, |

did not hear them being mentioned in the
proposition that you put forward. For you simply
to suggest that people from the Catholic
persuasion now enjoy the benefits of equal
opportunity is not the same as identifying
active discrimination against people from the
Protestant community. Perhaps you are making
a well-meaning effort to ensure that we do not
make the same mistakes of the past, and |
join you on that. However, it would help if your
motion was supported —

Mr Deputy Speaker: Will the Member refer all
his remarks through the Chair?

Mr McLaughlin: Indeed | will.

It would help greatly if your proposition and
supporting remarks were presented as an
acknowledgement of the mistakes that were
made over many previous generations and
left a task that we must all share. Therefore,
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if we start by acknowledging that there was a
problem, and on the basis that we wish not to
reverse those patterns of discrimination but
produce a society of equals, we can all work
together. That should be the proper approach of
all parties in the Assembly.

Mr Beggs: |, too, welcome the opportunity to
speak on the motion. | caution all Members to
speak in a measured tone, because we must
be careful not to contribute to heightening

the tension in society. | ask that Members be
thoughtful in what they say and do not give
others an excuse to heighten sectarian tension.

The motion states that any indication of failings
in the recruitment process, particularly in the
public sector, should be addressed.

2.00 pm

From the outset, | want to make it clear that
the Ulster Unionist Party supports the merit
principle for employment throughout society.
Equality of opportunity must be provided.
However, we also recognise and support the
benefits of having a workforce that is broadly
reflective of the working-age population and,
therefore, seek reassurance that there are no
barriers preventing that equality of opportunity
and employment on the merit principle.

The Member who proposed the motion highlighted
the valid point that the Northern Ireland Housing
Executive has a disparity in the composition of
its employees. We are looking at figures from
the Equality Commission’s 2008 monitoring
report. What happened in 20097 If that information
could be brought forward in a more timely
fashion, that would be helpful; we could talk
about how things are today, not how they were
two years ago. The report shows that public
employment broadly reflected the composition
of the working population. It shows that 54-7%
of the workforce came from the Protestant
community and that 54-6% of the public service
workforce came from the Protestant community.
It shows that 45-3% of the working-age population
came from the Roman Catholic community and
that 44-6% of the public service workforce came
from that community. Those figures were broadly
in line with the overall figure.

One of the interesting findings in the Equality
Committee’s document is that two thirds of
public sector leavers are from the Protestant
community. That means that there is a
demographic time bomb. More older employees

from the Protestant community are retiring,

and that means that there is a danger that
community imbalance could worsen in a
different direction. It appears that there is a
reasonable balance in recruitment generally
but that there are some specific issues. For
example, Protestant recruitment to the Housing
Executive has varied from 41% to 33%, a very
low figure. Around five or six years ago, | took
part in a meeting with opinion formers and |
know that some attempt was made to address
the issue, but | have not heard about any
follow-up since then and | am not aware of what
proactive programmes have been running to try
to ensure that applications come forward and
that there is balance, with appointments being
made on the merit principle.

An issue that was relevant in the past was the
number of students who left Northern Ireland
to study in other parts of the United Kingdom,
many of whom did not come back. | understand
that that figure has improved in that fewer
students have been going away, but it would be
interesting if the Minister could reflect on that
and on any bearing that it might have on the
appointment process.

| would also to be interested to hear not

only from the Finance Minister but from the
Minister for Social Development about the
overall numbers of applications to the Housing
Executive and its composition. Will he confirm
any geographical trends that may exist? Is it an
issue in different parts of Northern Ireland? Are
there areas where members of the Protestant
community do not feel welcome and safe? Do
such issues need to be addressed? It would be
helpful if we were to learn more about that.

The merit principle should be applied to
employment generally. and let there be no
doubt that the 50:50 recruitment process to the
PSNI is offensive to people who are classed as
“others”. Anyone who is in that category —

A Member: Will the Member give way?
Mr Beggs: | am running out of time.

Anyone who is in that category is being
discriminated against and, therefore, the sooner
it comes to an end and everyone in Northern
Ireland is employed on merit, the better.

Mr O’Loan: | regard the motion as fundamentally
misconceived. It is born of a fixation on the part
of the proposer with the employment practice
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in one particular organisation. If he had been
willing to look at the situation in the round, he
would not have pursued the issue in the way
that he has done with a series of questions.

The Minister of Finance and Personnel
(Mr S Wilson): Will the Member give way?

Mr O’Loan: | am surprised to be asked to give way
by the Minister at this point, but | will give way.

The Minister of Finance and Personnel: Does
fixation about one particular sector include the
police?

Mr O’Loan: | think that the Minister misunder-
stood me. | was referring to the proposer’s clear
fixation with one organisation in particular, and
that is the one that is named in the motion. He
is fundamentally wrong in his reckoning of that
organisation and, particularly, of the whole of
the public sector. | also criticise the co-signatory
of the motion, Lord Morrow, for his statement in
the public arena that Protestants are grossly
under-represented in the Housing Executive.
That is not so; they are significantly under-
represented. It is better that we stick to the
facts and do not exaggerate them.

| agree with a substantial amount of the motion
or, at any rate, | agree with it to some extent.
The motion notes:

“the importance of ensuring that public sector
recruitment is based on the merit principle”.

| could not agree more with that. However, | am
entitled to point out that the Member and his
party stood against the mechanisms that were
necessary in law and the actions of the Equality
Commission to ensure that the merit principle
was applied to public sector employment.

The motion also states:

“there are still areas of the public sector where
under-representation of certain communities
appears to be worsening”.

| challenge the Member to produce facts that
justify that. The trends show that we have
succeeded in achieving a situation in which
there is, broadly, a much better balance in
employment as a result of good legislation.

Mr Campbell: Will the Member give way?

Mr O’Loan: | will proceed for the moment. | will
specifically address the point in the motion
about the Housing Executive. The motion asks:

“the Minister of Finance and Personnel to take
further measures to ensure that recruitment in
the public sector is more broadly reflective of the
working-age population.”

As | said, the trends are absolutely moving

in that direction. However, if the Member

reads the facts, such as the 2007 review of
fair participation in the Civil Service and the
Equality Commission’s monitoring report, he
will realise that the situation is considerably
more sophisticated than he says. Comparisons
with the appropriate census figures and the
appropriate age group are considerably more
complex than he cares to read them.

| wish to comment on the broad situation. If the
Member reads the Equality Commission 2008
monitoring report, he will see that the composition
of the public sector as a whole, to the nearest
percentage point, was 55% Protestant and 45%
Catholic. Incidentally, if the Member wants to
ask questions about an issue, he might be
concerned that two thirds of public sector
employees are female. That is an interesting
issue for us to address. He might also be
prepared to look at the issue of applicants and
appointees, given that 54% of applicants are
Protestant and 46% are Catholic, and that 54%
of appointees are Protestant and 46% are
Catholic. As | said, getting the exact comparisons
with census figures is not as easy or as
simplistic as the Member chooses to make out.
Nonetheless, any reasonable person who looks
at those figures would say that we are getting
something like a broad balance across the
relevant sections of the working population.

If Mr Campbell were to look at the trends over
the past seven years, he would find that, in the
public sector as a whole, the Protestant section
of the workforce has reduced significantly and
the Catholic section has increased significantly.
That needed to happen, because, as little as
10 years ago, those sections of the population
were seriously out of balance with each other.
They are heading towards balancing out now as
a result of the legislation that was brought into
existence.

| do not know why the Member singles out the
Housing Executive. He does not tell us about
the Northern Ireland Fire and Rescue Service,
where 62% — | am, again, rounding to the
nearest percentage point — of the workforce is
Protestant. He also does not tell us about the
Northern Ireland Policing Board, where 76% of
the workforce is Protestant. He does not tell
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us about Northern Ireland Railways Company
Ltd, where 70% of the workforce is Protestant.
Furthermore, he does not tell us about the
Police Service of Northern Ireland, where 79%
of the workforce is Protestant, and he does

not tell us about Ulsterbus Ltd, where 58% of
workforce is Protestant. Mr Campbell also does
not mention at all — | assume that this was
not in the Equality Commission report because
it was an NIO service at that time — about the
Prison Service, where 90% of the workforce is
Protestant. It is, therefore, a complete nonsense
and an abuse of the facts to single out the
Housing Executive on this matter. Indeed, the
Housing Executive has a substantial affirmative
action plan in place.

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

Mr O’Loan: | hope that the Member will
concede that, when recruitment is limited, as
it is at present, it takes some time to get the
appropriate and necessary redress.

Dr Farry: The Alliance Party can support the
motion on the basis of subscribing to the
merit principle and to the outcome of having

a representative workforce. However, | want

to take this opportunity to challenge how the
debate on representation in the workforce has
been framed. By that, | mean not just today’s
debate but the debate more generally. The
Alliance Party has particular concerns about
the use of language and about how people are
perceived and counted. Indeed, it offers a liberal
critique of the approach to monitoring, in that
we accept the importance of monitoring itself.

The Alliance Party’s central concern is that the
debate is framed around a binary notion of
Protestant versus Catholic and the nature of the
balance between the two. That has been played
out in the Chamber today, with Members quoting
statistics at one another. The Alliance Party
rejects the notion and the reference, not just in
the motion but elsewhere, to two communities,
multiple communities or certain communities. It
does not dismiss for one minute that Northern
Ireland is a deeply divided society and that that
division relates to issues of identity. That said,
however, it is more important to talk about a
single overarching identity for Northern Ireland
that provides room for open, mixed and multiple
identities. We should try to move forward on
that basis.

In the past, it was the norm to talk about the
two communities. There is an almost complete
coincidence in someone’s political, religious
and national identities. Therefore, anyone who
is a unionist is assumed to be Protestant and
British, and anyone who is a nationalist is
assumed to be Catholic and Irish. That is simply
not the case. If it were, we would have the
absolutely farcical situation that would suggest
that, Basil McCrea, for example, who is perhaps
the most moderate of Ulster Unionists, would
have more in common with Jim Allister because
they both call themselves unionists than he
could ever have with a member of the SDLP |
thought that we were trying to make this society
work together. By the same token, Declan
O’Loan, the Member who spoke most recently,
would have more in common with a dissident
republican who is trying to bring this place down
than he would ever have with an Ulster Unionist
who is trying to make this place work. Both
those statements are patently untrue, which
shows the fallacy of people continuing to frame
the debate around two communities that are
against each other.

Mr O’Loan: | will not address the Member’s
particular point, which was absurd. However, |
will discuss his broader point. Is he saying, on
behalf of his party, that he is opposed to the
monitoring of employment in terms of Catholic
and Protestant statistics? That is what he was
saying.

Dr Farry: | will come to that point in a minute.
My brief answer is that we fully support the
need for monitoring. However, our approach

to monitoring is no longer fit for purpose in

a diverse society such as Northern Ireland.

One cannot view those things in purely binary
terms. Let us look at what we have in Northern
Ireland. We have a growing number of mixed
marriages and mixed relationships, as well as
the children that result from those relationships.
How on earth will we count those people? Will
we pass them off to the side as aberrations in
this naturally binary society that people have in
mind? What about the ethnic minorities who are
coming in to this society? What about people
coming in from the Republic of Ireland, Great
Britain or elsewhere in Europe? Indeed, what
about those, particularly young people, who are
moving away from traditional notions of identify?
Regardless of whether those figures are borne
out in the 2001 census — just wait until we see
the figures in next year’s census — the Northern
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Ireland Life and Times surveys or other opinion
polls, the evidence is overwhelming.

Whenever we talk about employment
monitoring, the use of the terms “Protestant”
and “Catholic”, or “Roman Catholic”, as is
often used for people from the Catholic faith,
is, in essence, a euphemism for unionist and
nationalist. The use of those terms is about
using religion as a label for political identity.
That, in itself, is often dangerous. People resent
being pigeonholed. They also want the right
to have their identity, even a mixed identity,
valued in the same way that someone from a
Protestant or Catholic background has their
identity valued. That is not just an issue for
those in the cross-community middle; it is for
people right across the spectrum. For example,
there are those who call themselves Christian
but not Protestant — | am not talking about
people from a Catholic background in case
any unionist Members intervene — but who
are labelled as Protestants for this and other
exercises and resent it.

2.15 pm

| accept the need for monitoring and for a
representative workforce. However, given that
our system of monitoring is so flawed that

it is no longer fit for purpose, how on earth

do we know if our workforce is balanced? |
suspect that it is becoming more balanced as
discrimination is eliminated, but we do not have
the methodology that will lead us to the right
conclusions.

Mr G Robinson: | congratulate the Members who
tabled the motion. It addresses two important
points: that people should be given a job on merit;
and that the representation of one community in
the public sector appears to be worsening.

I am a firm believer that the person who gets
the job should get it on merit. | have always
taken that stance and will not move from it;
therefore when | see discriminatory measures
such as 50:50 recruitment to the police, | do
not support them. Measures such as that only
ensure that those from a certain perceived
background have a greater chance of a job,
which may prevent others of equal or greater
ability from a different perceived background
from getting a job. That is not equality; that

is shameful. If we want a good workforce, we
should employ the right people and not the
politically correct ones.

Legislation has ensured that that position
becomes enshrined and acceptable to some
and a source of disgust to others. If legalised
discrimination is acceptable to some when it
suits them, they must question their claim to
be democratic. A person cannot be a democrat
and support discrimination, no matter how it is
dressed up.

The second point that | mentioned was

the continuing under-representation of the
Protestant community in some areas of the
public sector. In 2009, 53% of the workforce

of the Northern Ireland Housing Executive were
Roman Catholic, 33:7% were Protestant and
12-9% were others; that does not reflect the
population as a whole. | also want to point out
an inaccuracy in section 1 of appendix 2 to

the Equality Commission’s monitoring report,
which deals with the composition of individual
specified authorities, but which does not reflect
the figures that | detailed for the Northern
Ireland Housing Executive. The figures are
detailed only as Protestant or Roman Catholic,
with the others figure added to the Protestant
tally. The Equality Commission needs to publish
full and accurate figures and not a figure that
has been made to look better. Having said that,
the Equality Commission is a prime example of
a body in which Protestants are grossly under-
represented.

Other bodies with an uneven distribution of
employment include the Special EU Programmes
Body with 64% Roman Catholic workers; the
Western Education and Library Board, with
64% Roman Catholic workers; the Western
Health and Social Services Board with 73%
Roman Catholic workers; and the Western
Health and Social Care Trust, with 68% Roman
Catholic workers. It is no wonder that some of
those employers are seen as cold places for
Protestant applicants.

If Northern Ireland is to move towards a
peaceful and prosperous future for all,
employment must be based on individual merit.
That will go a long way to stop the exodus of
young Protestants who believe that there is no
future for them in Northern Ireland because of
discriminatory employment practices. | do not
want any discrimination for those seeking a
job, and, because of a deep belief in that, | am
delighted to support the motion.

Ms M Anderson: Go raibh mile maith agat.
Eirfim chun tacaiocht a thabhairt don mholadh
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seo. | support the motion, not because | have
been seduced by it or because | regard it as

a Damascus-type conversion on the part of

its proposers. Rather its context reflects for
me the almost schizophrenic nature of some

in political unionism, and | am sure that there
are those outside the Assembly who would
take a less benign view and regard it simply as
the same old unionist sectarianism. That was
demonstrated when the proposer of the motion
said that that there had been no systematic
discrimination against Catholics — catch
yourself on. The proposers call for recruitment
on the merit principle but, at the same time,
ask for measures to ensure that public sector
recruitment broadly reflects the working-age
population. The simple question must be: which
do the proposers want? Have they arrived, by
accident or perhaps by design, at a position in
which both can be accepted? If they genuinely
supported both proposals, their examples would
not have focused solely on one section of the
community.

In the past, the proposers made a great play
of arguing that the workforces of the Equality
Commission and the Housing Executive, which
is cited in today’s motion, do not reflect the
working-age population. Have the proposers
considered that the workforce in those
organisations reflects the merit principle? | do
not think that they have, because that is not
how they approach such issues generally.

The proposers are guided by the notion that
the proportion of Protestant workers in those
organisations does not reflect their percentage
of the workforce; the DUP spokesperson said
something similar earlier. However, let me

be clear: Sinn Féin is absolutely opposed

to discrimination, no matter where it arises

or against whom it is directed, whether
Protestants, Catholics, men, women or, perhaps
more challengingly for the DUR members of the
lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT)
community, new nationals or ethnic minorities.

The Housing Executive has launched an
affirmative action programme that aims to
increase the number of Protestant applicants.
To that end, its community liaison officer already
works with controlled schools. | welcome the
proposers’ new-found support for affirmative
action, as demonstrated by their call for the
Minister of Finance and Personnel to take
further measures to ensure that public sector
recruitment reflects the working-age population.

However, are they the same people — | believe
that they are — who were the voices against
50:50 recruitment to the PSNI, even though
that process is designed to ensure that its
make-up more broadly reflects the working-age
population?

The motion lacks any mention of the similar
inequalities that exist in the Civil Service. |
acknowledge that the proposer’s comments
bordered on the fact that women and Catholics
are under-represented at senior level, although
he went on to try to dismiss that to some extent
by saying that something was being done to
address that. Across the Civil Service, only
about one third of those at grade 5 and above
are Catholics and a quarter are women. The
figures for people with a disability and for ethnic
minorities are even more scandalous. Therefore,
despite the proposers’ one-sided approach,
support for the motion goes well beyond their
narrow definitions. In voting for the motion, they
will support affirmative action and equality for
opportunity in our society, including the LGBT
community, with which some DUP members
seem to have so much difficulty. Therefore, the
proposers could be hoisted with their own petard.

Mr S Anderson: | support the motion and
commend my colleagues for tabling it. Any
recruitment and promotion process must ensure
that the best person is appointed to the post.
We ought to recruit on the basis of merit and
merit alone; we depart from that principle at our
peril. | accept that, in the past, there were
problems with recruiting enough members of the
Roman Catholic community to the RUC. However,
many factors contributed to that, none more so
than intimidation from within the Roman
Catholic community against their own people.

The pendulum has now swung too far the
other way. In a rush to redress the perceived
imbalance, those in authority have overreacted.
In attempting to address one set of problems,
they have merely created another.

Although it is not named on the motion before
us and does not fall within the remit of the
Finance Minister, | feel that it is only right to
mention the worst example of institutionalised
employment discrimination in Northern Ireland
today. The 50:50 police recruitment policy is
blatantly sectarian and openly discriminates
against people on the sole grounds of their
religion. It is shocking that the very parties that
claim to be the inheritors of the Northern Ireland
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civil rights movement are the loudest supporters
of that religious discrimination in the workplace.
That the policy was conceived in the mind of

an Ulster Unionist — Ken Maginnis — is a truly

sorry fact of history.

Turning to the Civil Service, it must be stated
that the policy of encouraging members of the
Roman Catholic community to apply to the Civil
Service created a feeling of despondency and
despair among Protestants. Many Protestants,
especially Protestant males, wondered whether
there was any point in applying for the Civil
Service, even if they exceeded the necessary
qualifications.

There has also been an imbalance in Civil
Service promotions. Let us not forget that.
After numerous rejections and promotion board
after promotion board, along with the failure
to get satisfactory explanations and feedback,
some Protestant employees simply gave up,
and others left the Civil Service altogether.
Therefore, | was not surprised to note from
the 2008 statistics that there was a fall in
Protestant representation in public sector
employment of 2:4%, while Roman Catholic
representation rose by 0-8%.

In my constituency, | am still approached by
Protestants, mainly male Protestants, who
cannot understand why their applications for
even the most junior posts in the Civil Service
are not successful, even though they meet the
required criteria. Therefore, | ask the Finance
Minister to keep a very close eye on Civil
Service recruitment and promotion.

The motion also calls particular attention to the
Northern Ireland Housing Executive. Historically,
that body has been disgracefully imbalanced
against the Protestant community. For years,
we were told that the problem was being
addressed. We have had an affirmative action
plan in place since 2003, but little has been
delivered. In the first year of the affirmative
action plan, 52-5% of new entrants were
Roman Catholic and 36-6% were Protestant.
The balance tilted slightly towards Protestants
in 2005 but swung away again very markedly

in 2006 and 2007. By 2008, things seemed

to improve, but it was only a flash in the pan.
By 2009, 53-4% of new entrants were Roman
Catholic, 33-7% were Protestants and 12-9%
were non-determined. The Housing Executive’s
reputation is one of being a cold house for

Protestants, and they must put that reputation
to rest once and for all.

| would like to say something briefly about the
Equality Commission. It has failed to regard the
Protestant population and to address many key
concerns about public sector recruitment, and it
must clean up its act in that regard. We face
inevitable budget cuts, and recruitment to the
public service will be reduced drastically. Therefore,
it is imperative that our public service is more
broadly reflective of our working-age population.
We must get it right. | support the motion.

Mr Deputy Speaker: Order. As Question Time
commences at 2.30 pm, | suggest that the
House takes its ease until that time. The debate
will continue after Question Time, when the next
Member to speak will be Mr Tommy Gallagher.

The debate stood suspended.
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Oral Answers to Questions

Office of the First Minister
and deputy First Minister

Integrated Development Fund

1. Mr McClarty asked the First Minister and
deputy First Minister what new work has been
carried out under the integrated development
fund in the last two years. (AQO 239/11)

The deputy First Minister (Mr M McGuinness):
The integrated development fund (IDF) was

an initiative by the Office of the First Minister
and deputy First Minister (OFMDFM) aimed at
building on existing local partnership working to
produce and implement integrated development
strategies for identified local areas. The fund’s
main aim was to address a range of social and
economic issues in selected areas.

During the past two years, new work has

been carried out on three projects for which
integrated development fund support was
approved by us and the Minister of Finance
and Personnel. Details of the projects are

as follows. On 26 November 2008, £1-387
million of IDF funding was approved for the
redevelopment and refurbishment of the First
Derry Presbyterian Church, which cost a total
of £2-27 million. IDF funding provision for that
project was to assist to preserve the built fabric
of the church and to contribute to the tourism
product in Derry city.

On 26 January 2009, £2 million of IDF funding
was approved for the renovation and restoration
of St Columb’s Church of Ireland Cathedral. The
total cost of the project was £2-629 million.
The purpose of IDF funding for that project was
to assist to maximise St Columb’s Cathedral’s
ecclesiastical and tourism potential.

On 5 February 2009, £3-1 million of IDF
funding was approved for the Colin gateway
project. The total cost of the project is

£4-6 million. The project’s aim is to deliver
integrated environmental improvement of
Belfast’s Stewartstown Road and the physical

regeneration of key nodes and linkages along
that road. A key objective of the work is to
enable the creation of a town centre for the
Colin area. The project’s promoter is Lisburn
City Council.

Mr McClarty: | thank the deputy First Minister
for his response. He has suggested that the
integrated development fund is managed by

the economic policy unit in OFMDFM. Will he
indicate whether management of the fund

is planned centrally or is merely reactive to
proposals from other Departments and agencies
in much the same way as the Northern Ireland
Tourist Board operates?

The deputy First Minister: Obviously, the
economic policy unit recognises, as does
OFMDFM, the key role that other Departments
play. Indeed, in many cases, other Departments
are the delivery mechanism for funds that are
made available.

Mr Burns: How much of the budget has been
spent on salaries, consultants or project delivery?

The deputy First Minister: With respect, it
is impossible to give a figure for any of that
offhand. However, | am sure that officials will
write to the Member with that detail.

Mr McElduff: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann
Combhairle. Will the deputy First Minister confirm
that the Department is developing a programme
to tackle disadvantage that is measured by
objective need, which will build on the success
of aspects of the integrated development fund?

The deputy First Minister: Now that work

on IDF funding is winding down, that policy

area is being developed by our officials and

will include consultation with a number of
relevant Departments and other organisations.
Our Department has policy responsibility for
addressing poverty. Our objective is to have
sustainable intervention in areas that suffer
most from poverty and disadvantage. That will
be done at a number of levels by providing
tangible programmes to deal with those

difficult issues. Jobs, community confidence
and positive environments help to underpin
equality and sharing of areas and services. That
programme will, therefore, be developed through
OFMDFM and its partner organisations working
with targeted communities to develop plans

to which all Executive members can respond.
The programme that we hope to develop will

be additional and complementary to those of

113



Monday 11 October 2010

Oral Answers

other Departments. Collectively, we need to
have significant intervention that will tackle
disadvantage, deprivation and poverty in a
strategic way where the impact can be seen, felt
and believed by everyone in the community.

Quangos

2. Mr Savage asked the First Minister and
deputy First Minister to outline any plans
to reduce the number of commissions and
quangos. (AQO 240/11)

11. Mr A Maskey asked the First Minister and
deputy First Minister for their assessment of how
a more efficient use of quangos could reduce
administration costs and ensure that front-line
services are safeguarded. (AQO 249/11)

The deputy First Minister: A Cheann Combhairle,
with your permission, | will answer questions 2
and 11 together.

Publicly funded bodies can and do play an
important role in the delivery of public services.
That said, it is essential that they operate
efficiently and look continuously and creatively
at how best those services can be delivered, so
as to most effectively meet their objectives and
serve the public.

Members will be aware of the Executive’s
establishment of a ministerial Budget review
group, which has commissioned a range of
information to inform its approach to the major
financial challenges that we face. As part of that
work, we will be looking carefully at the scope to
achieve greater efficiencies in our public bodies
and to yield savings without a loss of vital public
services. That will include examining the options
for reductions, amalgamations or greater use

of shared services and shared facilities across
public bodies.

Mr Savage: | thank the deputy First Minister for
his answer. Will the deputy First Minister and his
party enter the real world and accept the fact
that cuts are coming? With that in mind, will he
and the First Minister agree to set up a working
group to see where quangos and commissions
can be culled or amalgamated? We have to

bear in mind that a lot of the chairs of the
committees and quangos receive twice the
salary of any MLA who is sitting here today.

Mr Speaker: | urge the Member to come to his
question.

Mr Savage: The whole thing is wrong.

The deputy First Minister: As many Members
know, | was at the Conservative Party
conference. | spoke at a fringe meeting, when
the new leader of the Ulster Unionist Party

was also in attendance. | read in a newspaper
that the first item on his agenda was what the
Conservative Government are going to do about
the way that the First Minister and deputy First
Minister are elected. | thought that the first item
on his agenda would be the fight against cuts,
but that was not the case. That is being left to
the First Minister and me.

We were supported by other parties over

the weekend. It would be in the interests of
our entire community if all the parties in the
Assembly weighed in behind us at a time

of great discussion and debate around the
possible reneging of an agreement that was
made with all the parties, including the Ulster
Unionist Party, prior to the establishment of
these institutions.

As many Members will know, we have
established a Budget review group. At the
Executive meeting that was convened in
Greenmount College on 6 July 2010, it was
agreed that a ministerial subgroup would be
established to consider a range of strategic
issues relevant to the formulation of Budget
2010. The Budget review group includes the
First Minister, myself, the Finance Minister, the
Employment and Learning Minister, the Social
Development Minister and the Justice Minister.
The review group commissioned the secretary
to the Executive to produce a set of papers

for discussion on key cross-cutting issues,
such as capital investment plans, additional
revenue-raising options, flexibility in respect of
discretionary spend, impact of savings, local
taxes and charges, public sector pay, public
bodies, reduction in bureaucracy, and east-west
and North/South co-operation opportunities.
Since the Greenmount meeting, a considerable
amount of work was commissioned on those
issues across all Departments, and the

Budget review group has held preliminary
discussions on some of the key issues and
has commissioned a range of further work,
which includes bringing forward more developed
proposals on the options for rationalising arm’s-
length bodies or, in other words, quangos.

The Member needs to understand that many of
us are in considerable sympathy with some of
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the points that he has made. As we go forward,
all this will include consideration of options for
reducing the cost base of arm’s-length bodies
through, for example, amalgamation and the
sharing of corporate services. Those issues are
not the holy grail. We are in a difficult economic
situation, and | think that our Executive are
committed to looking seriously at how we can
make further savings.

Mr McDevitt: Does the deputy First Minister
agree with his colleague Martina Anderson
who, on 28 July, said that we are spending

a staggering £9.7 billion in this region on
unelected quangos? She claimed that that
figure is 75% of our total Budget. Does the
deputy First Minister agree that Ms Anderson is
in fact correct that those largely unaccountable
organisations, which, of course, include health
trusts, cannot and should not be sustained?

The deputy First Minister: | always agree

with Martina Anderson. We all know that a
number of different propositions have been
made by a number of Departments about how
we can further make savings and efficiencies
and provide a much leaner, but much more
productive, service for the people we represent.

Dr Farry: Although the rationalisation of
government is very important, does the deputy
First Minister agree that there are even greater
potential savings to be found through tackling
the cost of duplication in a divided society? In
that light, will he clarify his stance on the issue
of shared education?

The deputy First Minister: As a former Minister
of Education, | am a huge supporter of those
families who choose to have their children
educated through the medium of integrated
education, just as | am a keen supporter of
those families who choose a Catholic education
system, the state-controlled education system,
or education through the medium of Irish. | said
when | came into the Department at the very
beginning that we would attempt to provide
choice for all. | recently attended the opening
of the new St Mary’s College on the Northland
Road in Derry, where well over 88% of young
people left with 5 or more GCSEs, and 96% of
those young people left with two A levels or
more. Those are results that would be the envy
of many a grammar school in the North.

Equality Legislation

3. Mr McCarthy asked the First Minister and
deputy First Minister for an outline of any future
plans for equality legislation. (AQO 241/11)

The deputy First Minister: We are considering
the options for legislative reform here. When
we have made a decision, we will outline our
proposals.

Mr McCarthy: My goodness, that was a short
one. | am delighted to see that the deputy First
Minister is now going for short answers.

Given that the Executive have abandoned the
single equality Bill and the Equality Act 2010
has been passed at Westminster, and bearing
in mind that Northern Ireland had been to the
forefront in relation to equality issues, what
are the Executive going to do to close the gap,
and when?

The deputy First Minister: First of all, no
decision has been taken in relation to a single
equality Bill. We continue to keep the broad
spectrum of equality legislation under review,
and the St Andrews working group, which the
junior Ministers chair, is also considering the
issue. The Office of the First Minister and
deputy First Minister is committed to the
principle of equality for all. Work on equality
legislation continues in order to deliver on our
commitments in the Programme for Government,
EU obligations, case law requirements and
emerging issues.

Mr Kennedy: | am grateful for the deputy First
Minister’s earlier replies. Do Ministers have
any proposals for the rationalisation of equality
legislation in light of the saving imperatives
imposed by block grant spending cuts?

The deputy First Minister: All of us in the
House understand that, as we go forward,
everything is under renewed consideration. We
consistently challenge ourselves to see how
we can deliver for the people that we represent
in a very efficient way. We are conscious of our
responsibilities in that regard.

Mr Campbell: Equality legislation should offer
minority communities across Northern Ireland
the hope of fairness and the expectation that an
acknowledgement of their cultural outlook will
be obtained. In that context, does the deputy
First Minister think it is a coincidence that, in
areas where his party has the most electoral
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support, there is hardly a Protestant about the
place?

2.45 pm

The deputy First Minister: | could not accept
that for one minute. It is quite clear that the
party that | represent is absolutely committed to
equality. | have often said that | am not looking
for equality for Catholics, | am looking for
equality for everyone: Catholic, Protestant and
Dissenter.

Mr Leonard: Given the limited scope of

the protection under the Equality Act 2010
compared with the much more comprehensive
section 75 legislation, is he able to assure the
House that any future equality legislation will not
be regressive?

The deputy First Minister: The simple answer
to that is yes. It is important that we recognise
the particular circumstances that apply to the
North. The 1998 Act, which flowed from the
Good Friday Agreement, laid out protections for
a number of groups across our society. The sad
reality was that it was necessary to offer those
protections.

However, we all understand that we are living

in new times; this is a new age. There is a duty
on everybody in government to ensure that
absolutely nobody is discriminated against.
None of us would want to be part of any
institution that discriminated against anybody on
the basis of their religion or all the other issues.
There may be examples of people feeling that
they are being discriminated against, and that
represents a challenge for us that we have to
rise to. If people raise in the House issues of
concern to them, including the issue raised by
the Member for East Derry, it is incumbent on
us all to take that seriously.

Mr P Ramsey: It is reassuring to hear the
deputy First Minister tell us that the single
equality Bill has not been abandoned. Will he
outline the time frame for the Bill, and why there
has been a delay?

The deputy First Minister: | do not need to
explain to the Member why there has been a
delay. He understands quite well. Suffice to
say that it is a work in progress, and | am as
anxious as anybody to get us to a position
where there is a single equality Bill.

Budget 2010-11: Treasury Discussions

4. Ms M Anderson asked the First Minister
and deputy First Minister for an update on

their discussions with the Treasury in London
on the need for a special package to ensure
economic recovery, the development of efficient
and effective public services and to tackle
disadvantage. (AQO 242/11)

5. Mr Hamilton asked the First Minister and
deputy First Minister for an update on their
recent meeting with the Chancellor of the
Exchequer. (AQO 243/11)

6. Mr Ross asked the First Minister and
deputy First Minister for an update on their
meeting with the Chancellor and whether they
can confirm that a significant amount of the
Northern Ireland block grant will be identified
through formulae and not negotiated with the
Treasury. (AQO 244/11)

The deputy First Minister: With your permission,
Mr Speaker, | will answer questions 4, 5 and 6
together.

The First Minister and | met the Chancellor of
the Exchequer, George Osborne, on Tuesday 28
September to discuss the forthcoming Budget
announcement and its potential impact here.
We are particularly concerned at the latest
forecasts, which suggest that the capital budget
will be significantly constrained over the four-
year spending review period, falling by almost
50% in real terms in 2014-15. That is totally
unacceptable to the First Minister and me.

We reminded the Chancellor of the
commitments given by the previous Government
at St Andrews that at least £18 billion over

a 10-year period would be guaranteed. He
undertook to investigate that. Last Thursday,
the First Minister, the Finance Minister and |
joined our counterparts in Scotland and Wales
as co-signatories of a joint declaration calling
on the Westminster Government to reconsider
their approach to the spending review. The
declaration’s key message is our common
concern about the social and economic
consequences of cuts that are too deep and run
the risk of stalling any recovery.

We also met the Deputy Prime Minister,

Nick Clegg, on Thursday and reinforced that
message with him. We are encouraged by his
subsequent commitment to look again at the
level of spending cuts proposed for here. We
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wrote to David Cameron, with the endorsement
of the Executive, reiterating our request for

an urgent meeting on the Budget settlement.
We underlined the cross-party nature of the
agreement with the previous Government

on the financial settlement, which led to the
establishment of these institutions in May 2007.

The First Minister and | are agreed that the
scale of the proposed cuts being speculated

on in the public domain would have a very
damaging impact on our efforts to grow the
economy and protect our most disadvantaged
communities. We asked the British Government
to reconsider the scale of the cuts and to take
account of the particular circumstances here.

We also know how reliant we are on the public
sector here, and that large cuts to the block
grant, through the working of the Barnett
formula, will affect the whole economy, thereby
potentially slowing recovery, rather than
hastening it. We are keen to look at ways in
which we can achieve better value for money in
the delivery of public services, and, at the same
time, continue to support those most in need,
which is critical in the current environment.
The First Minister and | are happy to update
the House on an ongoing basis as the Budget
picture becomes clearer.

Ms M Anderson: Go raibh mile maith agat.

| thank the Minister for that comprehensive
response. What are the Executive doing

to ensure that the most vulnerable and
disadvantaged in our society are protected in
the forthcoming Budget?

The deputy First Minister: Following the
Executive awayday at Greenmount, we made

it clear that one of our priorities would be to
protect our most vulnerable citizens, especially
those at risk of poverty and social exclusion.

In our bids for the forthcoming comprehensive
spending review (CSR), we have sought funding
to target some of our most disadvantaged areas
and for a pilot project to look at the impact of
an increase in earnings disregard. Through the
workings of the Executive subcommittee on
poverty and social inclusion, we have also asked
our officials to undertake work with colleagues
from other Departments to progress priority
actions that will benefit the individuals, groups
and areas in greatest objective need. We are
also developing a child poverty strategy, which
will be laid before the Assembly by 25 March

2011 and will set out the Executive’s plan to
work towards the eradication of child poverty.

Mr Hamilton: The Deputy Prime Minister, Nick
Clegg, seemed confused last week that the
£18 billion capital pledge by the previous
Government was not raised at the meeting with
the Chancellor. Will the deputy First Minister
clear up that confusion by confirming that that
pledge was raised at his and the First Minister’s
meeting with the Chancellor last week?

The deputy First Minister: Yes, | have to say
that | was very surprised when | read in ‘The
Irish News’ that Nick Clegg had raised questions
about whether the First Minister and | had
broached that subject with the Chancellor at our
previous meeting. The fact is, and the minutes
will show, that the issue was raised very forcibly
in the course of that meeting. It is a worrying
development that the Deputy Prime Minister is
not aware of the reality of that engagement.

It was also very significant at that engagement
that the Chancellor, George Osborne, asked the
First Minister and me to furnish him with the
details of the agreements made at St Andrews
and the discussions that followed from that,
which culminated in the meeting that took place
at Downing Street, at which representatives

of all the parties in this House were present.
That was followed by the then Chancellor of

the Exchequer, Gordon Brown, going out to the
front steps of Downing Street and making public
the agreement and the commitments that were
made. He followed that up on 8 May 2007, the
day that lan Paisley and | went into government
together, by lodging in the Houses of Parliament
his ministerial statement confirming the extent
of that package, which includes the guarantee
— and he is the person who used the word
“guarantee” — of £18 billion for our capital
building programme up until 2017. So, there
can be no doubt about it whatsoever. The issue
was raised at the meeting with the Chancellor
and has been raised ever since.

We also took the opportunity when President
Clinton was at the Magee campus, just two
weeks ago, to apprise him of that agreement. He
was on our side in regard to the responsibility
that the coalition Government have to honour
the commitments that were made. | hope that
the coalition Government do not dishonour the
commitments that were made. | hope that, like
the Irish Government, who committed very
substantial funds to infrastructural projects in
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the North and who pledged to honour those
commitments, the coalition Government led by
the Tories will do likewise.

Mr Ross: Does the deputy First Minister agree
that despite opposition from the Ulster Unionist
Party, it can be beneficial for Northern Ireland
to work along with the leaders of the other
devolved institutions within the United Kingdom
in discussions with the Chancellor?

The deputy First Minister: Absolutely. Scotland,
Wales and ourselves are singing from the same
hymn sheet. We all recognise, particularly in our
case because we have not come out of recession,
that there is a very real danger that the approach
being adopted, with cuts that are too deep and
too fast, will plunge us further into recession.
That is a very real danger for our economy.

| have to say that | am taken aback at the lack
of support shown by the Ulster Unionist Party for
our efforts to hold the British Government to the
commitments that they made. Many people who
support the Ulster Unionists must be absolutely
dismayed that, at a time of economic peril for us
and for all the people we represent, one party in
the Assembly is not only not being helpful, but is
being very unhelpful in some of the utterances
that it has made.

Mr K Robinson: | thank the deputy First Minister
for his comments; not the political ones, but the
factual ones. Will he update the House on the
discussions that he had with Government last
week regarding the Presbyterian Mutual Society
(PMS)? What is the position of those talks?

The deputy First Minister: That is a very
important issue. The First Minister and |, along
with the Minister of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment and the Minister of Finance and
Personnel, have been involved in a series of
discussions with the new coalition Government,
specifically with the Treasury, in the company
of Owen Paterson and others. We are very
conscious of the hardships that are being
imposed on ordinary savers in the Presbyterian
Mutual Society, particularly elderly people who
are trying to work out care packages for the
future, as well as their families.

The issue a real concern. We had some initial
hiccups, for want of a better word, in so far as
when we first broached the subject with the new
Administration, they effectively told us that we
had to make a wholly new submission to them,
because they said that they did not have access

to the papers of the previous Administration.
However, we have now done that, and we have
had discussions with them. Recently, a Treasury
Minister met us in Belfast, and another meeting
is due within the next few days.

The new Administration have pledged to
expedite this issue as quickly as possible, and
we have applied huge pressure. Obviously, the
best solution would be if a financial institution
were prepared to take over the PMS but, failing
that, we have plans to try to save as many
people from pain as possible, because they are
undoubtedly suffering at this time.

Mr Speaker: Questions 5 and 6 have been
answered.

Childcare Strategy

7. Mr Lyttle asked the First Minister and deputy
First Minister what progress has been made

in the development of a strategy for childcare
provision. (AQO 245/11)

The deputy First Minister: Mr Speaker, with your
permission, | will ask junior Minister Kelly to
respond to that question.

The junior Minister (Office of the First Minister
and deputy First Minister) (Mr G Kelly): Go
raibh maith agat, a Cheann Combhairle. The
ministerial subcommittee on children and
young people identified childcare as a priority
issue and agreed that a policy and economic
appraisal should be carried out on a range of
strategic options. A paper on the report has now
been prepared for the Executive. It outlines the
appraisal’s key findings and, when the Executive
have had an opportunity to consider the paper,
the next phase of the work on the development
of a childcare strategy will begin. That will
require public consultation. That work will be
carried out in a cross-departmental way, with an
identified lead Department.

We will consult the Committee for the Office
of the First Minister and deputy First Minister
as the work progresses. The report contains
a timetable of actions, and estimates of the
financial implications of those actions. It

is expected that the report will form part of
the evidence base underpinning the public
consultation.

Mr Lyttle: | thank the junior Minister for his
response. Can he give us any idea as to a
timescale for the completion of the process?
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The junior Minister (Mr G Kelly): | suppose the
only answer to that is: as soon as possible.

We have declared this matter a priority. We
know that, especially in the present economic
circumstances, this issue affects most families,
and we will complete it as quickly as possible.

Ms Ni Chuilin: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann
Comhairle. Will the Minister provide an
update on the play policy and associated
implementation plan?

The junior Minister (Mr G Kelly): Following

the publication of the play and leisure policy
statement in December 2008, a cross-

sectoral group has been working to develop an
implementation plan to deliver the key aims and
objectives within it. We have issued a copy of
the draft plan to Ministers and to the OFMDFM
Committee for their views before formal
submission to the Executive for approval later
this month.

3.00 pm

Employment and Learning

NEETs

1. Mr P J Bradley asked the Minister for
Employment and Learning to outline any plans
and targets he has for people not in education,
employment or training. (AQO 253/11)

4. Mr Molloy asked the Minister for Employment
and Learning for an update on his bid to the
Executive regarding the development of a
strategy for people not in education, employment
or training to address the increasing numbers of
young people who are unemployed.

(AQO 256/11)

9. Rev Dr Robert Coulter asked the Minister for
Employment and Learning to outline progress on
the development of a strategy for people not in

education, employment or training. (AQO 261/11)

The Minister for Employment and Learning
(Sir Reg Empey): With your permission,

Mr Speaker, | will take questions 1, 4 and 9
together.

Reducing the number of young people who are

not in education, employment or training (NEET)
is a key priority for those caught in the category,
for all of us economically and socially in Northern

Ireland and for me personally. It is also a key
concern for the Northern Ireland Executive.

In making substantial headway on the issue,

my Department has taken the lead in producing
a scoping study. It is clear from that that the
issues affecting those young people are cross-
departmental and multi-agency in nature. At
their meeting on 22 July, the Executive agreed,
on the back of the findings of the scoping study,
that a cross-departmental mechanism should be
put in place to develop a strategic approach to
tackling the issue.

Developing a cross-departmental mechanism
is crucial, and officials have been seeking
views as to what shape that will take. In doing
so, Department for Employment and Learning
(DEL) senior officials have already met with
counterparts in most of the key Departments:
the Office of the First Minister and deputy

First Minister (OFMDFM), the Department for
Social Development (DSD), the Department of
Justice (DOJ), the Department of Health, Social
Services and Public Safety (DHSSPS), the
Department of Enterprise, Trade and Investment
(DETI), and the Department of Agriculture and
Rural Development (DARD). They also briefed
the Committee for Employment and Learning.

The outcome of all that activity has been very
positive. We are putting together a framework
for the production of a draft strategy, which we
hope to bring forward for consultation early in
the new year. We plan that that strategy will set
the broad direction for more co-ordinated and
effective action for reducing the number of our
young people who have fallen into the NEET
category. Key areas in the strategy are likely to
be the broad themes of information, prevention,
intervention and good practice.

Mr P J Bradley: | thank the Minister for his
answer. Does he acknowledge the contribution
of the voluntary and community sector in
delivering on the needs of people who are not
in employment, training or education? Will he
agree to a formal stakeholders’ forum involving
the community sector and his Department?

The Minister for Employment and Learning:

| am very happy to look at any of the key
stakeholders. The voluntary and community
sector is involved already in delivering a number
of programmes on our behalf. We are very
aware of the role that the third sector can play
because it operates at a local level, has access
to many of the young people and has knowledge
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of their family and personal circumstances.
The Department is always open to ensuring
that there is adequate consultation with the
voluntary and community sector. That sector
plays a very significant part in the delivery of
many of our programmes.

Rev Dr Robert Coulter: Does the Minister agree
that part of the problem is the fact that so many
young people enter further and higher education
with limited abilities in learning and numeracy?
What percentage of young people have to be
retrained when they enter further education?

The Minister for Employment and Learning:
Sadly, the Member has touched on a very
critical point. As the House is probably aware,
in 2008-09, some 82% of young people who
left school at year 12 — that is, at the age of
16 — did not achieve at least five GCSE A-C
grades including both English and Maths. That
represented 7,281 of the 8,879 people who
left school in that year. The most recent labour
force survey estimates that 15,000 people who
are aged between 16 and 19 in Northern Ireland
are not in education, employment or training.
That is about 16% of people in that age group.
Although we compare similarly with England and
Wales and better than Scotland, the point that
the Member makes is that there is a continuous
supply of people coming out of full-time school
education without those basic qualifications or
even the basic grasp of some of the subjects.
Certainly, they do not have proper numeracy
and literacy skills, which is why my Department
has to engage with an essential skills strategy.
As Members will know, it is far more difficult

to deliver those services to young adults at
that age than it is to deal with the problem in
earlier years. That goes to the very heart of the
problems that we face on this issue.

Ms S Ramsey: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann
Comhairle. | thank the Minister for his answers.
It is great that officials are talking to one
another across Departments.

| welcome the Minister’'s and the sector’s
commitment to trying to tackle the issue of
NEETs. If we are to get young people into
education or training, will the Minister give us a
more detailed assessment of where he thinks
NEETs will be this time next year?

The Minister for Employment and Learning:
That is tied up with current economic
circumstances. Although the figures that | gave
are for last year, the economic downturn will

inevitably have some impact on the issue. The
downturn has resulted in an increase in youth
unemployment and hence, in overall terms,

to the number of people not in education,
employment or training. However, it is
important to bear in mind that the situation is
a consequence of global and external factors.
Increasing job opportunities when the economy
improves will address those issues, but the
downturn exacerbates our difficulty. As the
Member pointed out, in the present difficult
economic circumstances, more and more young
people are becoming unemployed.

Sadly, the trend in youth unemployment and in
overall unemployment is still gradually upwards.
As | told the Executive, my office has no evidence
of any cessation of that trend, and | consider
that unemployment will continue to grow this
year and next. That is what we are planning for,
Mr Speaker, and that makes the problem for
those young people worse. However, that does
not relieve the Assembly or any us of our
responsibility for the point made by Rev Robert
Coulter, which was that that does not explain
why so many young people leave the education
system unable to read and write properly. That
is a totally different matter outside economic
circumstances. Nevertheless, economic
circumstances make it more, not less, difficult.

Mr Campbell: The Minister will be aware that
quite a number of people in hard-to-reach
communities are simply not availing themselves
of courses in the various regional colleges. | put
on record my thanks to the staff of the Northern
Regional College for a project that | helped to
launch last week. To ensure that people who
want to volunteer to reach communities that
are not being reached are assisted by flexible
programmes designed to help hard-to-reach
communities, will the Minister look at the
criteria for some of the programmes in regional
colleges?

The Minister for Employment and Learning: |
am happy to look at any such proposals. Indeed,
if the Member has particular suggestions, |
would appreciate his writing to me with them.
There is no doubt that we engage and contract
with people and organisations that specialise

in trying to reach people in marginalised
communities. | am thinking of organisations
such as the Prince’s Trust. Money is provided to
our further education colleges to get to harder-
to-reach learners.
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As | said to Mr Bradley, the voluntary and
community sector also has an important role
to play. What worries me most is that the basic
pool of people not in education, employment

or training is not diminishing to the extent that
we would like, and that is not entirely because
of our economic circumstances. With the
investment that we put into the continuum of
education, the structural failures throughout the
system that leave thousands of young people
without those abilities does no credit to us. We
are no worse than anywhere else in the United
Kingdom; indeed, we are better than most, but
| still say that it is not right. | am happy to take
on board what the Member said and if he cares
to write to me, | will look into it.

DEL: Ministerial Visit to USA

2. Mr P Maskey asked the Minister for
Employment and Learning for an update on his
recent visit to the USA. (AQO 254/11)

The Minister for Employment and Learning:

| made an official visit to New York from 19
September to 24 September 2010 to promote
Northern Ireland’s multi-skilled workforce in
the United States and to encourage greater
educational exchange opportunities between
Northern Ireland’s universities and further
education colleges and those in the US.

My programme of events included meetings with
the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation; the New
York City Council Speaker, Christine Quinn; the
Commissioner of the New York City Department
of Small Business Services, Rob Walsh, who

is responsible for workforce development; and
Loretta Brennan Glucksman from the American
Ireland Fund. | also attended the annual Irish
American Wall Street 50 awards ceremony as a
guest of Declan Kelly, the U S economic envoy
to Northern Ireland, and the Clinton Global
Initiative as a guest of former President Clinton.

Mr P Maskey: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann
Combhairle. | thank the Minister for his answer. |
would be grateful if he would go into more detail
about how his trip will assist people to get back
into employment. Were there any opportunities
to discuss that when he was in America,
because, in the current economic climate, it is
very important that such topics are discussed in
such a forum?

The Minister for Employment and Learning: |
shall deal with two issues that might answer

the Member’s question directly. We had a very
positive meeting with Speaker Christine Quinn
and the City University of New York. Members
may be aware that, last year, | appointed Lidija
Smirnov to represent the interests of the
Department in the Northern Ireland Bureau

in Washington DC. Ms Smirnov reports to the
bureau but works specifically on developing
links between institutions in the United States
and here. We agreed with Speaker Quinn and
the City University of New York that she will take
forward a proposal to develop links with our
universities, and | believe that that is coming.
We agreed in principle that it should happen,
and officials have been appointed to take the
work forward.

| mentioned that | spoke to the Commissioner
of the New York City Department of Small
Business Services, Rob Walsh. We had a very
positive meeting, during which we saw a lot of
the programmes that he and the New York City
Council have followed up. We visited locations
in the city where they operate, and he later put
some very positive responses to our meeting
on his website. Indeed, | am sure that the
Member is familiar with the ‘From the Balcony, A
Publisher’s Blog’ website. If he cares to look at
the entry for Saturday 25 September, he will see
copious notes that describe the “special visit
and dynamic exchange” that we had with the
commissioner. Even in a city like New York, job
creation and dealing with people who are looking
for work is proving to be very difficult. Indeed,
Rob Walsh sent an e-mail round his department
on the day that we met, recommending that

his officials visit my Department’s website. We
believe that we have established good contacts
there, and we will follow up on them.

Although the Americans have some excellent
methods, we were able to bring just as many
good ideas to them. When visiting the United
States or anywhere else, we should not think

of ourselves as underdogs; we can produce
good ideas, we have some excellent further and
higher education people of whom we can be
proud, and we have some excellent job-creation
opportunities and processes. | am hopeful that
the visit will result in positive outcomes. At the
very least, a formal institutional link has been
established between one of our universities and
the City University of New York.

Mr Beggs: Given our historic connections, mutual
values and the potential for investment, does
the Minister agree that Ministers and Departments
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should lobby robustly in the United States to
bring investment and jobs to Northern Ireland?

The Minister for Employment and Learning:

| omitted to say that | visited the Titanic
exhibition that was held in Grand Central
Terminal, at which people from Tourism Ireland
were promoting Northern Ireland tourism.

3.15 pm

Indeed, | was very proud to see Belfast and
other parts of Northern Ireland represented
in that great cathedral of a station. There
was live music and a mock-up of the Titanic,
and Northern Ireland was being promoted as
a destination. | think that tourism is one of
the ways through which economic growth can
be delivered. We have shown that we have a
saleable product, and we now have a direct
air link between Belfast and Newark, which is
adjacent to New York. There is every reason to
believe that we should grow those links.

The Member referred to what might be called
diaspora issues. | note that Invest Northern
Ireland and the two universities have appointed
a representative to promote those issues.

That person took office on 1 October as a
diaspora co-ordinator, as it were. | think that the
combination of that work and the work that we
are doing with Invest NI and other Departments
will prove fruitful. | should point out that other
regions of Europe would give their right arm for
the entrée into some of the places of business
and government in the United States to which
we have gained access.

Universities: Accessibility

3. Mr McDevitt asked the Minister for
Employment and Learning, in light of the current
considerations on funding for universities, if

he can provide an assurance that university
education will continue to be accessible

and affordable to people from all economic
backgrounds. (AQO 255/11)

The Minister for Employment and Learning:
Since 2000, my Department has been
addressing the issue of fair access to higher
education through a number of policy initiatives
and a range of specific funding mechanisms.
With almost 50% of 18-year-olds leaving school
going to university, Northern Ireland now has
the highest participation rate of university
students of any area of the United Kingdom.

In 2008-09, when that rate was at 41-7%, we

had the highest participation rate of students
from disadvantaged backgrounds and economic
classes 4 to 7. That compares with 32.4% in
England and 28.2% in Scotland.

The existing fees regime has, so far, not
impacted adversely on our participation rates.
Nevertheless, there remain some stubborn
pockets of under-representation in sections of
the population. That is why my Department is
leading the development of a new integrated
regional strategy for widening participation

in higher education. Fair access to higher
education is an economic, as well as a social,
equality imperative. The implementation of the
new Widening Participation strategy will be a key
element in ensuring that university education
will continue to be accessible and affordable to
people from all economic backgrounds.

Mr McDevitt: Does the Minister agree that
access to university should be based solely on
one’s ability to learn and never on one’s ability
to pay? Will he assure the House that there will
be no increase in university fees in this region
in the months and years ahead and that student
loans will remain available and affordable at
rates that young workers pay back?

The Minister for Employment and Learning:

In answer to the Member’s first point, | believe
that, in these islands, we have an unbeatable
record in participation rates in higher education
of people from socially disadvantaged
backgrounds. No one has achieved what we
have achieved. One of the reasons for that

is that we have set out, as a fundamental
policy objective, to achieve something. Indeed,
one section of my Department is devoted to
precisely that.

However, even though we have those high rates,
| did not feel that all aspects of disadvantage
had been addressed, and stubborn pockets of
under-representation remain. | had a discussion
with the lead official less than two weeks ago
about that issue, and we have work to do. Indeed,
the Widening Participation strategy document
will be made available shortly to Members.

The Member knows that it is my intention

to make a statement on fees to the House
tomorrow morning. If he was trying to get in
early and anticipate that statement, | am afraid
that he will have to leave it. We will return

to that issue tomorrow, and we will return
specifically to the outcome of the Browne review,
which has been widely trailed. However, the
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detail of that review will not be available until
tomorrow. Our ability to respond in Northern
Ireland depends on a range of issues, including
what Revenue and Customs is prepared to do.
That will have a big impact on the repayment of
loans. It has indicated heretofore that it is not
prepared to single us out and to treat taxpayers
here differently from those in other parts of the
UK. We will return to those issues tomorrow
and, | suspect, in the days ahead. However, |
may be wrong about that.

Mr Bell: The Minister correctly outlined that
Northern Ireland led the way for the United
Kingdom in ensuring that children from
working-class backgrounds, such as me, got
to university. Without pre-empting tomorrow’s
statement, is it not important that we maintain
a balanced approach whereby our universities
can remain competitive but, at the same
time, ensure that we have a richly educated
population as opposed to reverting to the old
days of the educated rich?

The Minister for Employment and Learning: |
agree entirely with the Member. That is my
personal view. | also draw Members’ attention
to a fact that sometimes gets lost in the
debate: in the past five years, my Department
significantly increased its funding to universities
by 21%. Since fees were introduced, all of the
resulting income, a combined total of £80
million a year, has gone directly to the two
universities. On top of that, the universities have
successfully and properly increased the flow of
cash from the private sector and philanthropic
sources. Therefore, higher education has been
treated extremely favourably in Northern Ireland
and rightly so. Indeed, it is our intention to
ensure that our universities remain competitive.
However, there is no point in having universities
if people cannot get into and benefit from them.
My general approach is that which the Member
set out.

Mr B McCrea: The Minister mentioned that he
had talked to a lead official about the existing
programmes to widen participation in higher
education. Perhaps he would comment on the
impact of those programmes and outline what
might be done in future.

The Minister for Employment and Learning:
The general picture is positive, but there are
some negatives. The pattern is that university
students from socially and economically
deprived backgrounds tend to have higher

dropout rates than those from other
backgrounds. We are raising that issue with

the universities. It is my understanding that we
provide the universities with specific funding to
help them to deal with that problem. However,

| have been somewhat disappointed that the
dropout rates have not fallen to a greater
extent. If those rates do not start to come down,
we may, as part of future arrangements, have to
introduce penalties.

Some issues remain outstanding. Certain
pockets of people in the community do not
avail themselves of higher education. In the
coming months, the widening access strategy
will address those groups. Although we have a
good record and much to be proud of, there is
unfinished business.

Ms Lo: Without probing too much on the
Minister’s statement tomorrow, | want to ask
him about the review that he commissioned,
namely Joanne Stuart’s review on tuition fees,
which has still not been published. Does

he intend to publish that shortly, and will he
reconcile its findings with the imminent report
from Lord Browne?

The Minister for Employment and Learning: Yes.
The report will be published shortly, whether
that is tomorrow or in a few days. There are
some logistical issues, but it will be published
very shortly. There will be differences between
the two reports, but we must remember that
university funding is a devolved matter. We must
look at the circumstances in Northern Ireland.
The Executive will have to prioritise resources,
and my Department can spend resources only if
it receives them. As the Member knows, there
are other competing demands, such as health,
education, and so forth.

We must also remember that the Stuart review
was completed in the spring before the worst of
what happened became apparent. Therefore,
there will be differences. However, the Assembly
must determine its priorities. That is what
devolution is about, and we will collectively have
to put our money where our mouth is. If we want
to go ahead with one option, we will have to say
that we do not want something else, or vice versa.

We will have that debate, and | hope that we will
start it tomorrow when we see the details in the
Browne review. As | said to the Chairperson of
the Committee, we will make the Stuart report
available as soon as possible.
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DEL: Budget

5. Mr Gardiner asked the Minister for Employment
and Learning if he will seek to protect the
economy-facing aspects of his Department in
the forthcoming public expenditure round.

(AQO 257/11)

10. Dr McDonnell asked the Minister for
Employment and Learning for his assessment
of the potential impact of any future cuts on
his Department’s various business support
programmes. (AQO 262/11)

15. Mr McClarty asked the Minister for
Employment and Learning for his assessment of
the importance of the Assured Skills programme
in attracting foreign direct investment.

(AQO 267/11)

The Minister for Employment and Learning:
With your permission, Mr Speaker, | will answer
questions 5, 10 and 15 together.

Growing the economy is the central plank

of the Programme for Government, and my
Department’s work in supporting local business
is critical to the success of our economic
strategy. | recognise fully the value of the
economy-facing aspects of the work that is
being done by my Department, and | wish to
protect and, ideally, expand that work over the
Budget 2010 period. However, that decision
is dependent on the future resources that are
made available to DEL from the Assembly.

The number one priority is growing a dynamic
economy, and DEL is responsible for a range

of measures associated with alleviating the
harsher effects of the economic downturn.
Clearly, any reduction of the skills budget will
have an adverse impact on the Executive’s
response to the downturn. | continue to
prioritise that work through the funding of
important programmes such as that of providing
qualifications in business improvement
techniques to local manufacturing and
management and leadership courses. Since
2009, departmental funding has enabled

over 1,400 individual managers and over 300
companies to improve their leadership and
management practice, and the feedback to date
has been extremely positive.

Mr Gardiner: To what extent is investment in
skills essential if Northern Ireland is to emerge
from the recession?

The Minister for Employment and Learning: It is
absolutely critical and essential. Another example
of our work is a programme called Assured Skills,
which we hope to have completed and ready for
next week’s economic conference in the United
States on which we have been working closely
with the Department of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment and Invest NI. Yes — shock, horror
— we do work together from time to time. We
have been working closely on those matters and
have taken a joined-up approach.

It is clear from talking to any potential
indigenous or inward investor that the skills
agenda will be the main issue in the future.
As Members will probably be aware, the ability
of Invest NI to deliver selective financial
assistance will be on a diminishing scale from
now on due to European regulations, so there
will be fewer opportunities for Invest NI to give
the employment and capital grants that it used
to give in the past. Therefore, skills will be the
future in determining whether we attract and
encourage future investment.

Dr McDonnell: | thank the Minister for his answers
so far. He said that he has had discussions in
which he has co-operated fully with DETI. What
discussions has he had about the various
business development programmes that are being
run in parallel and delivered by the Department
for Employment and Learning and DETI?

The Minister for Employment and Learning:
Officials meet regularly and work those
things out together. There is a much closer
working relationship in dealing with individual
companies. As the Member may be aware, last
week, | attended a meeting with a significant
potential investor. Both Minister Foster and

| were present, as were officials from my
Department, Invest NI and DETI. That heralds
a new approach, which | know the Member
will support.

At the end of the day, we are a small place, and,
when we deal with those investors, they are not
interested in meeting a plethora of Departments
and organisations. They want to talk to people
who can deliver what they want. As the Member
will also be aware, we are happy to do bespoke
training for individual companies should that

be necessary. Knowing his approach to such
matters as | do, | am satisfied that what is now
happening will meet fully with his support and
approval.
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Private Members’ Business

Public Sector Recruitment
Debate resumed on motion:

That this Assembly notes the importance of
ensuring that public sector recruitment is based

on the merit principle; acknowledges that there

are still areas of the public sector where under-
representation of certain communities appears to
be worsening; further notes the ongoing problems
associated with recruitment to the Northern Ireland
Housing Executive; and calls on the Minister of
Finance and Personnel to take further measures to
ensure that recruitment in the public sector is more
broadly reflective of the working-age population. —
[Mr Campbell.]

Mr Gallagher: | want to say at the outset that
the SDLP welcomes this debate. As one of our
Members who spoke previously said, we believe
very much in the principle that the person best
qualified for a post should be appointed, and
that goes for all employees.

Earlier, Dr Farry said that this was the same
old debate and that the two sides of the House
were just quoting statistics to each other. For
those of us from the nationalist community,

it is not that simple. | do not want to rake up
everything from the past, but facts are facts.
[Interruption.]

Mr Speaker: Order. Allow the Member to
continue.

Mr Gallagher: In the past, there were serious
abuses in relation to the appointment of
Catholics. Much has been done to correct that,
but it is still a work in progress, and concerns
remain among the nationalist community about
employment issues.

As | said, | welcome the debate. | note that this
is not the first time that Gregory Campbell has
brought a motion to the House that has provided
us the opportunity to discuss equality issues. |
refer particularly to a motion about Civil Service
recruitment that Mr Campbell brought forward
on 21 September 2009. That motion stressed
the need for action to be taken so that those
from all community backgrounds could have
confidence in the recruitment process. | am
sure that nobody in the House disagrees with
that sentiment. However, during that debate,

there was a division on an SDLP amendment
that the House subsequently did not accept.
Our amendment drew attention to the need to
sustain and progress the achievements that had
been made to address the historic imbalances
throughout the Civil Service workforce. |

said something about that earlier. The SDLP
amendment also recognised the continued need
for a specific focus on encouraging religious
and gender equality and ethnic diversity in the
Civil Service and beyond and, importantly, in

the Senior Civil Service. Therefore, Mr Campbell
might reflect on whether it would have been
better to support the SDLP amendment in

that debate some 13 months ago, rather than
putting forward the motion today.

However, as | said, today’s debate is welcome
and so is the fact that it is a wider debate

that covers the whole of the public sector.
OFMDFM'’s ‘Public Appointments Annual Report
2008/2009’ from the central appointments
unit contained a table outlining the total
percentage of chairpersons appointed by
gender, remuneration and community up to
March 2009. It is noteworthy that of the senior
appointments, only 31% of those appointed
were Catholic and only 19% were female.
Bearing that in mind, | echo Mr Campbell’s call
to the Minister of Finance and Personnel to take
further steps to ensure that recruitment in the
public sector is more broadly reflective of the
working-age population. Perhaps Mr Campbell
and Lord Morrow, whose names are attached to
the motion, would like to join me in taking that
scrutiny a stage further and widening the debate
to employment right across Northern Ireland.

In 2006, the Committee on the Administration
of Justice produced a report entitled ‘Equality
in Northern Ireland: the rhetoric and the reality’.
[Interruption.]

Mr Speaker: Order. Allow the Member to continue.

Mr Gallagher: That was long before the current
downturn —

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

Mr Gallagher: To finish, | encourage Mr
Campbell to revisit the Good Friday Agreement
and to ensure that what is laid down there is
put into practice.

Mr McKay: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann
Combhairle. | am in favour of the motion,
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although | do not agree with everything that the
proposers have said so far.

With regard to statements that there was not
systematic discrimination against Catholics in
this state and this community, of course there
was. Some of us have to wake up to that reality.
We have to learn from the mistakes of the past.
Those mistakes and those policies should

not be repeated against any section of the
community ever again.

Mr Campbell: They are.

Mr McKay: Things are moving on, and if you listen
a wee minute, Gregory, | will explain the point.

From 2001 to 2008, the Catholic composition
of the Six-County workforce increased by 4-9%
from 40-3% to 45-2%. By comparison, the
Protestant composition at 2008 was 54:8%.
The 2007 labour force survey (LFS) religion
report estimated that the Catholic share of

the economically active lies between 44-1%
and 47-7%. Various factors that caused those
demographic changes need to be taken into
account. The Member for East Antrim Roy Beggs
referred to the high level of Protestant workers
retiring at one end of the scale, and that is an
issue in the Housing Executive. At the other
end of the scale, there is a higher proportion of
Catholics coming through at working age, which
has led to much of the demographical change.

Affirmative action is needed to create a level
playing field, and public bodies and, especially,
private sector companies should adopt those
where necessary. We need to look beyond
total compositional figures as representation
at different levels and grades of organisations
needs to be addressed in certain sectors. My
party colleague Martina Anderson referred to
the Civil Service and the fact that at grade 5
and above, a third was Catholic and a quarter
was women. Those are glaring statistics.

A 2008 monitoring report outlined a number

of clear figures. My constituency colleague
Declan O’Loan referred to the Fire and Rescue
Service board, which has a significant workforce
of 2,119, with 61-6% Protestant and 38:4%
Catholic. The proposer of the motion referred to
the Housing Executive, which is 59-9% Catholic
and 46-1% Protestant. NI Railways is 69-6%
Protestant and 30-4% Catholic. There needs

to be affirmative action, not just from large
employers in the public sector but from the

private sector. Inequalities of any scale need to
be acted on across the board.

Employment monitoring is important, and we
must ensure that we act on any information
that shows that people are overlooked for jobs
because of race, religion, sexual orientation,
gender, age, disability or political opinion. It is
also important to take into account the figures
for those who are economically inactive and who
want and seek work. Last year, an LFS report
highlighted the fact that there were still twice as
many Catholics — 31,000 — than there were
Protestants who were economically inactive and
who wanted work.

Significant shifts are also taking place in
communities. We should take cognisance of the
fact that working-class Protestants are becoming
more vulnerable to unemployment because of
the demise of many of the traditional industries
that employed them. Although inequalities
between Protestants and Catholics are narrowing,
we are witnessing a high proportion of people
from across society being left behind, and that
is borne out by the large number of unemployed
and economically inactive people in communities
of highest deprivation.

To conclude, | agree that there are still areas

of the public sector where under-representation
of communities needs to be fundamentally
addressed. We want to see a balanced
workforce, and we want to ensure that the
progress that we have seen in addressing those
inequalities in employment is built on further.
Equality, of course, does not threaten anybody.

Mr Bell: The reality of Northern Ireland in the
twenty-first century is that if Protestants were
to stand accused of having genuine equality
in recruitment, there would not be enough
evidence to convict them. The record is clear
and quite shameful: in matters of recruitment,
which the SDLP and Sinn Féin have skirted
around, the balance against the Protestant
community is clear and present, and it is a
danger to employment relations. That is why
change is necessary now.

Some Members from Sinn Féin and the SDLP
quoted figures and talked about discrimination.
Of course, they did not mention the flood of
emigrants who crossed into Northern Ireland
from the Republic of Ireland in the decades after
it came into existence from the 1920s. Those
figures were ignored. With respect, | will never
take lectures from Sinn Féin on discrimination
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when that party has yet to apologise for the
republican movement taking a single mother
of 10, stripping her, torturing her, murdering
her and leaving her on the side. That is the big
discrimination question that that party has yet
to tackle.

The reality is that even the bodies in Northern
Ireland that are tasked with the promotion of
human rights and equality — the Equality
Commission and the Northern Ireland Human
Rights Commission — cannot advocate their
current practice or stand as exemplars of good
practice to the Protestant community. Indeed, |
raised that issue when | was a member of the
Northern Ireland Human Rights Commission. In
those respects, it is a case of, “Physician, heal
thyself.”

Mr O’Loan: The Equality Commission compiled
the figures that we are debating. Does the
Member agree that that body is the first and
only employer in Northern Ireland to offer free
and independent training to Protestant applicants
to increase their likelihood of obtaining jobs with
the commission, and that that is a very significant
form of affirmative action? Does he not consider
that the negativity of his party towards the Equality
Commission, which is reflected in his speech,
may disincline members of the Protestant
community to seek employment with it?

Mr Bell: | always welcome an intervention from
“himself” O’Loan. However, he skirted around
the fact that, although the Equality Commission
may be putting on a good training programme
— fair play to it if it is — the reality is that that
is not working in its own organisation. That is
the elephant in the room. It is not working for
the Equality Commission or the Human Rights
Commission, and the Protestant community is
being disadvantaged. However, that is going to
change and | welcome the fact that there was
cross-community support for that change today.
Members have got to get it. The figures are
clear on the Housing Executive, with 36:6% of
the workforce from the Protestant community
in 2004, and 33:7% in 2009. What part of
discrimination against Protestants do they not
understand? They must get it.

As for the police, the shameful 50:50
recruitment process that was brought in by Ken
Maginnis of the Ulster Unionist Party was wrong
when that party brought it in, it is wrong today,
and it will be wrong every day until 2011. Mr
O’Loan argued that negative comments stop

people joining the Equality Commission, yet
those negative comments were not applied

to the police. The 50:50 requirement is a
systematic bar, because it says to young men
and women, some of whom are constituents of
mine in Strangford, that they have the ability,
the skill set, the education, the physical fitness
and everything that is necessary to be excellent
police officers in our society, bar the fact that
they are Protestants. That is the shame that
Members from the Ulster Unionist Party, which
brought it in, and Members from the SDLP and
Sinn Féin, which ensured that it was kept in, will
have to live with.

Mr Beggs: Will the Member give way?

Mr Bell: | am sorry —

Mr Beggs: Lies, lies, lies.

Mr Bell: | am sorry — [Interruption.]

Mr Speaker: Order. Allow the Member to continue.

Mr Bell: | will not give way, because the Ulster
Unionists have given enough away. [Interruption.]

Mr Speaker: Order.

3.45 pm

The Minister of Finance and Personnel: On a
point of order, Mr Speaker. If | heard the Member
for East Antrim right, he accused the Member
for Strangford of being a liar; not once, but four
times. Perhaps he should be asked to withdraw
that remark before proceedings continue.

Mr Speaker: | was not exactly listening to the
Member, but | ask him to reflect on what he said.

Mr Beggs: | will reflect on what | said. If the
record is examined closely, the Ulster Unionist
Party’s view was very clear, and — [Interruption.]

Mr Speaker: Order. | ask the Member to take
his seat. That is not what | asked the Member
to do; | asked him to reflect on a comment that
he made earlier.

Mr Beggs: Reflecting parliamentary language,
the Member is being extremely diplomatic with
the truth.

Mr Speaker: Order. Let me read the Hansard
report and come back either to the Member
directly or to the House on exactly what was
said. | ask the Member to continue.
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Mr Beggs: | am happy to withdraw what | said,
but | indicate clearly that the Member is being
extremely diplomatic with the truth. In saying
what | am saying, | am reflecting parliamentary
language.

Mr Bell: | accept the Member’s withdrawal.
Unfortunately, | cannot withdraw what Ken
Maginnis did to numerous Protestants in

my community, who were systematically
discriminated against by the 50:50 recruitment
policy. It is not undiplomatic to say that that was
wrong when Ken Maginnis introduced it and that
it will be wrong every day until 2011.

We are not talking in the past tense — oh that
we were reflecting on an historical base. The
motion is worded in the present tense, which
makes the situation all the more shameful. We
are reflecting on 20,000 posts in the general
grades of the Civil Service that are not reflective
of the Protestant population of Northern Ireland.
That fact should leave many people not only with
significant questions about the reasons for the
under-representation of Protestants in the Civil
Service but about what will be done about it.

In supporting the motion, we must change
employment patterns in Northern Ireland.

Mr Speaker: The Member’s time is up.

Mr Bell: In the Housing Executive and the Civil
Service, all members are equal, but, for
Protestants, some seem more equal than others.

Ms J McCann: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann
Combhairle. | wish that | could say that | am
delighted to take part in the debate. However —

Lord Morrow: [Interruption.]
Mr Speaker: Order.

Ms J McCann: From what | have heard so far,
| have to say that | do not understand what
exactly we are debating.

As in any working sector, recruitment to the
public sector should be made on merit. However,
when a sector is not representative of the
society or community that it comes from, there
can be times when affirmative action should

be taken to ensure that people’s equality of
access to, and opportunities for, employment
are adhered to.

| have listened to statistics being quoted
back and forward, but we must look at the
Civil Service equality statistics, which were

published in January. They show that there

is a higher percentage of women in the full-
time workforce — 60-8% — but a very low
representation at more senior levels of the

Civil Service. The statistics show in black and
white that there is a similar pattern for those
from particular community backgrounds. The
Catholic community is represented less at the
higher level than at lower grades, but | have not
heard anyone from the DUP complain about that
discrimination.

Family considerations must be taken into account
in promotions to higher grades, because women
find it difficult in that respect. We should argue
for workplaces in the Civil Service and the public
service to be made more accessible for women;
they should be able to work nearer to home, for
instance, given the shared work space.

We should be talking about new ways of thinking
about work and about how to incorporate

family life. We should be debating equality for
everybody. If discrimination exists anywhere, it
should be challenged. | do not think that anyone
argues against that, but discrimination must

be challenged in a balanced and even way. The
sectarian remarks from the party opposite do no
justice to that principle.

The public sector can show leadership on the
issue. We must also look at discrimination
against people with disabilities or from ethnic
minorities. We must consider the issue in a
rounded way, not in a purely sectarian manner.

As my party colleagues and other Members
said, we want recruitment in the public sector to
reflect the working-age population to a greater
extent, but that does not go far enough. As my
colleague Daithi McKay said, we must also look
at people who are economically inactive.

As | was listening to Question Time before

| came into the Chamber, | heard that high
levels of young people still leave school with
no academic qualifications, without which it is
difficult to get into the public sector. Therefore,
perhaps we should make it easier for young
people from disadvantaged backgrounds, for
instance, to be recruited to the public sector.

| would rather that we were having a

more holistic debate on equality and not
concentrating on one area. We should be
looking at equality for people with and without
disabilities, equality for people from ethnic
minorities and gender equality. Inroads have
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been made here, but people must remember
that equality is for everyone, not just for one
section of the community.

Mr Speaker: Before | call the Minister, | ask
Members once again to temper their language,
please. Some of the debate falls far short of
good standards in the Assembly.

The Minister of Finance and Personnel: | hope
that that is not a warning to me, Mr Speaker. |

do not know where the standard will go when |

start participating.

I will make a few observations on the debate.
First, my views on the bloated equality industry
in Northern Ireland are well known, and | hope
that one possible outcome of the unfortunate
financial circumstances that we will face over
the next number of years is that we will look
more closely at all the apparatus that has been
put in place.

The debate illustrated some of the points that |
want to make. Members threw figures backward
and forward across the Chamber this afternoon,
but all that information comes at a cost. It might
be said that such information is worthwhile if it
helps to identify the problem, satisfy people that
the problem is being addressed and sort out the
problem. However, the truth of the matter is that
people are selective. As we have seen today,
people choose the bits of information that they
like, ignore the bits that they do not like, and, in
the meantime, the public purse bears the cost.

Every year, equality monitoring in my Department
alone costs £200,000. Do not forget that equality
monitoring extends across all Departments, the
Equality Commission and all the other bodies
that go with it. The first question that people must
ask themselves is whether that is how they wish
to spend resources in times of economic
austerity. Is that the priority that we should set,
especially as it is clear that people on that side
of the House or this side of the House will not
be satisfied? My first observation, therefore, is
that all the figures of the day will not necessarily
address the problem.

My second observation is this; | agree with the
first part of the motion. It is important that public
sector recruitment, and, indeed, recruitment in
any sector, is based solely on the merit principle.
| am advised by officials every day. People come
and give me papers, information, et cetera. | do
not really give a toss which church they go to on
a Sunday. However, | am concerned about

whether they give me sound advice and the
information that | want and whether they
understand the issues that are involved in the
Department. Their religion is immaterial to me. |
want quality advice from people who can do the
job, who are enthusiastic, and who will serve the
Department well. As far as | am concerned,
those are the only qualifications that count. If
we concentrate on those, much of what
Members have mentioned in the debate
becomes less important.

Let us have a reality check. If there is imbalance
in some Departments, which has been oft-
quoted in the debate, the only way to solve it
is, usually, to recruit more people or wait until
vacancies arise. People cannot be sacked
because there are too many Catholics or

too many Protestants. Some Departments
already have recruitment freezes, and during
the next number of years, there will not be
the opportunity to recruit, let alone recruit on
the basis of trying to resolve some perceived
imbalance or discrimination. In fact, in one or
two years’ time, the Assembly might be happy
that there is any recruitment, full stop, rather
than dwelling on the group from which people
are recruited.

My third observation is that my Department

is not, of course, responsible for all the
recruitment mentioned in the motion. By the
way, that is not a Pontius Pilate act of mine.

| suggest to the proposer of the motion that

if he is deeply concerned about the Northern
Ireland Housing Executive, perhaps, the Minister
for Social Development would love to come to
the Dispatch Box to talk about that issue at
some stage. As we are aware, the Minister for
Social Development is extremely concerned
about imbalances. | served alongside him on
the Policing Board, when he waxed lyrical about
imbalance in the Police Service and what should
be done about it. | am sure that he will bring the
same vigour and determination to the job of the
Housing Executive. It would be useful to get his
reaction on that.

Let me deal with the Department of Finance and
Personnel. Like all public sector organisations,
my Department has a duty, which it fulfils and
which costs it a fair amount of money every
year, to monitor and carry out regular reviews of
the workforce and submit annual returns to the
Equality Commission under the Fair Employment
and Treatment (Northern Ireland) Order 1998.
My Department must review its employment
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practices and policies, and, where it finds a lack
of fair participation or imbalance, it is required
to take steps to address the problem.

The Department usually does that — and
here is the irony — through discussion with
the Equality Commission. Mr Speaker, you will
realise the difficulty that that causes because
| must point out that that is the same Equality
Commission whose Protestant employment was
43-4% in 2001, when the Protestant make-up
of the workforce was 56-7%. Eight years later,
startlingly good progress had been made: the
Protestant composition of the body to which
my Department is required to submit returns
and to enter into discussion with to deal with
recruitment imbalance had fallen to 34-8%.

Mr Speaker, you will see the difficulty that we
face. We go to a body for advice on how we
might deal with those imbalances, but, since it
cannot sort out its own house, its advice might
be rather suspect. How on earth can we go to it
for advice to get our house sorted out? That is
one of the ironies. We all know that employment
practices, politics and all of that kind of thing in
Northern Ireland are peppered with ironies, and
that is another example of such ironies.

4.00 pm

| know that Mr O’Loan would say that it is like
that because of the attitudes of people such as
me. That is the point that he has made. That

is despite the fact that, over the years, when
the SDLP was trailing the name of the RUC and
the police through the mud, he never thought
that that may have contributed to Catholics not
wanting to join the police. There was always
some other reason for that reluctance. However,
| digress, and | do not want to get down that
route. | was trying to provoke him into an
intervention, but he has not been provoked.
Pardon me, he has; very good.

Mr O’Loan: There is a phrase about giving a
person enough rope to hang themselves. | did
not intervene earlier because | wanted to hear
what the Minister would say. He has conveyed
the tone of his speech at some length now.
Although there is an amount of levity about what
we say, | am shocked to listen to an Executive
Minister speaking in the terms in which this
Minister is speaking. He talks about a bloated
equality industry. By saying that all the figures
of the day do not address the problem, he is
rejecting the mechanisms that we have used
— the mechanisms of fair employment law and

the monitoring of workforces. He says that, in
the future, we might be happy to be recruiting

at all and not be concerned about such issues
as the merit principle in employment practice.
He is telling us that the advice of the Equality
Commission, which is a body established under
statute, is rather suspect. For a Minister of

the Executive to be saying those things is very
serious and should cause considerable concern.

Mr Speaker: Order. The Minister gave way. |
have continually said in the House that the good
practice of interventions is that they should be
sharp, short and to the point.

The Minister of Finance and Personnel: | regret
doing that; | will not do that again. That was not
an intervention; it was a speech. Despite all of
the reservations that | have about the bloated
equality industry in Northern Ireland — | repeat
that phrase, because | do not feel ashamed

in any way about saying it — and about the
ability of the Equality Commission or any other
commission to sort out the imbalances that
exist, recruitment in the Civil Service is broadly
reflective of the working population. People

will seek out imbalances. Do not forget that so
far in this debate, once people have accepted
that a balance has been struck in one place,
they have looked for an imbalance somewhere
else, because they have to find some reason to
complain about equality issues.

The Northern Ireland Civil Service, which is the
only part for which | can answer, is a big
recruiter. In 2008, we recruited 1,913 people.
That recruitment was broadly reflective of the
working population. Some 53-1% of those
recruited were Protestant and 46-9% were
Catholic. Overall, 55% of those employed by the
Northern Ireland Civil Service are Protestant and
45% are Catholic. That, again, is broadly
reflective of the population. The numbers at the
top end are fairly reflective as well. Some 55%
of those in grade 5 positions and above are
Protestant. | hope that those figures show that
the Northern Ireland Civil Service broadly
reflects what happens in the general population.
| do not know whether it is deliberate or
accidental or whether, given the size of our
workforce, we can be broadly reflective in that way.

The one thing that | would resist is if | thought
that figures and recruitment were being
manipulated to reach an artificial balance; |
would be the first to condemn that. Although we

130



Monday 11 October 2010

Private Members’ Business: Public Sector Recruitment

have such figures, | hope that they are purely

reflective of a policy that recruits people on merit.

The debate has shown that even genuine
concerns can lead to one side accusing the
other. Mitchel McLaughlin spoke about how Sinn
Féin broadly supports the motion, and then we
got a tirade about the past. In fact, every Sinn
Féin Member gave us that. It is an opportunity
for the most oppressed people ever (MOPES)

to wash their linen in public. They refer to the
discrimination of the past. Mr O’Loan started by
saying that the public sector is broadly reflective
and then gave us a list the length of your arm of
areas where it is not broadly reflective. That is
the problem with a debate like this.

As far as the Northern Ireland Civil Service

— and my responsibility as Minister — is
concerned, | hope that | have made it clear
today that the one piece of guidance that |
would offer every recruitment exercise is that
when people come forward they should not be
judged on their religion, colour, or background
but on whether they can fill the post effectively.
That should be the basis of any recruitment,
and if recruitment panels deviate from that,
they should be called to account. The figures
for the Northern Ireland Civil Service show that,
by and large, given the numbers — and | think
that it probably is because of the numbers —
recruitment is reflective of society.

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

The Minister of Finance and Personnel: | will
bring my remarks to a close now. Given the
situation into which we are moving, we have to
ask ourselves whether that is how we want to
spend resources and whether we can sort the
problem out by recruitment.

Lord Morrow: This has been a very useful
debate. Many figures have been bandied to and
fro across the Chamber, some accurate, some
downright inaccurate, and some very unhelpful.
However, the sum and substance of the debate
has been useful. Some Members wanted to
take the debate back to the 1980s and some
wanted to go back to the 1960s, but | could
take you back to partition itself, where this

all started.

| would like Mr O’Loan in particular to reflect,
because he comes off with some wonderful
stuff. Indeed, he is the same Mr O’Loan who,
quite recently, was put into a wee anteroom — a

naughty box — by his party because he came up
with the bright idea that Sinn Féin and the SDLP
should form a pan-nationalist front. He made
that suggestion to the utter embarrassment

of his new leader, and, | suspect, of his party,
although some of them were strangely silent
and neither backed him nor spoke out against
him, so they may not have made up their minds
yet. He not only embarrassed himself, he
castigated his own party. He wants to form a
link with Sinn Féin because he says that that

is a wonderful way forward; they will form a
pan-nationalist front and down those unionists.
Perish the thought.

He then castigated Gregory Campbell and me
for having the audacity to bring such a motion
to the House. He used wonderful words, but
perhaps he should reflect a wee while. | see
that some of you want to go back to the 1960s.
Go further back, however, and look at the trends
in the 1920s, because | know that you are

a man who is interested in history: your own
history, that is.

When there was partition in this country, what
had we? We had a population in the South of
Ireland that was 12% Protestant, and the Catholic
population here in Northern Ireland was 20%.
What is the population like today? In the South
of Ireland, the Protestant population is 2%. Well,
that is just generational, isn’t it? Over here in
the North, where all the discrimination allegedly
goes on, the Catholic community has increased
to over 40%. So, you just wonder whether Mr
O’Loan has really tackled the problem.

| am glad also to see Mr Attwood here. |
recognise that Mr Attwood is a very busy man.
He is a Minister, and | understand that it was
not possible for him to be here for all of the
debate. | have no doubt that he will consult
Hansard tomorrow, because the Housing
Executive just happens to be under his wing.
Who better could it fall to than a man who has
been prancing up and down for years about
the police, inequality, recruitment, everything,
and has got himself into a state of depression.
However, he is not getting himself into any state
of depression about the Housing Executive
figures. Oh, not at all. He seems to be able to
smile his way through them.

We have a challenge for Mr Attwood. When you
go home tonight, get a hold of Hansard and
take a good read of it, because there are some
interesting figures there for you to have a wee
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mull over. | have no doubt that you will want

to come back to this House very soon, and

say: “Look, there is a problem here, and, as a
fair-minded Minister, | will address it”. We look
forward to that, and that is a wee challenge that
goes out from this debate to you, Mr Attwood.

Mr Gallagher at least said, and | think that he
was genuine, that the SDLP wanted to see
fairness and agreed with the merit principle. |
think that you said that, and that is genuinely
welcome. It is just a pity that you stopped there
and did not put a wee bit more to it. | suspect
that that was an omission on your part and

not something that you did genuinely. However,

| want you, too, to reflect on the 50:50 PSNI
recruitment, which Mr Beggs got into a tizzy
about and got himself all worked up because
Jonathan Bell said something. Why do you get
so worked up about the discrimination, as you
call it, or the imbalance in the number of police
recruits but do not have the same urgency about
other Departments? You will have to explain that
some day, because in all the facts and figures
that were bandied about —

Mr Speaker: | ask the Member to direct his
remarks through the Chair.

Lord Morrow: Yes, | am trying to do that, Mr
Speaker, but | am being distracted. [Laughter.]

In all the facts and figures that were bandied
about, that was not mentioned.

Let me say sincerely to Sinn Féin: if Sinn Féin
has changed its ways and wants unionists to
start to take it seriously, it should stop putting
up Martina Anderson as a spokesperson on
equality, because we are acutely aware of what
Miss Anderson’s past was like, and she is the
last person in this Assembly to come in here
and lecture unionists about equality, fairness
and equity. No, Miss Anderson, we are not
taking it from you, thank you very much.

As for Mr McKay — [Laughter.]
Mr Speaker: Order. Allow the Member to continue.

Lord Morrow: Thank you. Mr McKay comes into
this House as if he was born yesterday. Where,
Mr McKay, do you live? What planet have you
been on for the past what number of years? | do
not know what age you are.

Mr Cobain: He is 24.

Lord Morrow: He is a bit over, but he looks like
it anyway.

Mr Speaker: Order.

Lord Morrow: Mr McKay, you will have to do a
bit more homework before you come in here
lecturing anybody about discrimination.

Jennifer McCann said that she regretted having
to take part in the debate. | regretted that you
took part, too, when | heard what you said.
[Laughter.] You are another one who does not
seem to want to face any facts.

Mr Speaker: Order.

4.15 pm

Lord Morrow: Mr Speaker, we have a raft of
people right around this Chamber today who will
do anything but face facts. They will talk about
police discrimination and bigotry, but when it
comes down to facts, facts do not exist.

Mr Campbell: | thank the Member for giving
way. Does the Member agree that although it
was a welcome debate, part of the problem is
that, as an overriding concern, it appears from
all the figures, whoever bandies them about,
that where there is under-representation of the
Catholic community, things are improving; where
there is under-representation of the Protestant
community, things are not improving. That reality
cannot seem to dawn on the minds of the
Member for North Antrim — either Member for
North Antrim — of either pan-nationalist front for
some reason.

Lord Morrow: That point is well made; | am
glad that | allowed Mr Campbell to intervene
and make that point. This motion is, in fact,
dealing with recruitment; it is not dealing with
employment. | and the proposer of the motion
acknowledged that if there is a pattern, it just
cannot be changed overnight. Therefore, we are
talking about recruitment.

| remember that, about five years ago, the
Housing Executive got exercised about the issue
of imbalance. It called a meeting in Omagh and
said that it had a concern about imbalance. |
suspect that a number of representatives here
were at that meeting. | asked the question, “Did
you initiate this meeting, or were you prompted
to do it?” The Housing Executive had to admit
that the fair employment agency had pointed
out to it that there was an imbalance that it had
to address. Would it not have been much more
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encouraging to the Protestant community if the
Housing Executive had initiated that meeting of
its own volition, without having to be prompted

by the fair employment agency?

But then, let us look at the fair employment
agency. The Minister made reference to it,
which | think was very apt — irrespective, Mr
O’Loan, of what you might think of the Minister’s
comments. We have a fair employment agency
that is supposed to be looking after and
monitoring employment patterns in Northern
Ireland. Does anyone in this Assembly
remember the time when we used to hear said:
“a Protestant police force”? Was that ever said?
We now have the Equality Commission — it

was the fair employment agency then, | think —
which is an organisation with a gross imbalance
in its own figures, and it is steadily —

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

Lord Morrow: Yes, | will.

It is steadily getting worse.

Mr Gallagher: Will the Member give way?
Lord Morrow: Right, OK.

Mr Gallagher: Mr Speaker, | want to —

Mr Speaker: Order. The Member’s time is up.
Question put and agreed to.

Resolved:

That this Assembly notes the importance of
ensuring that public sector recruitment is based

on the merit principle; acknowledges that there

are still areas of the public sector where under-
representation of certain communities appears to
be worsening; further notes the ongoing problems
associated with recruitment to the Northern Ireland
Housing Executive; and calls on the Minister of
Finance and Personnel to take further measures to
ensure that recruitment in the public sector is more
broadly reflective of the working-age population.

Disappeared Victims

Mr Speaker: | remind Members that they
have a general duty to behave responsibly —
[Interruption.] Order.

Mr McDevitt: On a point of order, Mr Speaker.

| would appreciate a ruling on the term “pan-
nationalist front”. Mr Campbell referred to Sinn
Féin and the SDLP in a collective sense as the
“pan-nationalist front” some moments ago in
the Chamber. Is this appropriate, Mr Speaker?
Does such an organisation exist, and is it
appropriate for Members to refer to it?

Mr Speaker: In all of these matters, | look at
the cut and thrust of debate around all of these
issues. | am very happy to look at the Hansard
report and come back to the Member directly.

Order. We will move on. | remind Members that
they have a general duty to behave responsibly,
so as to ensure that nothing that they say

may prejudge any future proceedings that may
be taken in relation to these matters. | warn
Members of that, because Members may
sometimes, in the cut and thrust of debate, say
something that they regret later.

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

Mr D Bradley: | beg to move

That this Assembly acknowledges the continuing
suffering of the families of disappeared victims;
pledges its support for them and for the
Independent Commission for the Location of
Victims’ Remains; and calls on all groups and
individuals who have any knowledge of the location
of victims’ remains to bring that information in
confidence to the commission without further delay.

Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Comhairle. Ta
an-athas orm an rin seo a mholadh. Gabhaim
buiochas leis an Choiste Gn6 as cead a
thabhairt domh an t-dbhar seo a thabhairt faoi
bhraid an Tiondil.

| thank the Business Committee for the
opportunity to debate the motion. It is timely
that we do so in the light of recent events.

We last debated the plight of the families of
the disappeared on 3 November 2008 and
since then progress has been made by the
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Independent Commission for the Location of
Victims’ Remains in recovering the remains of
Danny Mcllhone from west Belfast and Charlie
Armstrong from Crossmaglen. | place on record
the thanks of the House for the excellent work
done by the commission and all its staff in
giving the families of Danny and Charlie the
comfort of being able to bury their loved ones in
a Christian fashion.

The commission’s work is not easy: it is difficult
and it involves showing great sensitivity to the
families and to the information it receives. At
the end of the day, the quality of the information
determines whether a family will get relief from
the long wait for the return of a loved one. That
is the crux and purpose of the debate. | want

to renew the appeal for information on the
location of the remains of those victims as yet
unrecovered.

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

After the funeral of Charlie Armstrong in
Crossmaglen, | spoke to the staff of the
commission and they told me that they have the
personnel, technology and resources necessary,
but that accurate information is of equal value
to all of those resources and that it is the key
to a successful outcome. The recent search for
the remains of Gerard Evans of Crossmaglen,
carried out in County Monaghan, covered an
area equal in size to four football pitches. The
wet ground necessitated the laying of four miles
of drainage pipes, but still the search ended in
disappointment for all concerned, especially the
family. More accurate information would have
made all the difference.

| want every party in the House to join in
appealing once again for all those who have
information about the location of any of the
disappeared to bring it to the commission as
soon as possible. Information recovered by the
commission is treated in the strictest confidence
and cannot be used to bring about a conviction.

The operation of the commission is covered

in the United Kingdom by the Northern Ireland
(Location of Victims’ Remains) Act 1999

and in the Republic by the Criminal Justice
(Location of Victims’ Remains) Act, 1999.
Those Acts provide for three types of protection
for information provided to the commission.
They make such information inadmissible

as evidence in criminal proceedings; place
restrictions on the forensic testing of human
remains and other items found as a result of the

provision of information to the commission; and
restrict the disclosure of information provided
to the commission except for the purpose of
facilitating the location of the remains to which
the information relates. That means that the
commission may not disclose the identity of an
informant or any information likely to lead to the
identification of an informant. The protections
afforded by the two acts mean that those who
provide information have nothing to fear. There
is no longer any reason for those who have
information to withhold it.

It is important that those who have access to
networks of whatever kind, past or present,
continue to use their influence to encourage
anyone who has information, however
insignificant it may seem, to bring that
information to the commission without delay.

Gerard Evans’ brother, Noel Evans, made an
appeal in the media recently after the search
for his brother’'s remains near Hackballscross
in County Louth. He underlined the fact that the
merest detail of information, such as the type
of soil at a site or the presence of any type of
landmark nearby, may be enough. Anything at
all of significance could make the difference in
helping to locate remains.

Sandra Peake of the Wave Trauma Centre, which
has done tremendous work in supporting the
families over the years, said recently:

“People are genuine in wanting to help. If the team
is not in the area where it should be, then lead
them to where they should be, in order that the
Evans family and other families may be able to lay
their loved ones to rest.”

More information is needed about the
whereabouts of Gerard Evans’ remains. That is
also the case for the remains of Joseph Lynskey,
Seamus Wright, Seamus Ruddy, Kevin McKee,
Peter Wilson, Columba McVeigh, Robert Nairac,
Brendan Megraw and Lisa Dorrian.

Throughout the history of what we call the
Troubles, many individuals have been killed and
lost their lives. Many families and communities
have struggled with the aftermath of that, and
we see that process continuing to the present
day. The overwhelming majority of families have
had the consolation of waking and burying
their dead in accordance with Christian rites.
Although those ceremonies have not wiped away
every tear, they have provided the possibility of
coming to terms with the grief, sorrow and pain
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of the tragic death of a loved one. The families
of the disappeared who have not yet had the
remains of their loved ones returned to them
have not even that possibility open to them.
They have been left, in many cases for decades,
pondering the whys and the wherefores of their
loved one’s disappearance, wondering about
their fate, arriving at their own conclusions and
awaiting the recovery of their remains. | hope
that the debate will once again focus minds on
the need for fresh information and will prompt
those with influence to reconnect with those
who have information and urge them to bring it
forward without further delay.

We can but stand back and admire the families’
endurance, patience and great dignity in the
face of prolonged anguish. That was typified by
the widow of Charles Armstrong, who, during
her long wait for the recovery of her husband’s
remains, remained patient and hopeful without
being bitter. Thank God, her hope was rewarded.
The families are not, as indeed they are entitled
to, asking for retribution. As | said in a previous
debate, they are not even seeking justice; they
are asking only for the return of the remains of
their loved ones so that they may afford them a
Christian burial.

Time is of the essence to the families. God
knows, they have waited long enough. | hope
that the debate will prompt those who have
influence and those who have information to
come forward to the commission so that more
of the families may have the comfort of affording
their relative a decent and Christian burial.

A LeasCheann Combhairle, agus mé ag druidim
chun deiridh, ta suil agam go mbeidh toradh
fiintach ar an diospéireacht seo, agus go
dtiocfaidh na daoine sin a bhfuil eolas acu chun
tosaigh chuig an choimisiun gan a thuilleadh
moille agus go mbeidh faoiseamh ag na teaghlaigh
ata ag fanacht le tamall fada da bharr.

4.30 pm

| know that all parties in the House will support
the motion. | hope that the debate is conducted
in a dignified fashion, as exemplified by the
widow of Mr Charles Armstrong in her long

wait. Go raibh mile maith agat, a LeasCheann
Comhairle.

Mr S Anderson: | support the motion. Just last
week in this Chamber, Martina Anderson stated:

“Republicans have only ever involved themselves

in armed action when there was no other means to
pursue their political objectives.” — [Official Report,
Bound Volume 56, p40, col 1].

This motion, and, more importantly, the murders,
the lies that justified those murders, the
character assassinations that followed in the
wake of those murders, and the long years of
mourning that the families have endured all
stand as conclusive testimony against Martina
Anderson and her self-serving statement last
week. They all prove the falseness of every word
of that statement.

The motion goes to the dark, murderous and
criminal heart of the long years of terrorism
that our society endured and the firestorm of
sectarian and bloody murder that was inflicted
by the terrorists on the entire community,
Protestant and Catholic. In her statement in the
House last week, Martina Anderson said that
republicans only ever involved themselves in
armed action when there was no other means
to pursue their objectives. Therefore, we are to
believe that they had no choice but to kidnap,
torture and murder Jean McConville and all the
other disappeared.

The Provisional IRA murdered numerous people
on the sole grounds that they were of the wrong
religion. It murdered others on the sole grounds
that they held the wrong political opinion. It
abducted, tortured and murdered people for
reasons as trivial as looking the wrong way at
one of its so-called volunteers. Sinn Féin tells
us that it is committed to truth recovery. However,
it is clear from Martina Anderson’s self-serving
statement last week that that commitment on
the Sinn Féin Benches does not extend to
owning up to the truth about the very terrorist
organisation of which she was an active member.

The motion urges all groups and individuals who
have any knowledge of the location of victims’
remains to make it known. | certainly agree. A
good beginning would be to call on Gerry Adams
to make known whatever information he may
have in that regard. We have had the numerous
denials. They are reminiscent of an exchange
between Gloucester and Anne in act I, scene Il
of Shakespeare’s play ‘Richard III’:

“GLOUCESTER: Say that | slew them not?

ANNE: Then say they were not slain. But dead
they are”.
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| will leave the rest of that quote for another
time. If Martin McGuinness can suddenly
remember that he did know Father James
Chesney after all, perhaps Gerry Adams will find
that his memory of the past may change also.

Those who we have come to call the
disappeared suffered the ultimate abuse of
their human rights at the hands of the greatest
abusers of human rights in Northern Ireland
over the past 40 years. Their families have
endured many years of loss. In many cases,
they also endured years of false and malicious
whispering campaigns against their loved ones.
They deserve the full truth. They deserve the
return of the remains of those who were torn so
brutally from the bosom of their families.

Mr Adams: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Comhairle. Ta mé buioch dar gcairde as an run
thabhachtach seo a chur ar chlar an lae inniu.

Aontaim le Dominic Bradley nuair a duirt sé go
gcaithfimid ar ndicheall a dhéanamh ar son na
dteaghlach bocht créga seo.

| thank those Members who put the motion
on our clar again today. Dominic Bradley
reminded us that, almost two years ago, the
Assembly passed a similar motion. Since then,
the remains of Danny Mcllhone and Charlie
Armstrong have been recovered and their
families have had the opportunity to bury their
loved ones. Other families still hope that the
remains of their loved ones will be recovered.
I commend all the families for their courage,
grace, dignity and resolve, and | note that
members of some of the families are in the
Public Gallery today. They have suffered a
grievous injustice and have campaigned with
great dignity over many years. | again express
my solidarity with them and my deep regret at
the hurt that has been done to them.

| have met all the families bereaved by the

IRA in this time. The danger, obviously, in a
commendable motion such as this being put

on the clar is that it will be used and abused by
others who have never said a word to me, never
spoken to me and who do not know me, never
mind anything else about any of these issues.
However, | will not go down that road.

| commend everyone who has sought to help
those families. That includes the Independent
Commission for the Location of Victims’ Remains,
the PSNI, An Garda Siochana and the experts
and staff who have been brought in to assist in
this work. They deserve our full support.

The IRA accepted full responsibility for its
actions. It apologised for the injustice done

to the families and the grief that it caused.
That may be of little consolation to bereaved
families, but, according to the forensic science
investigative consultant who is working for the
independent commission, the IRA provided full
disclosure of all the information available to it.
He said of the IRA:

“in a spirit of cooperation and reconciliation they
are trying to help in every way they can. | am
absolutely convinced that they are doing everything
they can to assist. The support that we have had
from them has been absolutely 100 from day
one”.

A LeasCheann Combhairle, that does not excuse
or minimise the IRA’'s responsibility for the
suffering inflicted on those families and their
loved ones. Families are still going forward with
hope — déchas — of success during planned
searches or that some new information will
emerge to initiate new searches. However,

the challenges involved are enormous, and

Mr Knupfer has acknowledged that. He has
reported that some of those directly involved

in the disappearances are now dead, that

the terrain has dramatically changed over

the decades and that memories are flawed.
However, efforts must continue.

That is equally true of cases in which

the IRA has said it was not involved. The
disappearances of Seamus Ruddy, Gerry Evans,
Peter Wilson and Lisa Dorrian are as much a
source of trauma and grief for their families as
that for the other families. All of them have the
fundamental right to bury their loved ones, and
there is a responsibility on anyone who can help
to bring that about to do so.

Therefore, | repeat my call for anyone with any
information whatsoever, no matter how minimal
or relevant they might think it is, to bring it
forward. Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle.

Mr Kennedy: | begin by welcoming the motion
and expressing my support and that of the
Ulster Unionist Party for it. The disappeared
are one of the most infamous blots on the
landscape of Northern Ireland’s troubled past.
The matter represents a deeply offensive
violation of the dignity of the families of the
disappeared; a violation that, for decades now,
has blighted the lives of many. | am conscious
that this is a highly sensitive issue, and | want
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to avoid either personalising or politicising it,
particularly for the families whose loved ones
are still listed as missing.

Murder is an atrocious act, and following it with
such prolonged, callous disregard for fellow
human beings is, for many, unfathomable. The
circumstances surrounding the disappeared are
a true litany of horror from the Troubles, and it
is important for us to recall that horror. Without
naming individuals, they include numerous
cases of interrogation and alleged confessions
under torture, followed, ultimately, by murder.
They include cases in which families’ hopes
were raised by the provision of information and
even, on occasion, by maps showing where
their loved ones were buried; information that
turned out to be false. They include murders
carried out not just in Northern Ireland and the
Irish Republic but further afield. The tragedy

is compounded by the fact that parents died
before knowing the whereabouts of their
children’s bodies.

There is no way that those activities can be
called to mind without shaming the cause in
whose name the murders were carried out; the
cause of Irish republicanism is forever tainted
by those horrors. Mr Adams should know that
and Sinn Fein should accept that. They will live
forever in the history of infamy.

The tragedy is that families in such
circumstances find closure so difficult. How can
they find closure when their loved ones’ remains
lie in some unknown location? It is important
to remember that the organisations that carried
out the murders did so to inspire fear and to
intimidate the very population whose will they
claimed to protect and in whose interests they
claimed to act. Terror, for that is the only word
that is applicable, can never stand for human
rights in any shape or form. A cause that is

in any way praiseworthy, right or worthwhile
cannot use methods that call into question the
motivation of all those involved. People who
commit crimes of that nature are driven by
blood lust, and the infamy of their deeds has
shamed the cause that they claim to represent.
| also believe that the political associates of the
organisations that killed those victims should
and could do a great deal more to signify their
regret about those evil deeds; they need to
make direct and personal reparation to the
families involved.

By passing the Presumption of Death (Northern
Ireland) Act 2009, which allowed the formal
registration of the deaths of the disappeared,
the Assembly did what it could to enable
families to gain some measure of closure.
However, others need to do more.

Dr Farry: |, too, welcome the motion, as it is
important that we keep the disappeared on
the agenda of this institution. The fate of the
disappeared is among the worst atrocities
committed during what we call the Troubles,
more than just the murders, which were
horrendous, but the failure to hand over bodies
at the time that the murders were carried out,
never mind today.

It is important to put things in context. | never
regarded what happened in this society as a war
in any shape or form. Those who did what they
did claim that they were fighting a war, but how
the bodies of the disappeared were handled
would, for a legitimate army anywhere else

in the world, be a clear breach of the Geneva
Convention. Therefore, it is important that

those who are responsible reflect on the double
standards of the language that they use.

4.45 pm

The Independent Commission for the Location
of Victims’ Remains has been a partial

success story in that the remains of some of
the disappeared have finally been recovered.
However, there is a long way to go, and Dominic
Bradley set out the outstanding cases that are
still very much with us. It is also worth reflecting
on the sheer time and effort that has had to go
into every single case where there has been a
successful location of remains and the amount
of territory that has had to be dug up just to find
an individual set of remains, all of which puts
the issue in its proper context.

| was pleased that reference was made
earlier to the fate of Lisa Dorrian, one of my
constituents. Her case does not fall under
the commission’s remit, although I think that
it should. In many respects, her fate equates
to that of the disappeared and reminds us
that loyalism was just as much a scourge on
this society as was republican violence. It is
important that, more than five years since she
disappeared, we recall the fate of Lisa Dorrian
and the lack of closure for her family.

In trying to take something positive from the
debate, it is important that we try to place it in
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context. The Independent Commission for the
Location of Victims’ Remains is one aspect of
what can be a much more rounded process for
dealing with the past in this society. At present,
we have a piecemeal approach. It is striking
that the commission is trying to bring closure
to families by way of a physical outcome and
the handover of a set of remains for a proper
Christian burial. However, there are many other
families in this society who do not have closure
through having a degree of truth recovery.

Truth recovery is often pitched as knowing what
the state was involved with, and | recognise
that that is an important issue, but it is much
broader than that. Truth recovery is also about
understanding what happened at the hands of
the so-called paramilitaries — the loyalist and
republican terrorist organisations. There is,
perhaps, a lesson that we can take around the
notion of immunity that may help us in trying

to fashion a comprehensive system of truth
recovery. | reiterate my party’s call for the British
and Irish Governments to show leadership on
that issue.

An important distinction can be drawn between
the concept of immunity and that of amnesty.
Amnesty, for me, is a very loaded concept, which
is about rewriting history on other people’s
terms, and that should never happen in this
society. We cannot rewrite history and pretend
that something that was so clearly wrong could
somehow be viewed as right or justifiable

today. We must reject that. Immunity does

not carry those value judgements: it is about
the handover of information without it being
used. We have used that concept in relation

to decommissioning and the disappeared, and
it is part of a wider, comprehensive process
that includes truth recovery. We need some
mechanism for bringing forward information
about why certain incidents occurred and who
was responsible for them so that other families
across Northern Ireland can have their sense of
closure as well.

Mr G Robinson: First, | want to express my
genuine support for the families who are still
waiting for the return of their loved ones after
many years. They deserve to have their torment
lifted and their loved ones returned to them in
a dignified way. This topic has been much in
the news recently, as some families have been
able to lay their loved ones to rest. It is long
overdue that the remains of the disappeared
are returned to their loved ones for a dignified

burial. That is the right and decent course of
action after the pain that was inflicted on the
victims, as well as their grieving families.

| cannot even begin to understand the torment
that those families have suffered, some for as
long as 38 years, but | want to see it ended.
There are nine families who are desperate for
the opportunity to say a dignified farewell to a
family member who was taken from them and
murdered by cowards. In the interests of human
decency, those victims must be returned to their
loved ones.

There are families that are still in a state of
limbo about the whereabouts of their loved
ones after almost four decades. What a shame.
What a disgrace. After all, the disappeared were
human beings, as are their relatives.

As the motion states, | call on all groups and
individuals who have any knowledge of the
location of victims’ remains to bring that
information forward in confidence. The information
does not have to be given to the Independent
Commission for the Location of Victims’
Remains, but | urge anyone with knowledge
about the location of even one of the
disappeared to make sure that the information
is provided to a reliable person, organisation, or
the police. The Assembly must not forget that
some terrorist victims have been kept from their
families deliberately. Is that not another form of
terror to help to control the people of a
particular area?

| hope that the motion is passed unanimously
so that the families of the disappeared will see
that they have not been forgotten. | fully support
the motion.

Mr Murphy: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. | also support the motion. Given the
contributions so far, | do not think that there will
be any division in the Chamber today on the
motion, and | do not recall any division on a similar
motion in 2008. | also join those who have paid
tribute to the families of the disappeared. | have
had an opportunity to meet many of them over
the past number of years and have been very
taken with their quiet determination for one
outcome, namely closure through the return of
the bodies of their loved ones and the ability to
give them a Christian burial.

| commend the commission’s work and that of
the other agencies that have been involved with
it. It has been said that, perhaps, the purpose
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of this debate should be to prompt others to
continue to work with the commission. That
should not be required. | believe that the work
with the commission is ongoing and should
continue until all the issues and cases have
been resolved. The families that | have met have
a fundamental right to bury their loved ones and
to give them a Christian funeral. The onus is on
anyone with responsibility for those issues to
help to bring that about. Some have owned up,
and some, perhaps, have not.

The focus of our debate and our words on this
issue should always be designed to benefit the
families and to bring relief, rather than to vent
our own prejudices on the issues. Like my party
leader, | will not follow the road down which
some Members want to lead us. We have a
responsibility, in everything we say and do, to
try to assist the families with those issues and
to try to do what they require us to do, which is
to ensure that the commission can get on with
its work and that it is provided with accurate
information to do that.

Again, | reiterate the call for anyone with any
information to bring that information forward

in a genuine attempt to be helpful. When | say
that, | am mindful of some concerns, and it
would be unforgivable and unbelievably cruel if
people were tempted to use the issue to pursue
other agendas through the provision of false

or misleading information to the commission. |
trust that that will not be the case, and | know
that anyone who has engaged in a genuine way
with the commission has found that it is very
much interested in pursuing a resolution and
finding closure for all the families involved. | call
on anyone who has any information to engage
genuinely with the commission to try to bring
that matter to an end.

Lord Morrow: | support the motion. It is right
and timely that such a motion should come
before the House. As my party colleague Mr
Anderson said, we will give it our unqualified
support. We are supposed to be moving on in
this country. However, it has to be said very
clearly that moving on means different things to
different people.

The debate is around the families of the people
who are termed “the disappeared”, but that
term does not reflect accurately what we are
talking about. Although those people have, to
all intents and purposes, vanished off the face
of the earth, the truth of the matter is quite

different. Those people were taken from their
homes and families and murdered, dumped and
discarded like something that was not relevant.
Although it must be very painful for the families
to have to endure the death and murder of their
loved ones, it must also be exceedingly painful
to have to live your life knowing that you had a
son, a brother or another relation taken away
and treated in such a manner.

There is an onus on Sinn Féin. | have listened
to what it has said this afternoon, and it has a
responsibility to place at the disposal of those
families all of its resources to help them out
of that agony. A number of bodies have been
retrieved and returned to the families; for them,
there has been a degree of closure. There are
quite a number of families who still grieve and
long for the day when they will be able to give
their loved ones a Christian burial. They could
then go to a spot that is marked, whether that
it is at the local church or the local graveyard
or wherever it might be, and place a bunch of
flowers or some other memento that will be a
constant reminder of one who was near and
dear to them. That has not happened in many
cases.

For the life of me, | cannot understand what
more mileage is in this for those who took
those bodies. | know that, with the passage of
time, things can become blurred. Perhaps some
who were involved in those activities are now
deceased. However, | still feel that more could
and should be done to bring those families
some closure.

Some of the parents of the people who have
disappeared are now dead, and | am certain of
least one mother who went to her grave with a
broken heart. She longed for the day when she
would see her son in some form. He had been
missing for a long time, and she was realistic
enough to know that he would never come back
home alive. However, it would have brought
some relief to that mother if she had been

able to follow the remains to the local church

in which the family worshipped and where she
could have gone on occasion to place a bunch
of flowers to remember him. She was not
allowed to do that, and she has now passed away.

In my mind, the most horrific case is that of
Jean McConville. Jean McConville is but a name
to me, but, somehow, her circumstances and
her situation were so horrific that it is chilling to
even talk about it. She was a mother who was
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looking after a large family with small children,
and her crime was that she gave some comfort
to a dying soldier.

Mr Deputy Speaker: Bring your remarks to a
close, please.

Lord Morrow: To me, that says more about Jean
McConville than it does about those who took
her away that day.

Mr B McCrea: Like other Members, | urge those
who have any information to come forward with
it. | am struck, having listened to the tones

that have come out from everybody, that we

talk about this in a very serious manner. We do
not want to offend anyone, and we want to do
everything that we can for the families.

However, we do not deal with the issues.
Perhaps some things need saying, not just by
me or by individual Members who have already
spoken, but by the whole of the Assembly. | am
struck by the fact that our failure to deal with
many aspects of the past — this issue involves
a particularly tragic set of circumstances — is
the real failure of the political process. We

still have not dealt with the issues of the past.
There are, perhaps, Members from all sides who
want to rewrite the past to say that bad things
did not happen or that if bad things happened,
they did so because worse things happened to
somebody else whom they knew.

5.00 pm

When we hear kind words and platitudes from
people, we sometimes wonder about their
genuineness. That causes more hurt to the
people whom we are trying to help. There is a
case for finding a way to resolve all the issues
of the past. Those who genuinely want to build
a future for the people of Northern Ireland must
own up to what went on in the past. If there was
wrongdoing on all sides, there was wrongdoing
on all sides. We do not do ourselves, the
individuals, the families, or the communities or
the societies involved any favours by ducking the
issue. It is time that the Assembly got to grips
with the horrendous things that happened in the
past 30 to 40 years. Soft words, platitudes and
calls for people to come forward do nothing for
anybody. There is an old adage: actions speak
louder than words.

As we look ahead to a difficult and uncertain
financial future for the Province, we see that
the strains on society will be immense. Those

who claim to offer leadership must be big
enough men to step forward and say that they
will genuinely lead, rather than simply smiling
benignly at us. They must say that they will
take us forward on an issue over which they
have some control. People on the other side of
argument are under an obligation to address
that in the proper way. When people come
forward with difficult issues, we must find a way
of dealing with them in a sensitive manner.

| do not wish to prolong the debate, because

it is obvious that we will all vote in favour of

the motion, and rightly so. However, | hope that
we all find it in us to seek a way to resolve not
only the problems of the families and the loved
ones who are listening but the problems of our
society. | also hope that the Assembly lives up
to the hopes and aspirations of all the people of
Northern Ireland. | hope that we are courageous
enough to take on board and sort out the
difficult issues of the past and that we move
forward together.

There are plenty of other issues to deal with,
such as the economic challenges faced by the
people who are still with us, without having to
worry about the past. Let us now look at what
we might do, by deed and by action, to resolve
those matters. Let us have no more of these
debates, but resolve them here and now. | am
profoundly moved when | read the stories and
histories of all the people involved. There is no
hierarchy of victims. The disappeared suffered
a tragic and grievous harm, but we cannot undo
the past. However, we can make the future a
better place, and | hope that we will all do that
together.

Mr McDevitt: Charlie Armstrong was a 57-year-
old civilian and a father of five. He left home
for Mass one morning and never came back.
His disappearance was long after that of Kevin
McKee, 17, and Seamus Wright, 35, who were
disappeared on 2 October 1972. Their bodies
have never been found.

As many Members have said, Jean McConville,
who was 37, also disappeared in 1972. Eamon
Molloy, 21, from Ardoyne, went missing in July
1975. James McClory, 18, from Andersonstown,
disappeared in May 1978 and Brian McKinney,
22, went missing with him. Brian was believed
to have had the mental age of a six-year-old.
Eugene Simons was a plumber from Kilcoo in
County Down who disappeared on 1 January
1981. Danny Mcllhone, also from Andersonstown,
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was 19 when he disappeared on 1 July 1981.
Peter Wilson went missing from the St James’s
area of west Belfast in August 1973.

Columba McVeigh was only 17 when he
vanished on 1 November 1975. As other
Members have said, his mother died without
getting his body back. Robert Nairac from
Gloucester was 29 when he disappeared on 14
May 1977. Brendan Megraw, 23, from Twinbrook
in west Belfast, disappeared on 8 April 1978.
Gerard Evans, 24, from Crossmaglen went
missing on 27 March 1979. Joe Lynskey was a
Cistercian monk, and his name was added to
the list of the disappeared last February after
the IRA admitted that it had executed and buried
him. The INLA claimed the death of Seamus
Ruddy, a 33-year-old from Newry who went
missing on May Day 1981. His body has never
been found. Of course, as Mr Farry said, Lisa
Dorrian disappeared more recently, and | agree
that she should be considered under the remit
of the commission.

As Mr McCrea rightly said, those people
represent but the tip of the iceberg of our
Troubles. They are the names that we know and
they are the circumstances that we understand.
They represent a shadow that will hang over

us all — every single one of us — whether,

like me, you were hardly alive when the first
one disappeared or, like many, are old enough
to remember the first disappearance. | agree
with Mr McCrea that it is beyond the time for
simply expressing our determination in words.
The process can be brought to a conclusion for
the families of the disappeared if information is
made available. Information should and could
be made available. There can be no person of
any political outlook living on this island who
considers themselves to be children of this
island, to love the place where they were born
and the people whom they lived and grew up
with, who could not believe that they have a
duty to do whatever they can, and more, to bring
closure to the families of those who have never
had a burial.

It is difficult to conceive, 30-odd years after
someone walked out the door, never to return,
and was known to have been murdered by
certain organisations, that nobody would know
how to return those people. Many of us find that
very difficult to accept. As | said last week in
another debate, | hope that this House becomes
a symbol for a new Northern Ireland. | hope

that we find it in ourselves to be able to prove

to the many generations that went before us
that we are capable of a better future in this
part of Ireland. In order to do that while we are
living, we must be able to find it in ourselves

to dig into the deep recesses of our minds and
search through the dark woods of our memories
to ensure that every last scintilla of potentially
valuable information is passed on.

Mr Molloy: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Comhairle. I, along with other Members from
my party, support the motion and support the
families of the disappeared. | also support
those who have come forward with information
that has led to the discovery of some of the
bodies. | hope that others have information and
will continue to come forward with it to try to
alleviate the suffering of families.

| commend the families of the disappeared for
their commitment and the way in which they
have carried themselves with dignity throughout
their time of difficulties. The families had a
terrible injustice inflicted on them with the death
of a loved one. However, the continued loss of
the body and not having a body to grieve over
and bury is a continuing injustice that we must
try to bring to an end. Some Members have
spoken along simplistic lines and said that it

is just a matter of it happening. If it were so
simple, | am sure that, at this stage, it would
have happened.

It is imperative that all efforts continue and that
we try to find the remains of those who have
not yet been found. It is also important that
every effort is made to uncover any scrap of
information and evidence that may be of help to
the commission. | commend the good work that
the commission has done. It has carried out its
work with dignity and silence.

It is the fundamental right of any family who
have lost a loved one to have a body to bury.
It is important that we try to bring that about.
Republicans have been working —

Mr A Maginness: Does the Member agree with
Mr Adams calling the disappearing of those
individuals “a grievous injustice”? Would the
Member further agree with me that murdering
them in the first place was a grievous injustice?

Mr Molloy: There are two things: first, if the
Member had been in the Chamber in time he
would have heard me say that; and, secondly, if
the Member wishes to make a statement, there
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is plenty of time for him to do so. He did not
need to intervene to do that.

As | was saying, republicans have been working
to ensure that families are given support,
comfort and information. Hopefully, further
information will come forward. As others have
done, | repeat the call for anyone with any
information to come forward and give it to
whatever source they feel comfortable with. We
all want to bring this terrible period to a close
for the families and for our community.

Mr Weir: Much has been said in the debate
already, so | will try to keep my remarks brief
and focused. | commend the proposer of the
motion for bringing it forward. He mentioned that
the previous debate on the issue was in 2008,
and, above all else, the message that we need
to send today is that the disappeared cannot
become the forgotten. We must ensure that the
focus remains on the issue until it is properly
resolved.

Mention was made of trying to deal with the
past in a holistic way. The more | look at
Northern Ireland, the more unsure | am about
how we can find a model solution that can deal
with the past to everyone’s satisfaction. It is
certainly beyond me. | am not sure how it can
be done. However, there are very specific things
that can happen with this issue.

Any time we deal with the past, we need to do
so without the fuzzy belief that everyone is a
perpetrator or a victim, because that is simply
not the case. Members who spoke earlier in the
debate said that there is a dreadful stain on the
republican and loyalist groups involved in those
brutal murders and concealment of bodies, and
there is clearly an onus on those organisations
to provide whatever information they have.
However, there is also a stain on the individuals
who took part in those acts, and people have
knowledge that they need to come forward with.

My experience of the disappeared is through
meeting the family of Lisa Dorrian, although |
do not know whether she technically counts as
one of the disappeared. |, along with Stephen
Farry and other representatives from North
Down, have met her family on numerous
occasions. That family has been put through

a terrible tragedy. Although no one has ever
claimed responsibility for the murder, it is widely
believed that some so-called loyalists were
involved. Meeting the family brought home what
every family connected to the disappeared has

experienced. Many Members, myself included,
have lost close relatives or someone of the next
generation. That is a tragedy for any family, and
there is grief associated with those deaths.
However, when a father and mother lose a son
or daughter, it goes against the natural order

of things, particularly when they are subject to
such a brutal murder.

5.15pm

Generally speaking, all of us who have had to
overcome the grief of the loss of a close relative
had the opportunity to have a funeral service, a
service of thanksgiving, a burial or a cremation.
All of us who have been in that situation had
the opportunity to achieve a sense of closure.
However, it is a deep human tragedy for a family,
whether it is that of Lisa Dorrian or any of the
other disappeared, to be left not knowing what
happened to their son or daughter or where their
son or daughter is. They are left without a place
to grieve, a tombstone at which to lay flowers or
even somewhere to go where ashes have been
scattered. Beyond all the statistics that can

be produced on the matter, we are dealing with
families who have suffered immense grief and a
great human tragedy.

| mentioned that there is an onus not simply
on organisations but on individuals. People out
there were involved in the murders directly, and
others know, or have some suspicion about,
what happened. In addition to what any of the
organisations involved can provide, there is

a deep onus on any individual who has any
such knowledge or suspicion to come forward,
whether to the commission, the families
concerned or the police, with the information
that will allow those families, from whatever
side of the religious divide they come, to be
able to have closure and properly grieve for their
lost relations once and for all. | commend the
motion to the House.

Mr Bell: Thank you for your indulgence in letting
me speak, Mr Deputy Speaker. | was with a
young man from my council area, Aaron Stubbs,
who, at the age of 14, has managed to win not
only Ulster’s tennis Championship but the all-
Ireland under-16 tennis championship. He was
here today, and the Minister of Culture, Arts and
Leisure wished to have a photograph taken. |
apologise for the delay and for not being here
for part of a very worthwhile debate.

| thank Mr Dominic Bradley for tabling the
motion. It is a very important motion, because
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it addresses an issue in respect of which it is
within the gift of us in Northern Ireland to right
a terrible wrong. This is not a debate in which
to score political points off each other. Northern
Ireland should feel a collective shame that the
loved ones of those who were Killed in the most
difficult and painful of circumstances have not
been allowed to go through the normal process
of grieving.

Many years ago, | took a degree in psychology.
There is a process of grieving, along which
there are acts of closure. People live for a
lifetime with the loss of a family member or

a loved one. We do not want, in any way, to
take away from that, because that loved one is
irreplaceable. People live with that loss every
day. Some people who lost loved ones in the
Troubles in Northern Ireland told me that their
loss is the first thing that they think about when
they wake up and the last thing that they think
about before they go to bed. Most of those
people had, within their religious background or
faith, the closure of a formal ceremony of their
choosing and have a grave to which they can go
at significant moments in life, such as birthdays,
christenings or family marriages, to show their
respect to their loved one.

The fact that some do not have that is a wrong
that we must put right collectively. A united

plea must come from the House to anyone

who can help in any way. Civil servants are
often criticised, but | appreciate the difficult
decisions that they have to make about whether
to undertake digs, and so forth. Although our
thoughts are with them, our thoughts must be
with the victims primarily. In all likelihood, their
loss is the first thought when they wake up and
their last thought before they go to bed, but they
do not have the ability to ensure closure.

| appeal to people who can give that information
to give it on the grounds of basic humanity,

to allow people to progress with their lives, to
allow families to have the opportunity to have

a ceremony of closure and to allow people

with religious conviction to have that properly
observed. For some families of the disappeared,
time is moving on, but for others, it is not. It is
not as if we have an unlimited amount of time
and can settle the matter at some later date,
because none of us are guaranteed tomorrow. It
is action that we want today.

The simple plea goes out on the basis of common
humanity. If people can give information, they

should do so, and the necessary government
structures should be in place, hopefully, to allow
that search to come to a successful conclusion.
Families deserve closure. They need it. It is not
negotiable. | appeal for them to have that and
for Northern Ireland to close a chapter of its
history, not to airbrush the disappeared out of
history, but to close a chapter of its history in a
healthy way. If there is sufficient goodwill, |
plead for that to occur.

Mr McGlone: Go raibh maith agat, a
LeasCheann Comhairle. | pay tribute to my
colleague for introducing the motion. The debate
has been handled with dignity, and there is a
common spirit of respect around the Chamber.
In many ways, that is a good thing, given the
sensitivities that exist outside the Chamber
among the families. Collectively, we can only
imagine their loss. It has been a loss that they
have not seen an end to, and they do not have
a place to which they can go and pay their
respects. Many Members referred to that.

My colleague Dominic Bradley referred to the
work of the commission. He referred to the
telling remarks of Noel Evans, who is the brother
of Gerard Evans, and spoke of the suffering of
the Armstrong family. Mr Anderson referred to
the abuse of human rights and the years of loss
endured by the families. Mr Adams referred to
those who had suffered a grievous injustice at
the hands of, in some instances, the provisional
movement. Mr Kennedy reflected on the
suffering of parents and families and said that
organisations could do more for those families.
Mr Farry referred to the breach of the Geneva
Convention by any definition of war and spoke of
the sense of closure that was required. George
Robinson, among others, called for people who
can provide information to come forward. Mr
Murphy drew proper attention to the need for
Christian burial in the cases of all those people
who are missing from their families.

Mr Morrow touched on the pain and suffering
endured by families, the ability to visit graves
and the heartbreak of a mother. | will come to
that shortly, because | believe that we might be
talking about the same person. Basil McCrea
correctly mentioned the deeds and actions
that are required to bring about a better future
and to build that future. | am sure that he will
accept that it must be a future built on dignity
and respect for the people who were lost at the
hands of paramilitaries.
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My colleague Mr McDeuvitt listed all the people
who have disappeared at the hands of
paramilitaries. Mr Molloy referred to the
requirement for the alleviation of suffering and
the need for more information to come forward.
Mr Weir spoke of the loyalist and republican
organisations that contributed to the awful
situation and spoke touchingly about the closure,
as he saw it, brought about by religious services
and burial. Mr Bell also mentioned that.

In summation, it is important to note the facts
behind the motion. The disappeared were
abducted, murdered and secretly buried by
members of paramilitary organisations; their
families still grieve deeply for them. Those
actions were designed deliberately to intimidate
people and to create uncertainty and fear in the
communities from which the victims were taken.
The commission identified the disappeared as
people who were abducted between 1972 and
1995. At the start of 2010, a further person
was added to the list of the disappeared.

Since 1999, the commission has tried to return
the victims’ remains to their families. In July
2010, the remains of Charlie Armstrong were
located at a site in County Monaghan and
returned to his family. The burial sites of other
victims who were abducted and, presumably,
murdered remain to be found. The party to my
right, Sinn Féin, may believe that, in the words of
its party president, it is a human rights violation
that victims’ families have been unable to bury
their dead. My party, along with the rest of society,
recognises that the abductions and murders
were the initial human rights violations. The fact
that the people who were responsible have been
granted immunity from prosecution in respect of
any evidence that is gathered in the recovery of
those remains is a disgrace. However, it is a
fact that people must live with on the pathway
to, we hope, discovery of those bodies.

The families deserve for the remains of their
loved ones to be returned. Today, we demand it.
A number of times, | sat with the late Mrs Vera
McVeigh, whose son is in the Public Gallery, in
her home. | heard her worries, concerns and
absolute, utter heartbreak that the remains of
her young son had never been returned to her.
It would have taken a tear from a stone to listen
to that elderly lady speak of the disappearance
of her son as though it were yesterday. There

is still information out there that could lead to
the return of Columba McVeigh’s remains; there
are people who know where his remains are.

If they have any respect for humanity or for a
Christian burial, | implore them or anyone who

is in a position to instruct them to tell them to
come forward to allow people to bury their family
members with dignity.

They know that that is the right thing to do;
occasionally, they have difficulty finding out the
honourable thing to do. | plead with them to
do what is both right and honourable: to come
forward, state the truth and tell where the
bodies are buried so that the families can visit
those graves, pay respects to their loved ones
and, after so many years, can say that their
remains are back with their families.

We believe that people out there have that
information. We call upon those individuals
and groupings to bring that information to the
commission without delay. Go raibh maith agat,
a LeasCheann Comhairle.

Question put and agreed to.
Resolved:

That this Assembly acknowledges the continuing
suffering of the families of disappeared victims;
pledges its support for them and for the
Independent Commission for the Location of
Victims’ Remains; and calls on all groups and
individuals who have any knowledge of the location
of victims’ remains to bring that information in
confidence to the commission without further
delay.

Adjourned at 5.29 pm.
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Northern Ireland
Assembly

Tuesday 12 October 2010

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

Members observed two minutes’ silence.

Ministerial Statement

Review of Higher Education Funding
and Student Finance in England and
the Independent Review of Variable
Fees and Student Finance in
Northern Ireland

Mr Speaker: | have received notice from the
Minister for Employment and Learning that he
wishes to make a statement.

The Minister for Employment and Learning
(Sir Reg Empey): With your permission, Mr
Speaker, | wish to make a statement.

Today’s publication of the independent review of
higher education funding and student finance,
chaired by Lord Browne of Madingley, represents
a significant milestone in the evolution of
higher education in the United Kingdom. Our
universities have, over centuries, contributed to
a culture of learning in the British Isles, shaped
our public discourse and increasingly played a
significant economic role.

The reforms of the universities in the nineteenth
century, particularly the removal of religious tests
and the inclusion of women, ensured that higher
education was opened up beyond an elite. The
creation of new universities in the first decades
of the twentieth century and the 1960s greatly
contributed to a further opening up of higher
education to social groups who previously would
not have considered attending a university.

In recent years, we have witnessed a dramatic
expansion in our university population. In
Northern Ireland, we have achieved the

50% target that was set out by the former
Government for university participation among
18-year-olds to 25-year-olds. We also have the
highest and best higher education participation
rates in the country for those from socially
disadvantaged backgrounds, and that is an

achievement in which we in this part of the
United Kingdom should take great pride.

In 2008-09, 41-7% of Northern Ireland’s young
full-time first degree entrants were from socio-
economic classes 4 to 7, compared with only
32:4% in England and 28-2% in Scotland. The
existing fees regime has not impacted adversely
on our participation rates, so far.

That extension of opportunity has greatly
benefited our society. However, it brings
challenges, which intensify in straitened
economic times. As a society, here in Northern
Ireland and across the United Kingdom, we
have to ask ourselves how we are to secure
investment in higher education and how we
will find the right balance between taxpayers’
contributions and those of the individual

who benefits from the experience of higher
education. Lord Browne’s report will help us to
think through that challenge.

Of course, at this early stage, none of us in the
House could possibly provide a meaningful,
thoughtful response to the 64-page report. It
will require careful reading and consideration
by the House, the Committee, the Department,
Executive colleagues, our universities and
other stakeholders, including, of course, the
students themselves. I, therefore, welcome
the opportunity to update the Assembly on

the latest developments on higher education
funding and student finance in England and

to inform the Assembly of my intentions for
moving forward in Northern Ireland on those
important issues.

As Members will be aware, the independent
review of higher education funding and student
finance in England was launched in November
2009. Lord Browne was tasked with making
recommendations to the Government on the
future of fees policy and financial support

for full- and part-time undergraduate and
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postgraduate students. The review fulfilled the
commitment made by the Government during
the Commons stages of the Higher Education
Act 2004 to review the operation of variable
tuition fees after they had been in force for
three years. | am glad that Lord Browne’s
report has been published and | look forward to
considering carefully the detail behind today’s
headlines.

Members will recall that | commissioned Joanne
Stuart, the chairwoman of the Institute of Directors
in Northern Ireland, to carry out an independent
review of variable fees and future student finance
arrangements in Northern Ireland. | received
Joanne’s report in March and have been
considering her recommendations. As | indicated
at the time, | am grateful for the report and for
the time and effort given to the issue by Joanne
Stuart and the external steering group that
supported the work. The independent report is
an important document and is making a key
contribution to our deliberations on those issues.

In her report, Joanne Stuart indicated that there
would be a need to review her recommendations
in light of the output of the Browne review. In
order to facilitate and inform debate on the
consultation, | have asked Joanne Stuart to
update her report in light of Lord Browne’s.

That is in keeping with the recommendations

of the original report. | am pleased that Joanne
has agreed to undertake that. I, therefore,
intend to consider Lord Browne’s report in
conjunction with Joanne Stuart’s report before
bringing forward a public consultation on

those very important issues. In advance of the
consultation, however, | intend to publish Joanne
Stuart’s report today so that everyone has the
opportunity to consider it within the context that
Lord Browne’s report now provides. It will be
published at 2.30 pm and made available on
the departmental website.

| referred earlier to the external steering group
that supported Joanne Stuart in carrying out
the review here. The group and the involvement
of the key stakeholders benefited the process,
and | want to ensure that we continue to build
on the constructive working relationships that
were established. To that end, | recently wrote
to the members of the previous group to seek
nominations to participate on a Department-
led stakeholder group during the forthcoming
consultation phase to contribute to the
development of future student finance policy for
Northern Ireland.

As soon as my officials and | have an opportunity
to consider the Browne report, along with the
recommendations in the Stuart report, we
expect to move forward apace with preparations
for a consultation in Northern Ireland on those
important issues. The first meeting of the
stakeholder group will be held in mid-November,
which will provide an early opportunity for
engagement with key stakeholders on the
proposed consultation paper. Officials are also
due to brief the Committee for Employment and
Learning in late November. | value the role that
the Committee will bring to the process, and |
look forward to working constructively with it and
with the Assembly as we create a long-term
strategic plan for the future of our students in
Northern Ireland.

| made contact with key stakeholders in the past
24 hours, including the vice chancellors of
Queen’s and the University of Ulster, the president
of the National Union of Students and the
Chairperson of the Committee for Employment
and Learning. | value the opportunity to garner
initial reactions from those key stakeholders
and | hope that the findings of the Browne and
Stuart reviews will stimulate a mature,
responsible and informed debate on the future
funding of higher education in Northern Ireland.

Lord Browne’s report challenges the Assembly
and the Executive to consider the way forward
for higher education in Northern Ireland. Queen’s
University, Belfast and the University of Ulster
proudly compete with some of the very best
higher education institutions on these islands.

Put simply, for that to continue, ongoing
investment will be required. It will also require
us, as legislators, and the Executive, to
determine the appropriate balance between the
contribution from taxpayers and that from the
individuals who benefit from higher education.

At a time of grave economic difficulty, cheap
words and easy promises from the House
would betray the responsibility placed on us to
demonstrate real leadership. Northern Ireland
now needs to have a mature, responsible
debate on the funding of the higher education
sector and student finance that will allow a
consensus to emerge on securing investment in
our universities while protecting and improving
our widening participation record.

The Chairperson of the Committee for
Employment and Learning (Mrs D Kelly):
| thank the Minister for his statement. As
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Chairperson of the Committee for Employment
and Learning, | make clear that the Committee
will take a thorough look at the Browne and
Stuart reports and take soundings from all key
stakeholders.

| listened carefully to what the Minister said and
noted that he has not had much opportunity

to digest the recommendations of the Browne
report. | hope that when he has had time to
consider it, he will come back to the House to
make a further statement on how he intends to
take some of those matters forward.

Higher education is too significant an economic
driver for rash decisions to be made. What does
the Minister think the Browne report means

for Northern Ireland? Are we in a position to
ignore it? Does it contain sufficient protection
for the current level of social inclusion at our
universities, and what will it mean for widening
access?

The Minister for Employment and Learning:

| am grateful for the Member’'s comments. Of
course, it will be necessary to come back to the
House at an early stage once we have consulted
stakeholders and know the comprehensive
spending review (CSR) settlement, because, to
some extent, those two things have to be read
together.

The Member asked what the Browne report
means for Northern Ireland, particularly for our
widening participation policy, of which the House
should be very proud. That is the very question:
will there be Barnett consequentials? Although
it is perfectly clear that these are devolved
matters, we will defend our position, and it is for
the Assembly to make any changes that we feel
to be appropriate.

Ultimately, our ability will be determined in large
measure by how we are financed on this matter.
We will not know what the total block grant will
be until next week. However, within that, the
Executive, the Committee and the House will
have to make decisions about what priority will
be applied to this area of activity and how we
juxtapose that priority with other key areas such
as health and education.

Therefore, | say to the Member: no rash
decisions will be taken; it is too important a
matter for off-the-cuff responses. | repeat what

| said in my statement: we will have to have a
mature and responsible debate. Let us be frank:
it would be very easy in an election year to beat

one’s chest and say that we are backing this

or that on the basis that they may be populist
matters. We will not know the full implications of
the Browne report until we read it in the context
of the CSR settlement.

We also need to see the reaction of Ministers
in London. | understand that we will get some
indication of that at 3.30 this afternoon when
Ministers make statements. Only when we
see all that together will we know how the
report will restrict our ability to manoeuvre
locally, if it comes to that. However, this is a
devolved matter, and | assure the Member
that the Committee will play a pivotal role, as
it always does on key matters concerning the
Department.

10.45 am

Mr Bell: | thank the Minister for a mature and
comprehensive response to a difficult question
for Northern Ireland. | want to make three
points. Let me build on what we said yesterday.
Fairness and quality should be built into our
agenda. Fairness to allow socially disadvantaged
students to access university education, and in
that we lead the rest of the United Kingdom, but
also quality to ensure that our universities can
compete at the highest level in the British Isles,
Europe and the United States.

Mr Speaker: | encourage the Member to come
to his question.

Mr Bell: Let us remember that the Stuart report
was written when house prices in Northern
Ireland were going up by £75,000 a year and
Lehman Brothers was still trading. Therefore,
can the Minister ensure that, in marrying the
Browne and Stuart reports, we have a university
system fit for purpose that has fairness and
quality at its heart?

The Minister for Employment and Learning: In
recent years, we have invested heavily in higher
education. The worst that can happen is that we
squander the gains that have been made. There
are people at university today whose families
never thought that they would see their children
at university. | recall going, as | normally do,

to the summer graduation ceremonies for the
Step Up students at Jordanstown. | met people
from schools in disadvantaged areas and whose
families never thought that they would see their
children at university. They are there because
we have invested in a particular scheme to

give direct access to higher education to those
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from disadvantaged backgrounds. We have
the best figures in the UK, not only for total
participation of 18-year-olds and younger, first-
time undergraduates, but for participation of
students from disadvantaged backgrounds.

My Department is writing a strategy to complete
the widening access agenda. Even though
access has widened and people are going to
university who would never have gone before,
as | said at Question Time yesterday, there are
still significant pockets of under-representation
as far as participation in higher education is
concerned. Therefore, on the fairness side of
the Member’s agenda, | can tell him that the
Department remains fully committed. It would
be entirely wrong to squander the gains that
have been made. We have made progress, but
we have not completed the journey.

As far as quality is concerned, our universities
and university colleges have an excellent
record. Look at last year’s research assessment
exercise (RAE) ratings: both our universities
moved well up the ladder, with very significant
levels of world-class research. Both are well
within the top 50, out of the 189 universities in
the United Kingdom. In those circumstances,
having invested so much revenue and capital,
there is little value, from the point of view of
quality and fairness, in squandering that.

If this is the sort of template within which

the discussion is going to take place, | am

more than happy, because those are two key
areas. | add a third area: the relevance of the
universities to the economy. Those are the
areas where we have to have this debate. We do
not have all the facts at our disposal. | want to
thank the team in my Department, which started
to prepare some of this information at 7.30

am. Debate on this in the House will have to be
informed by those three things: fairness, quality
and the relevance of what we do in higher
education to economic development.

Mr Butler: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann
Comhairle. | thank the Minister for his
statement. | take it from what he says that he
is in favour of lifting the cap on tuition fees and
putting people who want third-level education
deeper into debt. The Minister has referred to
Joanne Stuart’s report, and | know that he is
going to publish it today. What recommendations
did it make as regards the cap on tuition fees?
Did the report recommend lifting it? How will he
explain to the many students and graduates, as

well as their families, that they will be picking up
a huge bill of debt for the next 30 years if the
Browne report is implemented here in the North
of Ireland?

The Minister for Employment and Learning:
First, the Member is correct to say that
universities are about more than fees. |
personally take what may be an old-fashioned
view of universities in that | do not see them

as degree factories; | see them as places of
learning, where people get together to have their
learning experience and capabilities expanded.
Universities widen horizons.

Nevertheless, universities are very expensive
places. In broad terms, and to put it in context,
we spend over £500 million a year on our
universities in Northern Ireland. The bulk of that
— £288 million — goes on student support.
Therefore, more goes on student support than
in block grants to universities. It is important
that Members understand that. Having said
that, however, it was obvious that, in the context
of the ongoing review, we would not be able to
ignore an area with such expenditure. | have
had two conversations over the past couple of
months with the Finance Minister, including one
the week before last, where these issues have
been discussed. There were no circumstances
in which higher education would get a complete
bye ball in the spending review.

As | said in my answer to the previous question,
we have things that we have to protect.
Members will see later today that the thrust

of Joanne Stuart’s report is that the present
level of fees should, by and large, remain as
they are, with some caveats. However, as Mr
Bell indicated, that report was largely compiled
last year, and, of course, circumstances have
changed. The Government have changed, as
has the whole public finance situation. Joanne
Stuart anticipated that, as Members will see
when they have a chance to study her report.
She clearly states that she will want to look

at her recommendations in the light of what
Browne comes up with. However, even Browne’s
report was amended; | believe that he was given
further instructions over the summer to include
other issues.

There is a significant difference in approach
between Joanne Stuart’s report and the Browne
report, and it will be for Members to compare
and contrast them. However, Joanne Stuart
anticipated that, and she will update Members
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and the report in the coming weeks in light of
what has happened. | presume that we will also
have the benefit, whether that is good, bad or
indifferent, of knowing what financial effects will
flow from the Barnett consequentials of the matter.

Mr McClarty: | thank the Minister and
congratulate him on his statement. Does he
agree that it is not a sustainable way forward
for higher education in Northern Ireland to
pretend that changes in funding to universities
in England have no implications for this part of
the United Kingdom?

The Minister for Employment and Learning:
The Member catches the point entirely. This

is Browne’s report, but do not forget that it is
nothing more than a report at the moment. We
will have some indications about the matter
later today when Ministers in London give their
initial reactions to it. What will those reactions
be? We should not forget that the report

would have to be translated into decisions by
Parliament. Therefore, there is a political aspect
to the issue to be considered. As we know, the
Opposition in London are now in favour of a
graduate tax, even though it was the Opposition
party that introduced fees in the first place.
Indeed, | would point out that it did so against
the wishes of every party in this House.

The fact remains that two things mean that

we cannot and will not be allowed to ignore

the implications of what happens in London.
First, as | said yesterday, in answer to a
question from, | think, Mr McCrea, Revenue

and Customs is not prepared to introduce a
system in Northern Ireland for collecting student
loans that is separate to that which applies
elsewhere.

| wrote to Revenue and Customs to ask whether
we could raise our threshold for repayments, but
that was ruled out simply because Revenue and
Customs was not prepared to have a two-tier
system. | think that we would all be pleased if
the threshold for loan repayments were raised.
Indeed, a number of Members wrote to me
about that issue over the past year. Therefore,

| fully appreciate that a raising of the threshold
is something with which Members would be
content. However, if there is significant change
to the block grant as a result of the report’s
proposals and decisions that Ministers may
take, the Executive will not be able to ignore all
that but will have to consider it. Ultimately, the
House will have to vote on a Budget, assuming

that one comes forward, that will determine the
priorities that we place on all those matters. We
cannot take any one of them in isolation.

In the next few months, the House will have
some very difficult decisions to make. As | said
previously, | hope that we are able to rise above
party politics, because we are taking about the
future of another generation of young people.
They are the seedcorn of our future economic
prosperity. We have to see things in that context.

Mr Lyttle: | thank the Minister for his statement.
| am glad that the House recognised that higher
education changes lives and life chances and
that it is a key economic driver for us as we try
to get out of recession. Will the Minister give

his initial reflections on the reaction that he has
received from some of the key stakeholders,
such as the vice chancellors and student
representatives?

The Minister for Employment and Learning:
The vice chancellors and students are obviously
concerned. To put it in context, | liken the report
and its potential consequences for higher
education to what the Education Act (Northern
Ireland) 1947 did for basic education. This is
major stuff; it is probably the biggest proposed
change for universities since the nineteenth
century. The implications are that the block
grant system, which provides around 40%, 41%
or 42% of university funding in Northern Ireland,
will be replaced by a system in which the money
follows the student. In other words, universities
will have to compete to get students through
the door, because that is from where their main
source of revenue will come.

We pay roughly £210 million in various grants
to our universities. That would be replaced by
fees. Therefore, the Government would step
back and would lose its influence and ability to
shape policy. That would allow for a free market
to operate in higher education. That is a very
different proposition to the system to which we
are accustomed.

Think of the implications: the universities’

main source of revenue will become their
students. Universities would, of course,
continue to receive money from third parties,
the private sector and philanthropic bodies, but
the Government’s role would be to step back
and allow, effectively, a free market in higher
education. That is a very different proposition.
It would work if the universities were to succeed
and do well, but what would happen if one
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of them were to falter? Those are the sort of
issues that we will have to address.

This is very big stuff. It is hard, in the very short
time that we have had, to absorb some of the
information, but it is very significant. The report
indicates that we will raise the threshold, that any
balance after 30 years of fees — it is currently
25 years — will be written off and that repayments
will stop if earnings dip below £21,000.

We know that protections are built in. Indeed, an
increase in students is recommended, although
that is in England; we have already reached
those targets. However, | say to the Member
that this is big stuff, and it would be wrong of
us to rush to any quick decisions. Students who
have been studying the review are concerned
that its recommendations may become a barrier
to widening participation by saddling people
with debts of at least £20,000 in fees alone,
excluding living costs.

Another interesting aspect of the review is

that there would be one point of application.
Currently, people apply to UCAS for a university
place and apply separately to a different
location for their finance. The proposal is to
bring that process together in one place. The
proposed changes are radical, and we will have
to take time to consider them.

11.00 am

Mr S Anderson: |, too, thank the Minister for
his statement. Given that Northern Ireland has
achieved 50% of 18- to 25-year-olds attending
university, will the Minister assure the House
that we will continue to lead other parts of

the United Kingdom in offering more places to
socially disadvantaged students?

The Minister for Employment and Learning: |
will repeat to the Member for Upper Bann what

| said in response to a previous question: it
would be a terrible shame to lose the gains

and the ground that we have made through the
investment of public money and the tremendous
effort of our universities and students. The
Department for Employment and Learning

has put an additional 21% of revenue into
universities in the past five years. Universities
have been permitted to keep all the fee income
that they received, which runs to around £80
million a year. Universities have also increased
their income from third-party sources, such as
the private sector and philanthropic bodies. That

is why they are performing so well, moving up
the league tables and attracting more students.

As a net exporter of students, Northern

Ireland is a unique region, a matter raised by
Member after Member right around the House
for years. At any time, at least a quarter of

our students are at universities elsewhere;
most in Great Britain, some in the Republic. Is
the Member asking me what the implication

is if, suddenly, people must acquire debts
running into £25,000, £28,000 or £30,000
that they will have to start repaying? That is
equivalent to mortgages that many of us would
have taken out earlier in our life, and it is a
huge undertaking. | think that the Member is
raising the question of whether that will be a
tipping point for students who might say that
they cannot afford to take such a risk. Those
are arguments that we must have. Because
university funding is very expensive, there

are no easy options. As | said, it accounts for
55% to 60% of my Department’s budget, which
amounts to more than £500 million a year. It is
big stuff, and do not forget that many students
are beginning to study for their degree at our
further education colleges as well. That is a very
positive growth area that we are encouraging.

The Member has asked the two key questions
that the House will have to address in the
coming months. | hope that the answer to

those questions will be that, no matter what our
differences may be on other political issues, we
are not prepared to sacrifice the gains that we
have made and that we will work our way round
that. However, that is something that the House,
as a whole, will have to decide.

Ms S Ramsey: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann
Combhairle. | join other Members in commending
the Minister for his statement. It would be useful
to get a further update as quickly as possible on
the issues raised in Joanne Stuart’s report. I,
like the Minister, commend our further and higher
education institutions. This debate is not about
the positive work that they do; it is about further
education being available to and accessed by
those who have and, indeed, those who have
not. | remind the Minister about social inclusion.

Mr Speaker: | encourage the Member to come
to her question.

Ms S Ramsey: Social inclusion is a key theme

in the Programme for Government. How much of
the fees currently paid by students goes directly
on the wages of lecturers and senior staff in our
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education institutions? Furthermore — it may
be a radical thought — have the universities
or, indeed, the Department proposed capping
salary increases for senior management in
those institutions?

The Minister for Employment and Learning:
With respect to the Member’s last point, earlier
this year | wrote to the universities to draw
their attention to public anxiety about salary
increases, and | received positive responses
from both vice chancellors. Therefore, the
senate at Queen’s and the council in the
University of Ulster are aware of my views and
the views of the House on the matter, and they
responded positively to my letters.

Of course social inclusion is at the core of the
Programme for Government. Even the most
hostile observer would have to agree that we
have put our money where our mouth is with
respect to higher education. The facts and
figures prove that there are people in higher
education who would not be there other than for
the fact that we had a policy to get them there.
As | said to other Members, whatever we do, we
must ensure that we do not jeopardise those
gains. However, we also have to be realistic
about what we can do, because, although the
matter is devolved, we are not completely
isolated. At the end of the day, finance is the
factor that tips the balance and makes the
difference. If we get the money that we currently
receive, we will have options. However, if things
change and resources are reduced due to
Barnett consequentials, the whole Executive will
have to take a view on the matter, because the
problem will be on such a scale that my
Department will not be able to deal with it on its
own. The matter will have to go to the Executive,
and, ultimately, the Assembly will have to vote
on a Budget, which is why the Committee’s role
will be very important. That is where detailed
scrutiny will take place and that is where
Members will be able to judge whether the
balance is right. However, we do not have all
the information.

| believe that | am right in saying that fees go in
total to the universities, which are charged with
dispensing them. We have not interfered in that
flow of money. | repeat: in the past five years,
we have increased by 21% our portion of the
block grant and various other funding streams
that we pass to the universities. On top of that,
they receive the entirety of the fee income,
which amounts to about £80 million a year. No

one can say that we have not treated higher
education generously.

Mr Ross: | thank the Minister for his statement.
He correctly highlighted the huge changes that
could come about as a result of the proposals.
Of course, advocates of the proposals argue
that people do not have a right to go to
university. However, as the Minister rightly said,
in Northern Ireland, we can be proud of the fact
that so many young people from lower-income
families have been able to go to university. Many
of them go to university across the water. Does
the Minister share my concern and, indeed,

the concern of many families this morning that
the proposals may lead to young people from
lower-income families having their opportunities
limited due to the fact that they will simply not
be able to afford to attend certain courses and
institutions?

The Minister for Employment and Learning:

| have to agree with the Member that that is
one of the risks. There is no doubt that it is.
However, it is also fair to say and the report
makes it clear that there will be no upfront
costs. Even though the total bill at the end of
one’s course might be bigger, there will be no
upfront cost for doing the course. That, in itself,
does not mean that there is a cash barrier.
However, | believe that there is a significant
psychological barrier, which says to people that
the debt that they will accrue is going to double
or more.

Although it is fair to say that the statistics
support the proposition that the introduction

of fees had an initial negative effect, it was
preceded by a surge of people going to
university before fees were introduced, followed
by a dip. However, the numbers have come
back up, and we have had a 12% increase in
applications in the current year. If | were to

be asked whether we would have had a 12%
increase in applications had our fees been more
than twice what they currently are, | would have
to say that, somewhere along the graph, the
point would be reached at which people would
say that the fees are too much.

Let me make myself clear: we are not pushing
now to increase the proportion of people who go
to university. That is because we believe that we
have probably reached the right level. University
is not for everybody. We need apprentices and
people in the labour market who have different
skills. We must remember that the Department
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has to deal with a wide range of people,
including those who have no skills whatsoever
and need essential reading and writing skKills. |
have made it absolutely clear to the Department
that, in any spending cuts that we may have to
make, it is not allowed to touch money that |
have ring-fenced for essential skills. If people
cannot read or write when they leave school,
what chance in life do they have? That is a
fundamental issue. As | said yesterday, it is a
disgrace that so many people are coming out of
school without those basic skills. We are ring-
fencing money for that, and | have made it clear
to the Department that that is where we are
coming from.

| will say this to the Member: we need to look at
precisely where the balance is and at which
point someone will make a decision not to go to
university because of cost. We need to research
that, to talk to students and potential students
and to shape the debate about the priority that
the Assembly is going to give to higher education.
However, that must not be to the exclusion of
other areas of departmental work. We need a
varied range of skKills in our workforce.

University is not for everybody. | have long

held the belief that there is a certain inverted
snobbery in our society that someone who

has a professional, technical or vocational
qualification is not held in the same esteem,
perhaps, as someone who has an academic
qualification. That is wrong, and it is a mistake.
Other countries in Europe that are successfully
powering ahead, such as Germany, value people
with professional, technical or vocational
qualifications far more than we do. It is a
question of balance. From what | have heard

in the Chamber today, | am very happy that the
debate that will ensue in the coming months
will take of account of that balance, and that
Members will be acutely aware of the risks that
we run with what may be a radically different
financial regime from that which we have been
used to.

Mr McCallister: | welcome the Minister’s
statement. Given all the comments that have
been made, Northern Ireland’s reputation

for learning and excellence, the importance

of education to our economy and, as other
Members have said, to social inclusion, and
the Minister’'s commitment to keeping the gains
that we have made, does he agree that this
has been a useful start to the debate? There

is a huge responsibility on the Department, the

Assembly and the Committee for Employment
and Learning to lead the debate and to come up
with a sensible and balanced way ahead.

The Minister for Employment and Learning: |
am encouraged by the tone of the debate. It is
already clear that Members see the significance
of the review. | felt that it was important

to come to the Assembly at the earliest
opportunity, even though | readily admit that,
between 7.30 am and now, we have not been
given an opportunity to carry out an in-depth
analysis. Nevertheless, | thought that it was
important at least to start things off so that we
can try to shape the debate in our community.
At the end of the day, decisions that we will
make in here will determine the outcome. If you
believe in devolution, as | do, that is the name
of the game. However, we cannot be isolated
from external factors, of which finance is, of
course, a critical one. Even though someone of
the Member’s wealth may not have problems,
everybody else has to cut their coat according to
their cloth. We are no exception.

11.15 am

We want to protect the most vulnerable in

our community and encourage people into
university education, as it can be a life-changing
experience that can open doors. All the
evidence suggests that university graduates
earn more. However, as | said, they are not the
only people in the community whom we must
consider; there are others. | have pointed out
to the Member that among those are people
who are less fortunate do not even have the
basic skills to read, write and count properly.
Until the Assembly cures that problem to its
satisfaction, a balance must be struck. People
in our community have so many varied levels
of ability and skill. That does not mean that
they do not have potential; however, we are not
doing things 100% right because we still need
to resolve those problems. | am confident that
the Assembly will have a mature debate on the
issue in which | look forward to participating.

| am sure that the Committee will want to
make its own decisions and decide on its work
programme. Over the next few months, we will
be very busy on this subject.

Mr P Ramsey: | thank the Minister for coming
along this morning. The SDLP is disappointed
that, although the Minister has conceded
that Northern Ireland is in a unique situation
with special circumstances, Joanne Stuart’s

152



Tuesday 12 October 2010

Ministerial Statement: Review of Higher Education
Funding and Student Finance in England and the Independent
Review of Variable Fees and Student Finance in Northern Ireland

report has lain on someone’s desk for six
months, during which time we could have had
a mature, responsive and informed debate

to lead up to now. Joanne Stuart’s report will
now be absolutely overshadowed by Browne’s
report. Given the high levels of poverty and
disadvantage in Northern Ireland — much
greater than those in Britain — does the
Minister not believe that the Browne report will
cause further hardship, distress, disadvantage
and poverty across Northern Ireland?

The Minister for Employment and Learning:
There are two arguments to take place. We
knew, as did Joanne, from the beginning that the
Browne report was coming. We were the first

in the UK, | think, to kick off the process, but
we recognhised and she made it clear that her
report could not be read in isolation from the
Browne report. The Higher Education Funding
Council for England (HEFCE) does a great deal
of work for us. We are not isolated; we are in
the UCAS system and are part of the UK higher
education system. Therefore, although we

could have produced the report earlier, Joanne
Stuart took the view — rightly, as it turns out

— that she may have to look again at some

of her recommendations in light of the Browne
report. That is exactly what happened. When

| spoke to her yesterday, she was willing to
conduct an update of her report in light of those
recommendations.

The financial arrangements that we are likely

to face today are a world away from those

that obtained in February or March when

| got Joanne’s report. The Member should

not despair: although the report issues

huge challenges, until we see the financial
implications — we will get some flavour of those
next week — it is too early for the Member to
make a rash judgement that, somehow or other,
our achievements in higher education will take
a nosedive. | have not come to that conclusion.
The Member’s contribution was unique: it is the
first time that he did not get his oar in about a
university in Londonderry.

Ms Lo: Lots of comments have been made
about barriers to people from socially
disadvantaged communities embarking on
future degrees. From what | read, the report
proposes doing away with bursaries in
universities. That would be another barrier on
top of the doubling of the fees. Will the Minister,
at least, consider encouraging universities to
maintain bursaries that often help young people

from lower-income families, particularly for
degrees such as medicine and architecture, for
which students have to buy a lot of material and
expensive books?

The Minister for Employment and Learning:
The Member is correct to point out the

issue of bursaries. Members will be aware

that both universities have been making
bursaries available. Indeed, the year before
last, Queen’s introduced a higher level of
bursary to encourage students to go into STEM
areas. However, the report, as | understand

it, anticipates a higher level of support for
students as some way of offsetting the bursary
issues. The Member will also be aware that a
higher level of maintenance grant support is
provided to students in Northern Ireland than
in the rest of the United Kingdom. Therefore,
to some extent, we already have the best of
both worlds, because we have bursaries and
higher levels of student support. However, that
detail, significant though it might be, can only
be read in the context of whether there will

be Barnett consequentials. Until we see what
those consequential will be, it will be hard to be
definitive. | am trying to be careful not to hang
us on hooks that we cannot get off, because we
do not have all of the information.

The report talks about greater support for
part-time students. We should remember that
they, to some extent, have been forgotten

about in this matter. We have been talking
primarily about full-time students, but there is

a large number of part-time students. There

is huge potential to grow the number of part-
time students, and that will allow people, even
during their career, to change and to increase
their learning. Indeed, the Department has been
thinking of looking at the bursary model to steer
or encourage students in particular directions.

The Member mentioned medical students. My
colleague the Minister of Health, Social Services
and Public Safety will have to decide how many
students he will support for medical purposes.
The ripples of the report and the spending review
will spread far and wide, and it is too early to
tell what the full implications will be for bursaries
until we see the financial package and the
number of medical students that my colleague
will be able to support. Any change in that will
have a huge financial impact on the university.

Mr K Robinson: | thank the Minister for his
response. It reminds me somewhat of the lyrics
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of a song from ‘Paint Your Wagon’: “Where

are we off to? | don’t know. How are we going
to get there? | haven’t got a clue”. To some
degree, we are operating in a vacuum. Will the
Minister assure the House that the consultation
process that he is about to launch will cover all
Lord Browne’s recommendations rather than
being perhaps narrowly preoccupied with one
or two? Will he bear in mind the important role
that further education plays already and can
continue to play in the future? The Minister
already gave an indication of that.

The Minister for Employment and Learning:
Our whole approach has to be integrated. | will
not rise to the Member’s ‘Paint Your Wagon’
analogy, but the consultation will not simply

be on the Browne report. We will also have the
Stuart report, and we will have to have our own
priorities. These are reports, and it is up to the
Assembly and to the elected Members to take
the decisions, not Lord Browne or anyone else
who writes a report. Ministers commissioned
those reports to advise the Government, and
we commissioned Joanne Stuart to advise the
Government here. We must shape the debate in
the light of our circumstances.

The Member is quite right: he knows that |
have done everything in my power to protect
the further education sector from the financial
difficulties that are being experienced. In

fact, when cuts were made at Easter and
subsequently, | did not take any money off
further education, simply because | believe
that it is at the cutting edge of our economic
development policy. Therefore, the consultation
and the debates that we must have must be
shaped not only by the Browne report and

the Stuart report but by our priorities. That is
what we are here for. We are not here simply

to rubber-stamp the reports that we ask for.
Reports are there to help and inform us, to
enable us to have an informed debate, to
provide factual information and to shine a light
on a particular issue from a point of view that
may not otherwise have been considered. At the
end of the day, Members must go through the
Lobbies and make a decision. It is, therefore, up
to us to make the decisions, and we should not
hide behind reports. Reports are there for our
benefit and to inform us, but, ultimately, it is we
who must vote in the House to decide what we
are going to do.

Mr McGlone: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann
Combhairle. | thank the Minister for his

statement. | wish to ask him about two
elements. First, | listened to the views of
Members around the Chamber on the need to
ensure that access to higher education prevails
for people from less well-off and lower-income
backgrounds and that, in future, people from all
backgrounds have access to higher education
so that they can advance themselves and
contribute to society. Secondly, has the Minister
given any thought to any of the themes that
have emerged from the Browne report? For
example, has he given any thought to how
students who currently attend universities

in England and Wales can be retained in the
North and attend local universities? Do local
universities have the capacity to accommodate
those students?

The Minister for Employment and Learning:
The Member raised a range of issues, including
access, about which most Members asked. As
| said, there is a widening access section in the
Department that is led by a senior official. | am
briefed regularly by that person, and, 10 or so
days ago, | went to see him specifically to go
through some of the issues. He is at the point
of providing his first draft on the next stage in
the widening access strategy. In other words,
he has identified, through statistical evidence
and research, pockets in which a reasonable
proportion of people is still not accessing
higher education. Therefore, as | said, although
we have good statistics to show that progress
has been made, we have still not completed
the journey. It is fair to say that, depending on
how this turns out, we may take a wrong turn,
and, depending on how the finances work out,
we may be forced into taking wrong turns. The
Member knows that my Department and | are
committed to this. We put our money where our
mouth is.

| mentioned the Step-Up campaign, which many
people and many schools want to join. People
are coming to me and saying that they want to
see the areas extended. | have given money to
ensure that the programme is guaranteed until
2014, which is about as far ahead as | can look.
Schools are knocking down the door to get into
the programme, and that is positive. However, we
will have to remain vigilant as we move forward.

The Member asked whether the students whom
we export can be retained. The underprovision
of places at Northern Ireland’s universities
impacts on students because it tends to raise
the bar for entry qualifications. Consequently, a
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number of them leave. However, at the moment,
we have a group of people — | did research

on this at an early stage — whom we call
“determined leavers”.

11.30 am

One of the first things that | did when | became
Minister in 2007 was to ask Professor Bob
Osborne to carry out research into why those
people were leaving. The response was that
certain courses were not available and that
people think that certain universities, such as
Oxbridge, the University of London, etc, have a
prestige attached to them. In one sense, it is
good for people to have a different vision and

a different perspective. Many people, certainly
in the Belfast doughnut, argue that if they go to
Queen’s or the University of Ulster, they are not
going away to university.

However, the whole economic picture has
changed since then. If we were to look at fees
around the levels that people are talking about,
it would completely change the formula that we
have been working on. It would have a profound
impact on people’s decisions. | do not know
whether capacity exists in the universities, but
capacity can be created. We control the number
of full-time students by the use of the maximum
student number (MaSN) cap, which is a cap on
student numbers purely as a financial control
mechanism. If the report were read in a certain
way, one could take the view that the MaSN

cap is no longer required, because the MaSN
cap is there to control our spending. There is
no need for an MaSN cap if the income comes
from the student and not from the Government.
That completely changes the dynamics of the
whole thing.

| suspect that, at the end of the day, the
coalition will have to come to a compromise.

It will be hard to envisage some Members in
London voting through the Lobbies in view of
the pledges that they made in other places

to implement, effectively, a free market in
universities. Therefore, a balance may be
achieved. | have no doubt that capacity

can be created, and there is certainly huge
potential: there is no MaSN cap as far as
part-time students are concerned. However, |
have no doubt that it is there purely to control
government spending where there is a balance
between that and the supply. In other words,
we could say that we will give the universities
x million pounds to spend however they like but

that they will not get any more: if they get more
students, that is up to them. Lord Mandelson
did that last year as a control mechanism. He
said that he was raising the MaSN cap but that
he was not increasing their money. It was the
usual smoke and mirrors that one comes to
expect from certain politicians. Those questions
will have to be asked and discussed as we
move forward.
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Executive Committee Business

Draft Conduct of Employment
Agencies and Employment
Businesses (Amendment) Regulations
(Northern Ireland) 2010

The Minister for Employment and Learning
(Sir Reg Empey): | beg to move

That the draft Conduct of Employment Agencies
and Employment Businesses (Amendment)
Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2010 be affirmed.

| am seeking the Assembly’s approval for

the Conduct of Employment Agencies and
Employment Businesses (Amendment)
Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2010. | know
that people have been studying the regulations
from 7.30 am, in between reading Lord Browne’s
report, so | am sure that Members are familiar
with them.

The regulations are subject to the draft
affirmative procedure as laid down in the parent
legislation, the Employment (Miscellaneous
Provisions) (Northern Ireland) Order 1981. The
regulations were laid before the Assembly in
draft on 17 September and it is intended that
they will come into operation on 1 December.

The regulations amend the Conduct of
Employment Agencies and Employment
Businesses Regulations (Northern Ireland)
2005. The regulations are intended to protect
the interests of those who use the services
of employment agencies and employment
businesses — for instance, work-seekers

and hirers — and put in place the minimum
standards that work-seekers and hirers can
expect, such as the provision of terms and
conditions, restrictions on charging fees to
work-seekers, and proper handling of clients’
money. The regulations also remove a number
of regulatory requirements on agencies

that have been deemed burdensome and
unnecessary. Those are undoubted benefits,
both for employers and for workers who avail
themselves of the services provided by the
private recruitment sector.

Employers benefit from the flexibility that
agency workers bring to their businesses,
particularly during seasonal fluctuations or
peaks and troughs in demand. Agency work
also allows companies to increase production
on a temporary basis, before committing

permanently to expansion, which is particularly
important during a period of economic renewal.
For work-seekers, agency work can be used as a
stepping stone to a permanent job, as a way of
entering or re-entering the job market, or simply
as a way of working more flexibly to help to
balance domestic responsibilities.

The increasing use of the Internet has resulted
in work-seekers making greater use of electronic
job boards or e-recruitment. It is important that
the law in relation to the private recruitment
sector is fit for purpose and does not restrict
access to job opportunities online. The

flexibility and capacity for innovation that the
e-recruitment sector provides as a whole will be
vital to Northern Ireland’s economic recovery.

The vast majority of employment agencies and
businesses are reputable companies that treat
work-seekers fairly, and the private recruitment
sector has, on the whole, made a significant
and positive contribution to the Northern Ireland
economy. Recent research by my Department
indicated that in 2009 approximately 270
recruitment companies were operating in
Northern Ireland. The research concluded that
the majority of temporary agency workers were
satisfied with their employment agency, had
never experienced any problems with payments
and were placed in temporary employment
within a few weeks of registering with an agency.
| welcome those findings, but | am aware that
some rogue agencies, which attempt to exploit
work-seekers to gain a competitive advantage,
continue to operate.

The purpose of the statutory rule is twofold.

It includes deregulatory measures aimed at
reducing administrative burdens on employment
agencies, a move that also reflects the need to
keep pace with new technology and changing
business practices. The legislation also seeks
to increase protection for work-seekers in the
modelling and entertainment sectors, in which
there is the greatest potential for exploitation.
Those are the main reasons for the amending
regulations that | bring before the House today.

The amending regulations will remove the
requirement on employment agencies that
supply work-seekers to permanent employment
to carry out certain suitability checks. That
change applies only to permanent workers, and
it will not reduce the obligations on employment
businesses that place people on temporary
assignments. Currently, all employment
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agencies and businesses must undertake
checks on the suitability of work-seekers who
are supplied for permanent and temporary
recruitment. Those checks include checks on
identity, experience, training, qualifications and
any authorisations that the hirer requires or are
required by law. However, certain checks that
are required to be carried out by an employment
agency are also required by law to be carried out
by the hirer, resulting in an obvious duplication
of effort. The regulations will remove the require-
ment for employment agencies to carry out
suitability checks when supplying permanent
work-seekers to hirers. That deregulatory measure
is intended to reduce the administrative burden
on such agencies, to simplify matters for
work-seekers and to remove unnecessary
duplication. However, statutory suitability checks
will continue to be carried out by hirers.

As | mentioned earlier, the amendment will
also assist electronic job boards that recruit
exclusively online. In their simplest form,
those job boards allow the swapping of lists

of vacancies and CVs. Such agencies do not
meet their clients and, therefore, do not carry
out checks. Currently, the business model for
those businesses makes it difficult for them
to comply with the requirements. The online
recruitment industry is one of the most dynamic
and innovative sectors in Northern Ireland, and
it is clearly not in our interest to threaten that
important route to employment.

There is one important exception to the removal
of suitability checks. The regulations make it
clear that, in the case of an agency that intends
to place workers in jobs in which they work with
vulnerable people, there will be a requirement to
continue to carry out those checks.

Removing all of the checks would leave gaps,
potentially, in that people who work with the
vulnerable in their own homes may not be
covered by any checking regime. Clearly, that
would be unacceptable. Protection of the
vulnerable should remain paramount, although it
will mean that some checks will continue to be
carried out by both agency and hirer.

A further reduction of administrative burdens is
the removal of the requirement for employment
agencies to agree terms with work-seekers
before finding them work and to do the same
with hirers before agreeing to place workers with
them. Those provisions add little or no value,
and some respondents to the consultation felt

that the checks were significant and costly.
For the work-seeker who is seeking permanent
placement, agreement of terms should be
with the hirer. Agreement of terms between

an agency and a hirer should be purely a
contractual matter.

In addition, the regulations will be amended so
that job advertisements simply state whether
the vacancy is temporary or permanent. That
move recognises the fact that the terms
“employment agency” and “employment
business” can be confusing to the wider
public. | am sure that Members will agree
that the simpler definitions are more likely to
be understood by work-seekers and hirers. |
trust that Members will also agree that the
regulations strike a sensible balance between
the removal of unnecessary requirements and
the retention of important ones.

I will now move to the additional protections that
the regulations put in place for work-seekers.
The regulations will provide for upfront fees

to be banned altogether for photographic and
fashion models. The cooling-off period of seven
days will be extended to 30 days for those who
are seeking work as actors, extras, singers,
dancers and other performers.

In 2008, | brought a statutory rule before the
Assembly that amended the conduct regulations
to introduce the seven-day cooling off period for
agencies charging upfront fees. That cooling-
off period allowed a work-seeker to cancel or
withdraw from, without detriment or penalty, any
contract that sought to include their details in

a publication. That was to address concerns

at the time that some unscrupulous agencies
were engaging in hard-sell tactics to persuade
vulnerable would-be entertainers or models

to pay high fees for inclusion in a publication
with unrealistic promises of work. It gave the
individuals seven days away from the pressure
of the photographic session or studio to think
about whether or not he or she wanted to
proceed with the terms laid out by the agency.

In Great Britain, the Employment Agency
Standards Inspectorate continues to receive
a steady stream of complaints about abuse
of upfront fees. Problems seem to be most
prevalent in the modelling and entertainment
sectors. It seems clear that the seven-day
cooling off period does not provide adequate
protection for those who seek work in certain
sectors of the entertainment industry.
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Fortunately, we, in Northern Ireland, have not
seen the extent of abuses that have been
experienced in Great Britain, but the potential
exists. It is sensible for Northern Ireland to
replicate changes in legislation in Great Britain.
That will prevent any rogue agencies’ attempts
to move their operations to Northern Ireland,
if they can no longer operate so freely in Great
Britain, and ensure that people who seek work
in those sectors here have the same rights
and protections as people in the rest of the
United Kingdom.

The ban on charging upfront fees to work-
seekers will apply to those who are seeking
employment as photographic or fashion
models; the majority of scams are targeted

at such individuals. However, it will not have a
major effect on reputable agencies; they will
still be able to charge commission on actual
work found. The increase in the cooling-off
period from seven days to 30 days will apply
for work-seekers who want employment as
actors, background artists, extras, musicians,
singers, dancers or other performers. The
regulations will also be tightened to ensure
that agencies inform clients about their right to
cancel; give them a draft of the information to
be provided about them in a publication; and
include provision for a refund if no publication is
produced or circulated within 60 days.

11.45 am

The seven-day cooling-off period will remain in
place for occupations relating to behind-the-
scenes work, such as production staff and
camera operators, as there is no evidence of
abuse in those occupations. The regulations
also contain anti-avoidance measures to
allow entertainers a 30-day cooling-off period
for additional services, including photos and
audiovisual services. That is to ensure that no
loopholes remain to exploit vulnerable work-
seekers by providing them with expensive but
worthless portfolios.

| am grateful to the Committee for Employment
and Learning for its detailed scrutiny of the
policy proposals and regulations. At its meeting
on 29 September, the Committee recommended
that they be approved by the Assembly.

The Chairperson of the Committee for
Employment and Learning (Mrs D Kelly): | thank
the Minister for bringing forward the motion to
affirm the Draft Conduct of Employment Agencies

and Employment Businesses (Amendment)
Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2010.

The Committee considered the SL1 background
note to the statutory rule at its meeting on 8
September and raised no issues. At its meeting
on 29 September, the Committee considered
the statutory rule, which, by that stage, had
been laid in draft, and members offered no
objections to it. The Committee has been
supportive of the Minister’s efforts to ensure
that employment agencies and businesses are
run fairly and according to the law.

The Committee supports legislation that creates
fair, effective and efficient administration of
those organisations and provides a system of
inspection that will protect groups that could

be vulnerable to exploitation. Accordingly, the
Committee supports the motion. | commend the
Minister for bringing it to the House.

Mr Bell: | join the Chairperson in giving full and
wholehearted endorsement to a very valuable
set of regulations. As | looked around the
Chamber, | could not help but think that very
few of us would have to pay upfront fees for
modelling. As the saying goes, politics is show
business for ugly people. Is the Minister fully
satisfied that the protections in respect of
employment agencies are as effective as they
can be and that there are sufficient safeguards
in the system for vulnerable people?

The Minister for Employment and Learning:
The same thought was going through my mind
as | was making the statement, but | decided
not to make comment on it. Nevertheless, with
regard to the Member’s fundamental point, |
am sure that he and others have been lobbied
by organisations. Let us be clear: this is not a
serious problem here. It is a serious problem in
Great Britain. | believe that we have a balance,
wanting to remove as much regulation as we
can, consistent with the protections that we
believe people are entitled to receive. | am sure
that Members can imagine circumstances in
which a young person sees a potential for a
career and goes to somebody who tells them
that they will prepare a fancy portfolio, that
their name and photograph will appear in a
publication, and that that will be their stairway
to stardom. You can see how somebody

could easily be taken to the cleaners in those
circumstances.

We have tried to ensure that people are
protected, but we do not want to strangle
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the opportunity for business to thrive. Any
regulations that we impose on businesses
have a negative aspect to them. It costs money
to implement regulations, it takes time, and
many of the businesses are small and are run
by one person or a small number of people.
Therefore, we do not want to intervene more
than necessary, but we have a duty. The same
applies to the Trading Standards Service. The
principles are well-established. If people sell
shoddy goods, there are rights and obligations
that have to be followed. That is the nearest
parallel to what we are trying to do here. It

is trying to have as light a touch as possible,
consistent with ensuring that people, particularly
vulnerable elements, are not exploited by
unscrupulous people.

We know that those people are out there.
Certainly, reports from Great Britain are clear
on that. The fact that that issue is not a big
problem in Northern Ireland does not mean
that it cannot become a problem. If somebody
sees that a loophole exists here, they could be
encouraged to come here to exploit it.

| am sure that Members have seen on television
during the past few days that a company had
offered to paint people’s houses with a 15-year
protection guarantee. All of a sudden, after a
few months, people discovered that the paint
was starting to flake off their houses. That

is a classic example of the type of case for
which trading standards law was introduced,
that is, to ensure that there was some honesty
in the system. The case of the agencies in
question is similar. Quite frankly, | believe that
the vast majority of agencies make a positive
contribution to the Northern Ireland economy,
even in that particular sector.

In response to Mr Bell, | say that the
Department has struck the right balance. |
appreciate the Committee’s support for the
implementation of those regulations.

Question put and agreed to.
Resolved:

That the draft Conduct of Employment Agencies
and Employment Businesses (Amendment)
Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2010 be approved.

Addendum to the Programme
for Government

Mr Speaker: The next item of business is a
motion from the Minister of Justice. It deals
with Department of Justice matters that are to
be added to the Programme for Government.

| advise Members that remarks about other
elements of the Programme for Government
will be outside the scope of the debate. | warn
Members who might be tempted to go beyond
the scope of the debate that | will ask them to
take their seats and | will move on to the next
Member to speak. Members on all sides have
been well warned.

The Business Committee has agreed to allow
up to two hours for the debate. The Minister will
have 10 minutes in which to propose the motion
and 15 minutes in which to make his winding-up
speech. All other Members who wish to speak
will have five minutes.

The Minister of Justice (Mr Ford): | beg to move

That the addendum to the Programme for
Government for the Department of Justice, as
agreed by the Executive, be approved.

It gives me great pleasure to move the motion,
which stands in my name, on behalf of the
Executive. Although the devolution of policing
and justice powers was an important step
forward in the peace process and the political
process, | believe that we will be judged by how
this Assembly and Executive carry out their
responsibilities for the benefit of all the people
of Northern Ireland.

Unfortunately, events of recent weeks are a
harsh reminder that there are people in the
community who do not want to see devolution
working. However, that cannot distract us.
Therefore, | am pleased to bring the addendum
to the Assembly to demonstrate formally

that devolution is making a difference. | am
also pleased to launch a consultation on new
sentencing guidelines mechanisms, which is
one of the priority actions in the addendum.
However, | will return to that in a few moments.

The addendum, which has been circulated to
Members, sets out the Department of Justice’s
priorities. In line with the remaining period of
the Programme for Government, it focuses

on the current financial year and sets out the
foundation for an agenda for change that will
impact in the longer term. | am grateful to
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colleagues on the Committee for Justice and in
the Executive for their helpful comments and
contributions.

The Hillsborough Castle Agreement required the
Minister of Justice to draft an addendum to the
Programme for Government for the Department
of Justice. The agreement states that the
addendum should be a:

“seamless fit into the current PfG”

that would be developed collaboratively with
officials from other relevant departments. It
continued:

“Confidence, avoidable delay, rehabilitation,
recidivism and the interests of victims and
witnesses”

should be “key elements” of the addendum, as
well as policies that support effective policing.

Building safer communities requires joined-
up working across government. Therefore,
the views of other Departments have been
incorporated in the addendum.

The Hillsborough Castle Agreement also
indicated actions that the Department’s
agreed policies could usefully include. A
number of topics were listed, including a

code of practice for victims; tribunal reform;
public legal services; a sentencing guidelines
council; a review of prisons; and a strategy for
the management of offenders. | am pleased
to confirm that all those actions have been
reflected in the addendum.

The current Executive set themselves an
overarching aim to build a peaceful, fair and
prosperous society in Northern Ireland, where
there is respect for the rule of law and where
everyone can enjoy a better quality of life now
and in the years to come.

The justice priorities outlined in the addendum
very much reinforce that overall strategic

aim. Although actions have been identified

for the lifetime of the current Programme for
Government, the underlying themes will help set
a justice agenda for the future.

Members will appreciate that it is not possible
to incorporate all the Department’s activities
into 15 key goals, but, in broad terms, they
underpin a strategic framework for reforming
and reshaping the justice system in Northern
Ireland. The goals have been brigaded under
five broad themes: reducing offending and

dealing with its consequences; building safer
communities; increasing access to justice;
supporting justice in a shared future; and
resourcing and supporting delivery across the
justice system.

| want to say just a few words about those
goals, as time does not permit me to speak
about them in detail. As the actions need to be
achieved by March next year, work has already
commenced on a number of fronts; indeed, it
is well under way on a number of fronts. For
example, one of the key goals is to develop new
legislation, and | intend to introduce a justice
Bill to the Assembly next week. The content of
the draft Bill has already been shared with the
Justice Committee. It will improve community
safety, enhance our services to victims and
witnesses, and improve the efficiency and
effectiveness of the justice system.

On 13 September, | announced a fundamental
review of public legal services, which is another
key goal. That review will address from first
principles the question of how best to help
people secure access to justice and will focus
particularly on whether there are better ways of
resolving disputes, including approaches that do
not require court action.

Work is also well advanced on developing a

new code of practice for victims, and | hope

to launch a consultation document soon. The
intention is to improve services to those directly
affected by crime, and that is in addition to

the guides that | published shortly after | was
appointed Minister.

To reduce offending and deal with its
consequences, work has already commenced
on developing a strategy for reducing offending.
That approach will link in other Departments to
ensure a co-ordinated response and to deliver
the added value from joined-up working.

A fundamental and thorough review of prisons
is already under way to review the conditions

of detention, management and oversight

of prisons. That review, led by Dame Anne
Owers, will inform and provide the impetus

for a strategic efficiency and effectiveness
programme to design a new model to transform
the delivery of prison services.

Devolution also provides the freedom and
opportunity to set new long-term policing
objectives for Northern Ireland. Retaining the
current long-term objectives, as determined by a
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previous direct rule Secretary of State, would be
a wasted opportunity.

However, | am not only focused on the here and
now. We need to address the longer-term, more
strategic context in which we are operating, so
new long-term policing objectives will be agreed
by next March.

Finally, the Hillsborough agreement

specifically proposed that the establishment

of a sentencing guidelines council would be
considered for Northern Ireland. Therefore, |
am pleased to announce to the House that |
am meeting that commitment by publishing a
consultation paper on a sentencing guidelines
mechanism. The consultation document
presents three options: the establishment of
an independent sentencing guidelines council;
an independent sentencing advisory panel; and
a mechanism for sentencing guidelines based
on measures already being taken by the Lord
Chief Justice to enhance the guidelines currently
available to sentencers.

Members will be aware of the work being done
by the Lord Chief Justice, which he set out

in his speech at the start of the legal term.

His speech identified possible priority areas
and invited public comment. It is clear that
sentencing in any individual case is and must
remain a matter for the judiciary, but sometimes
public expectations exceed what may be
appropriate in an individual case. | believe that
public confidence in sentencing is fundamental
to an effective criminal justice system, so the
consultation seeks views on the role that a
guidelines mechanism might play in enhancing
public confidence, transparency, consistency
and community engagement in sentencing.

Appended to the addendum, for convenience,
is the Department of Justice’s contributions

to public service agreements (PSAs), which

will be integrated with existing PSAs for the
current Programme for Government. They cover
a number of areas, including tackling organised
crime; increasing public confidence and victim
and witness satisfaction in the justice system;
making arrangements to transfer tribunals to
the Department of Justice; and ensuring that
the necessary forensic science capacity is in
place to support an effective justice system.

Underpinning all the work of the Department
will be a focus on building a shared future.

The justice system can play a positive part in
helping to build that shared future, working in

co-operation with others, and the Department
of Justice will develop policies and strategies to
support the Executive’s wider strategy.

My Department is working with other Departments
already, and, in particular, | value the engagement
between the Department of Justice, the Police
Service and the Department for Social Develop-
ment in working on how we tackle problems in
some particularly disadvantaged areas.

12.00 noon

Although the addendum sets out priorities

for action in the short term, it also provides a
framework for a longer-term agenda for change.
Progress has been made on a number of

key goals already, and | will be making more
announcements on new policies and initiatives
over the next few weeks and months. Those
will include details of the youth justice review;
publication of a strategy for the management of
women offenders; and changes to the mental
health legislation, with a wider review also
taking place. The final initiative flows from the
Bamford report, which is led by DHSSPS, but
Department of Justice officials are working with
health colleagues on ensuring that that comes
into play.

Although the justice system will need to live
within its available resources, important work on
delivering speedier justice and providing support
for victims will continue. | believe that we

have a challenging agenda, but the addendum
provides an important framework for a justice
system that meets the needs of the people

of Northern Ireland in the immediate future of
this programme and as we seek to build for

the future. The consultation on the sentencing
guidelines mechanism that is commencing
today is a further practical example of how

the goals outlined in the addendum become a
reality and deliver the benefits of devolution for
all our community.

The addendum is the result of widespread
collaboration and co-operation. It is based on
input, not only from the Department of Justice
but from other Departments and from the
Justice Committee. It builds on the Hillsborough
agreement, and it builds further on proposals
that my party put forward and discussed with
others around the time of those Hillsborough
meetings. | have great pleasure in commending
it to the House.
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The Chairperson of the Committee for Justice
(Lord Morrow): The Committee for Justice has
considered the Department of Justice addendum
to the Programme for Government on several
occasions over the past number of months, and,
at our meeting on 9 September, we agreed that
we broadly support it. However, the Committee
has expressed disappointment that some of the
targets do not appear to be particularly
stretching. | will return to that point shortly.

The Justice Committee first considered the
Department of Justice draft addendum to the
Programme for Government at meetings on
24 June and 1 July. At those meetings, the
Committee identified issues with the draft
addendum with which it was not content and
which, it believed, needed to be addressed
before the addendum would be fit for purpose.

Among the issues raised by the Committee

was a concern that some of key goals were

not strategic enough. The use of percentages
and the absence of baseline information in
relation to setting key goals made it extremely
difficult to assess what the goals represented in
delivery terms and whether they were realistic,
too ambitious or not sufficiently stretching. The
Committee was also concerned that at least
one of the goals had already been achieved.
There was also an absence of information on
how the goals were to be achieved. The Minister
of Justice accepted the points raised by the
Committee, and further work was carried out

by the Department during the summer to revise
and improve the draft addendum to ensure that
it better reflected the key strategic aims and
goals to improve the justice system.

A revised addendum to the Programme for
Government, which the Minister of Justice has
presented for approval by the Assembly today,
was presented to the Justice Committee on 9
September. Following further consideration and
discussion, the Committee has agreed to
broadly support it, as | indicated earlier, and the
key strategic aims of building safer communities
in Northern Ireland, delivering greater access to
the justice system and reducing offending and
dealing with its consequences. However, the
Committee is disappointed that some of the
targets, particularly those in relation to key goal
11 — to reduce the number of non-domestic
violence with injury crimes — and key goal 12
— to reduce the number of recorded antisocial
behaviour incidents — are not more ambitious.
The Committee also noted that at least one of

the targets set by the Department is dependent
on the level of reporting of crime by the public
and raised concerns regarding whether that
method of setting targets would provide a true
reflection of what was being achieved, given that
the level of reporting crime could fluctuate widely.
The setting of targets and the measurement of
their achievement is likely to be an area that the
Committee for Justice will wish to keep under
review and return to in due course.

The Committee considered the content of

the Department of Justice’s addendum to the
Programme for Government in detail and is now
broadly content with the document presented
to the Assembly. It represents an ambitious
programme of work that will be difficult to
deliver within the set timescales. The Justice
Bill is a large piece of legislation to bring
through the Assembly within a tight timescale.
The Committee for Justice intends not only

to scrutinise the individual policies in the
addendum to the Programme for Government
but to monitor closely the Department’s
progress in delivering the overall programme
and its goals and targets.

Mr McCartney: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann
Combhairle. Gabh mo leithscéal as a bheith mall.
Ta mé sasta go bhfuil an addendum seo os

ar gcomhair inniu. Mr Speaker, | apologise to
you and the Minister for being late. | am sure
that I did not miss anything of which we had
prior notice.

We welcome the addendum to the Programme
for Government. It is appropriate and timely. The
Chairperson outlined a number of the concerns
that were raised in Committee, so | will not
itemise them.

The addendum to the Programme for
Government will provide an opportunity for

us to improve the way in which the justice
system works. It will give accountability to the
wider public, and it should provide a sense of
ownership to people so that solutions that the
Department of Justice comes up with will be
relevant to those who live in the North. In all
such situations, opportunity is one thing, but
delivery is the main issue, which is what people
will focus on. What we and the addendum to
the Programme for Government are trying to do
is good and well researched, but we must now
ensure that it is delivered. We must ensure
that the system and process of verifying that
is not simply down to the Department or the
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scrutiny Committee but stretches across
everyone involved in the criminal justice system,
including victims and many other people. When
we do that, we will be able to ascertain whether
opportunities have been realised. We have to
learn, and the process should not remain fixed.

The Chairperson outlined a number of targets.
| am not going to detail the targets, but,
where evidence is produced that shows that
the targets are not ambitious enough, the
Department should take steps to ensure that
any targets that it sets in the future will be
realised and verifiable.

The addendum to the Programme for
Government will allow confidence to be built
up in every aspect of policing and justice. If
what is being promised is delivered, it should
speed up justice and access to justice. The
Criminal Justice Inspection’s report ‘Avoidable
Delay’ is also timely. The Committee heard
evidence about better co-operation between
the many agencies involved in bringing

about prosecutions, and, if some of the
recommendations made by the Criminal Justice
Inspection are delivered, we should see better
results on avoidable delay in the future.

The issue concerns better access to justice.
Access to justice has been criticised in times
past, and the programme, as outlined by the
Minister, will allow better access. His addendum
details innovative improvements, and, if they
are delivered, most people will welcome them.
The Committee discussed the provision of
legal aid and the impact that that will have

on representation. Having listened to many

of the evidence sessions, | think that there

is a focus on ensuring that people have good
representation so that access is not denied
according to a person’s ability to be granted or
not granted legal aid.

There are two things that | would like to cover.
The Hillsborough agreement promised a review
of prison management and detention and the
steps to establish a review team. Sinn Féin
met the members of the review team. | have no
doubt that they realise the challenge that they
face but are going about it in a professional
and objective way. However, the important
things for us are opportunity and delivery, and
the challenge begins when the review group
makes its recommendations. Too often, we have
had reports on various aspects of the justice

system, but the challenge of delivery was not
taken up as much as it should have been.

The other aspect to welcome is the Justice Bill.
The Minister is ready to present that to the
Committee, and the Committee will go through
the various stages. Many aspects of the Bill will
tease out our ability, which goes back to the
opportunities that the addendum provides. The
Justice Bill will be one of those testing grounds.

Mr Speaker: | ask the Member to bring his
remarks to a close.

Mr McCartney: The party welcomes the
addendum and looks forward to the challenges
that we face.

Mr Elliott: | am pleased to have the opportunity
to speak on the addendum to the Programme
for Government and to raise matters that go to
the very core of the community. We are all aware
that much reform is needed across the criminal
justice system, and even the Minister accepts
some of that. The addendum will be a start to
that reform process.

| am pleased to see that the Justice Minister is
giving due prominence to the role of victims and
witnesses. The least that we can do for those
involved in legal processes through no fault of
their own is to ease their passage through the
system. | am aware of the impact that giving
evidence can have on victims and witnesses,
including secondary trauma. | welcome all
moves to make their well-being central to the
justice process. That is particularly important
for children and vulnerable and intimidated
adult victims and witnesses. Aside from our
responsibility for their welfare, it is important
to recognise that those who offer testimony
are vital to the justice process. If they are
discouraged from participating, our ability to
deal with offenders and criminality is severely
diminished. Organisations such as Victim
Support provide a valuable support to victims
throughout the criminal justice process, and

| pay tribute to their work in safeguarding the
rights and needs of victims.

| am disappointed by a lack of specific targets
to reduce the time taken to progress cases.
Unfortunately, avoidable delay is a distinct
feature of the criminal justice system in
Northern Ireland. Not only does that impact
on public perception and confidence, it is also
incredibly wasteful. Alleged offenders spend
longer than they should in prison on remand
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waiting for their trial, with a resultant cost to the
public purse. The criminal justice inspectorate
published a report into avoidable delays some
time ago. To my knowledge, little has improved,
and all the time the impact on the public

purse is growing unsustainably. That needs to
be addressed with an increased appetite by

the Justice Minister to improve efficiency and
increase overall confidence in the system.

| will be interested to see how the Department
of Justice will interact with the shared future
agenda, particularly in light of the much-
publicised inadequacies of the CSI strategy.
The only way forward on equality is to create

a genuinely pluralist and integrationist society
built on respect for all our traditions. The Ulster
Unionist Party reiterates our need to create a
genuine CSI strategy for Northern Ireland.

| welcome the key goal to build a safer
community by reducing the number of non-
domestic violence-with-injury crimes by 5%.

The chief aim of any criminal justice system

is to make communities safer. However, | am
concerned that there are no targets relating

to domestic violence. The PSNI responds to a
domestic abuse call-out every 23 minutes, yet
targeting domestic violence is not specified as
a key goal. My colleague Michael McGimpsey
has spearheaded specific reform through the
Tackling Violence at Home strategy, and we need
to take corporate action against the prevalence
of domestic violence in Northern Ireland. | look
forward to hearing the Minister’s reassurance
that he will not allow domestic violence to slip
down his justice agenda.

It is regrettable that it will be difficult to meet
the targets in such a short period, but the Ulster
Unionist Party will continue to engage positively
with the criminal justice agenda in order to best
serve all the people of Northern Ireland.

12.15 pm

Mr A Maginness: | support the motion. As far
as the SDLP is concerned, the addendum is
welcome. There is little in it with which one
can disagree. It is like motherhood and apple
pie: one always approves of such things. The
addendum may be rich in aspiration and poor
in application, but | hope it is not. It remains
to be seen whether this part of the Programme
for Government will be fully and properly
implemented.

| have listened to Lord Morrow and other
colleagues who mentioned targets. Their
criticism is that the targets are not good
enough et cetera. My view is that it is difficult
to set targets in this area of government. If |
am affected by crime, even as a single victim, |
am nevertheless deeply affected by it. | do not
think that we can measure the effectiveness of
the system through targets. One can do so in
other areas of government; for example, capital
expenditure. However, it is difficult to do so in
this area. | say that by way of observation.

We have a continuing and increasing threat from
paramilitaries, and | hope that that will not
undermine the tremendous work that has been
done in policing in Northern Ireland. It is a
threat to the security of us all, but | hope it does
not undermine the great progress that we have
made in policing, the establishment of
community policing, the reforms of the Police
Service and other progress made in that respect.

The programme rightly emphasises young
people at risk, and the SDLP is very supportive
of measures that can increase protection for
such young people.

We also want to see full implementation of the
prison reform programme. | am aware of the
work of the Minister’s review team, and | am
impressed by those who are conducting the
review. It is a central issue, and we need to
see real reform of the Prison Service, including
improved opportunities for the rehabilitation

of prisoners and addressing their skills and
educational deficits. That makes sense. If we
rehabilitate prisoners, we reduce reoffending
and enrich people’s lives. That is good for
society. We must also address prisoners’
mental health problems and take that issue
very seriously. There are many people in prison
who are suffering from mental health problems
and personality disorders. We have to bring
resources to bear on those problems.

It is right and proper that we have a strategy
for women offenders to address offending
behaviour, and we should seriously examine
and advance the case for a new women'’s
facility. That is an important aim. We must also
seek alternatives to prison and deal with the
ridiculous situation whereby fine defaulters

are imprisoned. We must find alternatives to
that. We must deal with delay, because delays
in our judicial system increase the number of
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prisoners on remand, which puts greater stress
on the management of our prison estate.

| am disappointed that there is not a greater
emphasis on North/South co-operation in the
addendum.

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

Mr A Maginness: It is essential, given the
common threats and problems in relation to
crime, that we have —

Mr Speaker: The Member’s time is up.

Mr A Maginness: We must have a deeper
North/South dimension to justice.

Dr Farry: | welcome the debate and, hopefully,
the eventual passage of this addendum to the
Programme for Government. The Alliance Party
has always maintained that the devolution of
policing and justice was more than just a simple
act that occurred in April. It was part of a process,
and, in many respects, the real work has now
begun. What happened before was high politics;
it is now about demonstrating to the people of
Northern Ireland how putting accountability and
decision-making in local hands can really make
a difference to people’s lives. In many respects,
the real prize of devolution is the ability to have
joined-up government with other Departments
and agencies. This Programme for Government
addendum will begin that process, which we will
hopefully see deepened in the months and
years to come.

The requirement for an addendum to the
Programme for Government may have been
referred to and required by the Hillsborough
agreement, but the Alliance Party has always
viewed it as being central to the devolution of
policing and justice, certainly since well before
the time of the agreement. Even though we

are now only months away from a new, all-
embracing Programme for Government, this
debate is far from an academic exercise. It is a
useful stocktake of where we are and where we
are going. It is also an opportunity for a wider
debate on justice issues. This is about much
more than motherhood and apple pie; itis a
real, solid piece of work that addresses the real
issues facing the people of Northern Ireland.

Criminal justice issues are not just for the
Department of Justice; they are genuinely
cross-cutting issues. A lot can be done through
the Department of Justice, but real outcomes,

particularly in managing offenders and reducing
offending, will require inputs from a range of
agencies and Departments, whether that is the
Department of Education, the Department for
Employment and Learning, the Department of
Health, Social Services and Public Safety or, if
the outcome relates to housing, the Department
for Social Development.

It is important that we understand how to
measure the success of an effective criminal
justice system. For me, success is not about
how many people are in prison or how many
we convict through the court system, important
though efficiency in the courts is. The real
standard that we have to judge by is how people
in the community feel. Do they feel safe? Do
they think that crime is falling? Do they feel
secure in their home and on the streets? When
we know that, we will know whether we are
making a real difference to people’s lives.

As a liberal, | think it is important that we
focus on the individual; that is the victim, the
witness and, at times, the perpetrator. It is
also important that we tackle any sense of
impunity in our system, whether that comes
from expediency on the part of certain actors
in the system or the threats and current reality
of paramilitarism and organised crime in our
society and its impact on people’s lives.

It is important that we do not see the criminal
justice system in narrow terms or as individual
agencies doing their bit in silos. We have to view
the criminal justice system as being joined up,
a single entity. It must be more than simply a
spectrum with a crime at one end and someone
going to prison at the other. We have to view the
criminal justice system as a circle — hopefully,
a virtuous circle. What happens in prison can
have a bigger impact on community safety than
many other interventions. That relates to what
we do to rehabilitate offenders and ensure that,
when they leave prison, they can return to a
normal life and not become repeat offenders.

I will highlight a number of the key areas in

the addendum. The issue of a shared future is
central to everything that we do in this society.
| emphasise that justice is a key actor in that
respect. The key contribution that can be made
is moving on the debate in this society. In the
past, people almost had a sense of security
through separation, which has had so many
social and economic consequences. We need
to reframe that debate and to help people to
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have a sense of security through sharing. It is
important that we look at how we can use the
justice system to support other efforts, such
as bringing down peace walls and tackling
interfaces. Other areas are also important,
such as tackling avoidable delay, the integrity
of sentencing in respect of public confidence
and the support that we give to victims and
witnesses. Hopefully, we can return to those
issues in future months.

Mr Givan: | support the motion. It is significant
that we are bringing forward an addendum to the
Programme for Government and that we have a
local Minister who is responsible and whom we
can hold to account to take it forward. Do | have
absolute confidence in David Ford? No, | do not.
Do | have confidence that he will do a better job
than a direct rule Minister? Absolutely.

The Chairman referred to the targets in the
addendum to the Programme for Government.
The Committee for Justice has discussed those.
We do not find everything in the addendum to
be particularly stretching, but we are prepared
to give the Minister a fair wind. There is a role
to be played in identifying real targets that

are stretching and challenging. | think that

the Minister will agree that the target of 38%
confidence in the effectiveness of the justice
system is not one that the public will find
particularly stretching. | recognise that we are
coming from a low baseline, but the Assembly
and the Executive need to vastly increase public
confidence in the effectiveness of our justice
system in Northern Ireland.

| am pleased that a key goal relates to victims.
The victims of crime and how they are dealt
with, handled, communicated with and informed
should be to the centre of any justice system. |
welcome that inclusion.

The addendum also touches on the offender
management scheme. Let me be clear: if there
are prisoners who can be reformed so that they
do not commit crimes once they are released
from prison, | am all up for their rehabilitation
and ensuring that they go back out into the
community and do not re-enter prison. We
have a system in which repeat offenders are
constantly churned round. If we can address
that and reform those individuals, | am up for
that. However, when people go to prison, they
are not there for any good that they have done.
The public expect prisoners to be punished.
Some prisoners are beyond rehabilitation and

cannot be reformed. We must have an effective
prison management system that implements a
system of punishment for those prisoners. Not
everyone can be reformed. | am all up for the
reformation of prisoners, but let us remember
why they are there in the first place. They are
there to be punished. We should not lose sight
of that.

Mr Campbell: | thank the Member for giving
way. | am glad that he is elaborating in the

way in which he is. It is not a case of either/
or; there are those who, all the circumstances
and information indicate, are beyond the pale,
and they must be punished. However, there are
prisoners who can be rehabilitated and are not
a threat to society, and that should be pursued
as well. It is not a case of either/or, and he is
quite rightly pointing that out. Does he agree
that we need to see that development? There
needs to be punishment on one hand and
rehabilitation on the other so that prisoners get
the message that, if they are rehabilitated, there
is a future for them.

Mr Speaker: The Member has an extra minute
in which to speak.

Mr Givan: Thank you, Mr Speaker. The Member
makes exactly that point very well. | was in
Maghaberry prison last week — as a visitor, |
hasten to add — and saw at first hand prison
officers working with prisoners. They help

to identify prisoners as people who can be
reformed, and they work with them to give
them skills. They do an excellent job. That
type of work needs to be taken forward, but
the Member makes an important point: there
are prisoners who need to be punished. Let us
remember why they are in prison.

Dr Farry: Will the Member give way?

Mr Givan: No. | want to continue, if you do not
mind. | am sorry, Mr Farry.

Mention was made of fine defaulters. The point
has been made to me that there are people who
go to prison for failing to pay their TV licence.
What is the first thing that they get when they go
to prison? A TV. Therefore, some prisoner
categories are nonsense, and the policy of
jailing fine defaulters must be looked at in order
to take individuals who should not be in the prison
system out of the system. | actually think that
imprisonment lets them off the hook too easily.
However, other prisoners should be detained for
longer. We need to get the balance right.
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Stephen Farry said that we got to this point as
part of the process of high politics, and that is
correct. Up to this point, high politics was at
stake, and my party worked hard to ensure that
the conditions for the devolution of policing and
justice were got right. We ensured that it never
reached the point where individuals and a party
that we would never support got the justice
post, and the Alliance Party got that post. We
undid some of the damage. | welcome the Ulster
Unionist Party’s commitment now to positively
engage with the criminal justice system. That
party did damage in 2005 by allowing the
possible passage towards that post of an
individual and a party that we could not have
supported. However, we have got the conditions
right. We are now working on the detail. We
need to put in place a system in which the
public will have confidence. We will play our role
in trying to help to build that confidence.

Mr Speaker: The Business Committee has
arranged to meet immediately upon lunchtime
suspension. |, therefore, propose, by leave

of the Assembly, to suspend the sitting until
2.00 pm, when the next Member to speak will
be Caral Ni Chuilin.

The sitting was suspended at 12.31pm

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

2.00 pm

Ms Ni Chuilin: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. It is opportune that the Minister
brought to my attention the fact that Raymond
McCartney was late to the Chamber. Before the
Minister pre-empts me, | put on record that
Raymond McCartney was at another meeting on,
by the way, justice-related matters. Therefore,
rather than allow him to be scalded, | apologise
on his behalf.

So far, the debate has been fairly rounded,
particularly given that so many challenging work-
related issues were raised in the Committee for
Justice. Given the backdrop to the addendum
at Hillsborough, bedding it down during scrutiny
will be a challenge for us all. Some themes

and areas of concern have been covered, but,
when we have the opportunity to subject the
addendum to proper scrutiny, there should

be less politicking and more detail should be
forthcoming. Nevertheless, we welcome the
addendum to the Programme for Government
and the opportunity to debate it.

| want to cover a couple of issues. | put on
record some of what was said in Committee.
Like other Members, although possibly in
respect of different PSA targets, | believe that
some targets are under-ambitious rather than
overambitious. Pardon the pun, but we do

not want to play safe; we want to get it right
for everybody. On the other hand, we do not
want to set unrealistic targets. Without fear of
contradiction, | want to get that clear.

Raymond mentioned the review that is under
way in the jails. | do not wish to pre-empt the
outcome of the review, but it is important to
put on record that there is already a need for
statutory powers for the Prisoner Ombudsman.
The Committee has already fed into the review
and made representation to that team. In

the addendum, under the heading “Reducing
offending and dealing with the consequences”,
| was glad to see a role for restorative justice,
because if the issue is reducing offending and
the prevention of crime — Alban Maginness
mentioned young people at risk — early
intervention and some sort of agreement about
restorative justice will help to keep many people,
particularly young people, out of the criminal
justice system.

167



Tuesday 12 October 2010

Executive Committee Business:
Addendum to the Programme for Government

| want to touch on the perceptions associated
with safer communities. The amalgamation of
district policing partnerships and community
safety partnerships is one way in which better
integration could be envisaged. The Bamford
review was mentioned earlier in relation to the
mental health of prisoners, and the opportunity
that integration could offer in the area of
community safety must not be missed. That
would encompass the community, statutory
involvement and the whole criminal justice family.

Three work areas are important: real partnerships;
proper engagement in which people feel that
there has been real participation; and, above all
else, delivery, which is the area about which we
received most complaints when we conducted
inter-agency meetings in north Belfast. It is

not good enough for politicians and statutory
bodies to turn up at meetings and call that
participation. What happens at such meetings
is all about outcomes and delivery, and there is
still a lot of work for us to do.

My party supports the independence of the
judiciary and the courts. However, that does not
mean that they cannot be removed or excluded
from accountability. When people talk about
perceptions of safety, they mention topics

such as repeat offenders getting bail. However,
we will touch on that when we scrutinise the
addendum in Committee. Nevertheless, there
are real issues that people want us to debate in
the Assembly.

| support the motion, welcome the opportunity
for debate and look forward to hearing the rest
of the contributions.

Mr Spratt: | thank the Minister for his
statement. | welcome the fact that one of the
first issues to be addressed in the addendum
is the recognition that the first duty of any
Government is to provide for the safety of their
citizens. It is now incumbent on the Executive,
given the serious dissident threat not only in
Northern Ireland but in the rest of the United
Kingdom, to make every effort to ensure that
the budgets for the PSNI and for security

are maintained and that police numbers are
maintained. That needs to be foremost on the
Executive’s agenda and on that of the national
Government.

| want to make a couple of points about
community confidence and community policing.
| welcome the fact that the addendum has
recognised the great efforts that have been

made to increase community policing in
Northern Ireland. That is an important bulwark
and framework for the future of the Province,
and it is important not to set it back in any way.
| welcome the fact that the Chief Constable
intends to release more police officers from
desk duties to front line duties and, in turn, to
community policing.

It is incumbent on the Department of Justice
and on the Executive to ensure that policing
bureaucracy be reduced. The Government
should look at that at a national level to ensure
that the police have less need to provide

what has in the past, perhaps, been seen as
unnecessary statistical information just for

the purpose of keeping certain departments,
policing boards and other bodies in existence.
Such work uses up resources and is manpower-
intensive — and woman-power intensive, to be
totally inclusive — and | welcome the fact that
those issues have been recognised. | hope that
the Department will work with the Police Service
and others in that regard.

The addendum recognises that legislation is to
be introduced to deal with district policing
partnerships and community safety partnerships.
The Department needs to look seriously at the
existing process of establishing district policing
partnerships. | know that it has been important
to have had that process in place, but although
district policing partnerships now cost in excess
of £3-5 million a year, that is only part of the
bill. District councils throughout Northern Ireland
pay the other 25%. The figure is, perhaps, closer
to £5 million a year rather than £3-5 million.
Some of that money could be better spent on
front line policing. There are opportunities now
to deal with some of those issues.

It is also critical that the Department look at
the role of the Policing Board, which costs
some £10 million a year. We must ensure that
the Department properly polices the Policing
Board. The amount of money spent needs to be
policed, given our economic situation.

Mr Deputy Speaker: The Member must draw his
remarks to a close.

Mr Spratt: | hope that all the issues that |
have mentioned will be looked at in the round.
| welcome the addendum and support what the
Department of Justice will do in the future.

Mr Kennedy: | thank the Minister of Justice for
bringing the proposals to the House today. He
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will be aware of the Justice Committee’s long-
standing concerns about the content of his
Department’s addition to the Programme for
Government. A number of the addendum’s key
goals have specific and binding targets, and |
hope that the Department can meet, or come
close to meeting, them before March 2011.

| am pleased that one of the objectives
contained in the addendum is to support efforts
to reduce organised crime. Two weeks ago, the
Ulster Unionist Party proposed a motion in the
House that called on everyone to make Northern
Ireland a hostile place for human traffickers.
We, as a party, want to ensure that human
trafficking remains high on the Justice Minister’s
agenda. | am slightly disappointed, therefore,
that there is only passing mention of a wish to
increase the recovery of proceeds of crime in
Northern Ireland, but no details of a specific
target. It is vital that, as we make Northern
Ireland a hostile place for human traffickers, we
pursue their criminal assets. Asset recovery is
an important means by which we can punish the
perpetrators of those despicable crimes and

hit them where it will hurt, namely through their
finances. Without profit, the incentive to use
Northern Ireland as a trafficking marketplace will
reduce significantly.

| am also pleased that the addendum mentions
a consultation paper on sentencing guidelines.
| am aware that, last week, the Office of the
Lord Chief Justice published a provisional list of
areas to consider, including domestic violence,
people trafficking and attacks on workers and
more vulnerable people. Sentencing must act
as a deterrent and should express societal
condemnation of offensive and destructive
acts, and | am pleased that our judiciary is
responsive to genuine public concerns and

is open to listening to them. | continue to
recognise the integrity of judicial independence,
and | look forward to seeing what emerges from
the consultation.

Each year, about 80,000 people receive legal
aid in Northern Ireland, and, as of last year, the
total bill was approximately £103 million. The
Minister is seeking to drive that cost down.

In Northern Ireland, there will continue to be
challenges ahead for those who wish to access
publicly funded legal aid services. However, we
must examine whether a more efficient and
targeted legal aid service could provide new
opportunities to deliver for those most in need.

| particularly note the review of prisons that is
mentioned in the addendum. | am aware that, in
light of the two prisoners’ recent escape from
custody, the Prison Service is undertaking an
additional review. Perhaps the Justice Minister
could, during his closing address, provide an
update on where that matter rests and assure
the House that he will put robust measures in
place immediately, even prior to the completion
of the review later this month.

The addendum will supplement the current
Programme for Government. If we look at the
Executive’s main Programme for Government,
which was published with a great fanfare in
2008, we quickly realise that the Executive
are not on track to meet a significant number
of their core targets. In light of the changed
circumstances that face Northern Ireland, my
party has consistently called for the Programme
for Government to be revised and to be made
fit for purpose. We consistently highlighted the
weaknesses of the current programme, and
the Minister proved today that it is possible

to reform the Programme for Government.

It is a great shame that certain parties in

the Executive have refused to countenance
responsive government in Northern Ireland.

2.15 pm

Mr McDevitt: My friend and colleague Alban
Maginness concluded his remarks by expressing
regret that there was not a single mention of
North/South co-operation in the addendum to
the Programme for Government. That is a good
place for me to start. We know that the Minister
has busied himself building cross-border
relationships. We support him fully in those
actions, and we welcome his determination to
ensure that working relationships on this island
and, indeed, across these islands, are strong
and solid.

However, we need to go a step further. We must
understand, as unionist Prime Minister Brian
Faulkner understood many years ago, that there
may be a case for an all-island intelligence
service. Those are not my words, but his. Those
conversations should be happening today. As
colleagues in the House know, it is a matter of
record that the SDLP does not believe that the
current arrangements for intelligence in this
region are acceptable. The lack of capacity for
those arrangements to be accountable to the
Minister of Justice is a major omission, not only
from the settlement on policing and justice but
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from the Programme for Government. Therefore,
| call on us all to reflect on Mr Faulkner’s words
and ambitions.

| agree with Mr Spratt we all face a significant
threat, whether we are British Irish, Irish Irish,
Ulster Irish or Northern Irish, from a tiny minority
of our countrymen and countrywomen who
seem determined to drag us back to the past.
We share the ambition to meet that threat, so
perhaps we should be thinking when we write
the next —

Mr Spratt: Will the Member give way?
Mr McDevitt: Yes, of course.

Mr Spratt: Does the honourable Member
agree that there has always been cross-border
co-operation on policing, intelligence and
other areas throughout the ages, prior to, and
during the days of, the RUC? That continues to
this day, and, in fact, North/South and east-
west relationships are mentioned in the final
paragraph of the document.

Mr McDevitt: | do not disagree with Mr Spratt.
However, it is time to make that co-operation
accountable. Although the policing aspects of it
are accountable, the security aspects are not. As
we have said previously in other contexts in the
Chamber, that is a matter of regret for the SDLR

The opportunity exists to expand the scope

of the prison review to make it a fundamental
review of prisons. In the past couple of weeks,
the Minister, through no fault of his own, has
been in the unfortunate situation of having to
come to the Chamber with serious news about
the ability of prisons to meet the needs of
society in 2010. Again, | do not detect any great
disagreement across the House on the need
to review fundamentally how prisons are run,
the prison culture, the terms and conditions
under which prison employees are expected

to work and the services that we expect them
to provide. | ask the Minister to reflect on the
terms of reference that he provided to Dame
Anne Owers and, perhaps, to give her the
opportunity to do what many of us believe that
she must be able to do, which is to review
fundamentally the role and nature of the Prison
Service in this region.

The Minister talked about a shared society, and,
only two weeks ago, | was pleased to be able to
join him, colleagues from his party and

colleagues from the Ulster Unionist Party in the

Lobbies in expressing opposition to the cohesion,
sharing and integration strategy in its current
form. I also acknowledge Mr Elliott’s remarks in
that regard earlier in the debate.

It is important that, in the Minister’s summation,
we hear a clear determination to set a much
higher goal than that set by the CSI strategy for
a shared society and that, as the Alliance Party’s
representative in the Executive, we hear of his
determination to continue to put true reconciliation
at the heart of everything that we do. Those who
are most marginalised in society are most likely
to come into frequent contact with the criminal
justice system, not necessarily because of what
they have done but because of the circumstances
into which they were born. It is important that
we hear the Minister acknowledge the connection,
as | think he will concede exists, between those
individuals and poverty.

There is also a connection between those
individuals and the most segregated communities
in our region. A failure to recognise those
connections and that segregation can be, and
has been, a contributory factor to social exclusion.
We must understand that failure so that we can
tackle criminal justice challenges in the
generations ahead and build a better future for
our young people.

In the brief time that is available to me, | will
conclude by talking about young people. It is
wrong that we imprison minors in this part of
Ireland; it is not right. No other place that we
respect does that. | hope that the Minister will
clearly indicate his determination to ensure that
that practice ceases.

Mr Deputy Speaker: The Member should draw
his remarks to a close.

Mr McDevitt: We are happy, as are most of our
colleagues, to support the addendum.

Mr O’Dowd: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. The addendum to the Programme for
Government states:

“Critical to all the reform of policing and justice
in recent years has been a focus on building
community confidence.”

That is key and central to our approach to the
addendum, to the justice procedure, to the
policing procedure and, indeed, to the entire
Executive.
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For too long and for too many years, the only
experience that many people in the nationalist
and republican communities had of the justice
system was that it was a tool of repression and
oppression. We must never allow ourselves

to slip back into those times. As we start this
journey of dealing directly with justice issues

on a daily basis, which is a new experience for
many, if not all, in the Chamber, we must focus
on the fact that we need to create a system that
everyone feels comfortable with and can buy in
to and that is accountable and independent. We
require the justice system to be independent
from political interference but, alas, not from
political accountability. That is because, at the
end of the day, we are politicians and we are the
people in this legislature who make the laws
that govern society.

This point has been touched on previously, but
if we are to move forward, we need to recognise
that, although devolution in itself was an event,
the devolution of justice is not. We are involved
in a building process. The first few months since
the devolution of policing and justice have been
tentative, but | think that we have got off to a
good start. Fresh ideas are coming from the
Justice Minister and the Justice Department.
Just as important, the Justice Committee, which
meets weekly, is doing a good job. In fact, |
must declare an interest as a member of that
Committee. As a collective body, the Justice
Committee has hit the ground running. It has
scrutinised, in detail, the Justice Department’s
work and has assisted the Department in
developing a programme of work.

Each of the political parties in the Chamber may
have different views on what should be in the
addendum to the Programme for Government.
The document is simply a starting point for
rebuilding, reshaping and modernising a justice
system that, for far too long, had no accountability
whatsoever. A number of areas in the addendum
require immediate and effective proposals to be
made. We have heard discussions about the
prison system and the reasons why people end
up in jails and in custody. | concur with Mr
McDevitt’s comments about young people:
minors should not be in jail. We should not have
such scenarios. However, we are not only
locking up minors but we are leaving them in jail
with no proper care or treatment. At times, we
are leaving them in jail with staff who are not
properly trained to deal with minors. All those
areas need immediate attention.

If I may touch on the broader prison population,
the percentage of that population suffering
from mental health problems is alarming.
Although those people may have committed
crimes against society and against individuals
and have gone through the judicial process, we,
as a caring society, have to ask ourselves why
they have ended up in the criminal system. If,
as has happened in many of those cases, we,
as a society, have let down those people at an
earlier stage in their lives and have not put in
place proper procedures to deal with the many
conflicts that are going on in young people’s
lives, we are in one sense guilty of a crime
ourselves.

Justice cannot sit at the Executive table as an
individual Ministry, and | know that the Justice
Minister is not advocating that. If we are to
have a successful justice system, we need the
Justice Minister to sit at an Executive table,
where all the Departments around that table
have a collective view on the way forward, not
only on how we deal with offenders —

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

Mr O’Dowd: — because people who have
committed crimes against society or individuals
need to be dealt with, but how we ensure that
we reduce our prison population, given the fact
that we have reduced crime.

Mr Deputy Speaker: As Question Time begins at
2.30 pm, the House will take its ease until that
time. The debate will continue after Question
Time, when the next Member to speak will be
Tom Buchanan.

The debate stood suspended.
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Oral Answers to Questions

Culture, Arts and Leisure

Mr Deputy Speaker: Question 1 has been
withdrawn.

Tourism: Hurling

2. Mr McKay asked the Minister of Culture, Arts
and Leisure whether his Department has had
any contact with the Department of Enterprise,
Trade and Investment and the Northern Ireland
Tourist Board in relation to the promotion of
hurling and hurling matches as part of the wider
tourism package for the North Antrim area.
(AQO 269/11)

The Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure

(Mr McCausland): Responsibility for the
development of a wider tourism package for
the north Antrim area is a matter, in the first
instance, for the Department of Enterprise,
Trade and Investment, the Northern Ireland
Tourist Board and the relevant district councils.
Responsibility for the promotion of hurling

and hurling matches as part of that package
rests with the governing body of Gaelic games,
the Gaelic Athletic Association. | can confirm
that none of those bodies has contacted

my Department on that matter. However,

the Department of Culture, Arts and Leisure
consulted DETI on the development of its
recently published Sport Matters strategy. That
strategy recognises the potential contribution
that sport can make to tourism and the local
economy, and it contains a number of targets
and actions that are designed to promote
Northern Ireland to tourists as a world-class
venue for a range of sports and sports events.

Mr McKay: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. | thank the Minister for his answer.
The GAA in Ulster commands a membership of
over 250,000, has over 100,000 active players
and is a key economic driver. Sports that are
played in other countries, such as baseball,
basketball, Australian Rules and pelota, which
is played in parts of Spain, are marketed at
tourists, so | believe that DETI has responsibility
for promoting hurling here. Does the Minister
agree that hurling is a unique and indigenous

sport and that we should be signposting tourists
to it and, in particular, games such as the recent
Loughgiel v Cushendall match? That would help
to generate revenue for not only that part of the
sports industry but the wider economy.

The Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure: We
have a very wide range of sports in Northern
Ireland. | am sure that we would agree that all
those sports have a role to play in our tourism
product.

Mr O’Loan: | acknowledge what the Minister
said about the contribution that all sports make
to tourism, and, in putting the remainder of my
question, | do not minimise the contribution that
other sports make. Does the Minister agree
that the GAA offers particular sporting, cultural
and educational benefits to the community,

and, recognising that, what co-operation and
assistance does he feel that he can offer

to the GAA?

The Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure: The
responsibility for the promotion of hurling lies, in
the first instance, with the governing body of the
sport, the GAA. However, Sport Northern Ireland
is responsible for the development of sport in
Northern Ireland, including the distribution of
funding. | will take the example of north Antrim;
Sport Northern Ireland has provided £556,293
to hurling clubs in the north Antrim area, namely
Glen Rovers GAC in Armoy, St Mary’s GAC in
Ahoghill and Dunloy GAC.

Miss Mcllveen: Although the benefits of
sporting events can and should be of immense
value to our tourism market, does the Minister
share my grave concern that unionists

are, by the constitution of the GAA and the
rules therein, excluded and prohibited from
membership of that sporting organisation? Will
the Minister call for those unacceptable rules to
be amended by that organisation as a matter of
urgency to reflect the shared and better future
that we should all be striving for in today’s
Northern Ireland?

The Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure: The
Member raises a very important point. There

is a general commitment and recognition in
society now that a shared and better future is
the best way forward in Northern Ireland. In the
past, | have commended the professionalism
and efficiency of the GAA in how it manages

its organisation and activities. | recognise the
importance that many in the community attach
to the GAA and the value that they place on
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the sports that it runs. However, | agree with

the Member that there is a difficulty, and | have
raised it with the GAA and Sport NI in the past;
it is not something that | raise today for the

first time. As the Member made her point, |
noticed that some Members on the other side
of the Chamber seemed to be in a state of deep
denial. However, rule 1.2 sets out the basic aim
of the GAA very clearly:

“The Association is a National Organisation which
has as its basic aim the strengthening of the
National Identity in a 32 County Ireland through the
preservation and promotion of Gaelic Games and
pastimes.”

In other words, it places the games as a means
to an end. That also needs to be taken in the
context of rule 2.1 on membership, which states:

“Membership of the Association shall be granted
only by a Club, to persons who subscribe to and
undertake to further the aims and objects of the
Gaelic Athletic Association, as stated in the Official
Guide.”

That quote comes from the current rules, which
| think were approved in July. In other words, it
states that, to play the games, whether Gaelic
football or hurling, and be a member of a club,
people have to subscribe to the basic aim,
among the other aims, that has the aspiration of
a united Ireland. Therefore, people who are from
a unionist tradition and do not subscribe to that
particular political aspiration find themselves
excluded from participation in those games.
[Interruption.]

Mr Deputy Speaker: Order.

The Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure: The
GAA needs to address that issue if it is to
contribute, as it could, to a shared and better
future. It would be better if some Members
faced up to that with a little bit of honesty and
humility rather than engaging in the practice of
denial. We must look at how we can address the
issue and move forward for the benefit of not
just the GAA but all society in Northern Ireland.
It is possible to be a Protestant and play Gaelic
games. However, according to the rules, it is not
possible to be a unionist and play Gaelic games.

Mr K Robinson: | listened carefully to the very
long reply that the Minister has just given. To
lift the discussion above the parochial, does
he agree that tourism should be customer-
focused? With that in mind, what mainstream
international sports with large international

followings does his Department promote as the
basis for sports tourism in Northern Ireland?

The Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure: In

all these matters, there is a crossover between
DETI and DCAL. DETI’s role is to promote
Northern Ireland as a tourist destination through
events and other means and, to some extent,
product development. DCAL'’s role is to develop
sports. One of the benefits that flows from that
is, of course, that sports are a tourist attraction.
The Member spoke of sports that have an
international attraction. One of the most popular
sports internationally is, of course, football.

This is an opportunity to wish our team well this
afternoon —

Mr Kennedy: The national team.

The Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure: | am
glad that the Member emphasised that point;
he saved me the need to do so. Our national
football team is in the Faroe Islands, and we
all wish them well. | am sure that everyone in
the Chamber would want to wish that national
football team well.

We need to develop the locations for sport. We
need to get the stadium development right, an
issue on which we are working. We also need
to increase the professionalism of our sporting
organisations, and there is work to be done

on not just one but a number of organisations.
If we can get those things right, it will be an
area in which there is potential for growth. We
will not see the heavy industries of the past in
Northern Ireland again in the foreseeable future.
Therefore, we need to look at areas such as the
creative industries and cultural tourism as the
way forward economically.

DCAL: Budget

3. Mr Gallagher asked the Minister of Culture,
Arts and Leisure for his assessment of the
potential job losses within his Department

as a result of the anticipated budget cuts.
(AQO 270/11)

6. Rev Dr Robert Coulter asked the Minister
of Culture, Arts and Leisure if he has taken
any steps to protect employment through the
reprioritisation of his budget. (AQO 273/11)

The Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure: With
your permission, Mr Deputy Speaker, | will take
questions 3 and 6 together.
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As a planning exercise, DFP has asked the
Department to present proposals for cumulative
savings of between 4% and 5% to current
budget for each year of the four-year period
2011-12 to 2014-15. That represents a first
step in a process that must take account of

the Treasury announcement on 20 October,
which will determine the level of savings against
the NICS block as a whole and a number of
Executive decisions, primarily on how those
savings will be allocated across Departments

in Northern Ireland. Only when that point is
reached will we have clarity on the implications
for jobs in DCAL and its arm’s-length bodies.

At this stage of the Budget 2010 process, no
steps have been taken to protect employment
through the reprioritisation of DCAL's budget.
However, the Department recognises the direct
impact that job losses would have on the
economy. The Department is working through
scenarios that would deliver the savings
proposed by DFP in its planning exercise and
will consider their effects on employment in the
context of the wider economy. The challenge for
my Department and its arm’s-length bodies will
be to try to reduce the impact of any budget
cuts on jobs, by working together in a more
collaborative way, sharing services and assets
and generating additional income when possible.

Mr Gallagher: Does the Minister agree that a
good place to begin making savings is to cut
bonus payments to members of quangos that
are under his Department, or does he feel
that he can continue to justify the payment

of bonuses of the order of £15,000 to some
quango members?

The Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure: The
Member referred to quango members. | assume
that he means members of boards, because
that is what that term applies to. | am not
aware of any board members who get £50,000
bonuses. Most members of boards —

Mr Gallagher: £15,000.

The Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure:

I am not aware of that figure in respect of a
bonus. If the Member can provide me with some
information on that, | will come back to him, but
| am not aware of a figure of £15,000.

Rev Dr Robert Coulter: In view of the proposed
cuts, does the Minister have any plans to liaise
with local councils? Many of their workers will
be made redundant if the cuts go through.

The Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure: My
responsibility must be for the Department, for
the arm’s-length bodies associated with the
Department and for the organisations funded
through some of those arm’s-length bodies. Our
responsibility in that regard is sufficiently wide
to take up all our attention. Therefore, | suggest
that issues of employment in local authorities
may be directed towards another Department.

Windsor Park Football Stadium

4. Mr B Wilson asked the Minister of Culture,
Arts and Leisure for an update on the upgrade
of Windsor Park and any discussions he has had
with the Irish Football Association regarding the
upgrade. (AQO 271/11)

The Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure:
Through Sport NI, my Department appointed
consultants to undertake the outline business
case for stadium development. Having assessed
the proposals, together with other options, it
was concluded that the most economically
advantageous option for regional stadium
development for football is to redevelop Windsor
Park stadium to increase its capacity of 13,500
to accommodate 18,000 spectators. That would
involve significant refurbishment of the north
and west stands and redevelopment of the east
and south stands. The option would also include
the provision of premium seating, big screens
and improved access to the new stadium via the
Boucher Road.

Throughout the process, there have been
ongoing discussions with the Irish Football
Association and other governing bodies
regarding future stadium development. That
includes a meeting that | held with all the
governing bodies together at the outset of the
process. Members may wish to note that, in
the interim, my Department, through Sport NI,
has funded safety measures at Windsor Park,
so that international football can continue to be
played there this autumn. | had an opportunity
to see that work at first hand when | attended
the 2012 European Championship qualifier
match on Friday night. It was a great match, and
| was delighted that Northern Ireland held its
own against Italy to gain a valuable point. | am
sure that we will want to take the opportunity to
wish the Northern Ireland team — our national
team — well again.

Mr Kennedy: It says that in the notes.
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The Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure: It
does not actually.

The match was played in front of 15,150 fans,
with reports of some fans being unable to get
tickets for the match. That demonstrates the
potential market for international football in
Northern Ireland, which relates to a supplementary
question that was asked previously, and it
shows the potential and the demonstrable need
to increase the capacity of our national football
stadium. Nevertheless, | am conscious of the
impending outcome of the comprehensive
spending review. As for any of my Department’s
activities, funding will be subject to the normal
budgetary and approval procedures. Although |
will continue to fight for funding for stadium
development, it will be an Executive decision
whether the required funding will be found. | do
not underestimate the difficult decisions that
the Executive will need to take on future funding
across all areas of public expenditure.

2.45 pm

Mr B Wilson: | have been a regular spectator at
Windsor Park for more than 50 years. | was at
the previous match between Northern Ireland
and ltaly in 1958, when we beat them 2-1. | am
delighted with the team’s recent success.

My problem is the IFA. | am continually
embarrassed by its antics. Can the Minister
assure the House that no money will go towards
the redevelopment of Windsor Park until there
are fundamental changes in the IFA?

The Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure:

| have said quite a bit about the IFA in the

past number of months, and | have made

the position clear. | am sure that the IFA is

a concern to many people. The IFA needs to
regain the confidence of the wider football
community, the Government and the public. It
cannot be overemphasised that the IFA needs
to have a full, rigorous and independent review
of its structures and governance arrangements.
It is only on the basis of such a review that new
fit-for-purpose governance arrangements can
be designed and implemented. | hope that that
message is taken on board.

Mr Deputy Speaker: There is constant
interference with the sound system. | ask those
of you who have your phone switched on in the
Chamber to switch it off immediately.

Mr Leonard: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Comhairle. Mr Wilson referred to the IFA's
“antics”. Will the Minister assure the House
that, if those antics preclude the association
from delivering on its stadium plan and if money
is available, they will not hold back the plans of
the two other codes — the GAA and rugby — to
proceed with their stadium proposals?

The Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure: My
Department has been working, with Executive
agreement, on regional stadium development
as a three-sport package. That is how it should
continue. When the necessary approvals

have been received and the funding allocated
by the Executive, the readiness of all three
sports to proceed will be assessed. By that
time, | would expect the IFA to have taken the
necessary steps to strengthen its governance
arrangements. If that is not the case, the

way forward will be reviewed and taken to the
Executive for consideration. | am committed to
providing all three sports with fit-for-purpose
stadiums that will enable them to move with
confidence into the future and to enhance and
develop sports across a range of levels.

Mr Hilditch: | note the Minister’s previous
answers, and | thank him for those. Will funding
be available to take forward the stadium options
at the level proposed in the outline business
case?

The Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure: The
consultants’ examination of the various stadium
options was predicated on an indicative £110
million being available to government as its
contribution to the overall capital costs. That
was the expenditure figure that the Executive
noted on 1 June 2009 as being the funding
required to progress the process on which

we are currently embarked. Members will, of
course, be conscious of the impending outcome
of the comprehensive spending review. Funding
will be subject to the normal budgetary and
approval procedures, as is the case for any

of the Department’s activities. It will be an
Executive decision whether the required funding
can be found to enable the long-standing and
much-debated issue of stadium provision to be
resolved satisfactorily.

Mr Gardiner: | declare an interest as a former
chairperson, director and shareholder of
Glenavon Football Club. How does the Minister
respond to the concerns among the club’s
supporters that his provision of £30 million
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investment for Windsor Park and an annual
payment of £220,000 for IFA usage make it
impossible for it and other local clubs to have a
level playing field when, compared with Linfield
Football Club, they are being disadvantaged?

The Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure: That
is primarily a matter for the IFA and Linfield
Football Club to determine. Nevertheless, it

is crucial to the development of a regional
stadium for football in Northern Ireland. The IFA
and Linfield have been in discussion about the
agreement and have reached broad consensus
on the way forward, although that has still to

be formally submitted to my Department. It is
important that a fair compromise be reached.
Linfield Football Club, as owner of the ground,
is entitled to a fair and reasonable return for
allowing its ground to be used, but any deal has
also to be fair to the wider football community.

Special Olympics Ulster

5. Mr W Clarke asked the Minister of Culture,
Arts and Leisure what steps he is taking to help
to address the current funding deficit of Special
Olympics Ulster. (AQO 272/11)

The Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure: In
September 2008 my predecessor, Gregory
Campbell, and ministerial colleagues from the
Department of Education, the Department of
Health and the Department for Social Development
were invited by the junior Ministers at the Office
of the First Minister and deputy First Minister to
attend a presentation by Special Olympics
Ireland on the Special Olympics Ulster operational
plan for 2008-2011. After the presentation, it
was unanimously agreed that further consideration
would be given to supporting Special Olympics
Ulster’s proposals and to which Department of
those that will benefit from its activities should
take the lead.

The Ministers and junior Ministers involved
agreed that DCAL would assume the lead role
for the commissioning and development of a
business case on behalf of all the Departments.
The business case would examine the case
for the funding of Special Olympics Ulster and
how it contributed to the objectives of each
Department. That business case has been
completed and assessed by my Department’s
economists as meeting the technical
requirements of appraisal. However, approval
of the business case requires the question

of affordability to be dealt with. The sum of

government funding identified in the business
case as being required to fund Special Olympics
Ulster in the counties of Northern Ireland over
four years is significant. Consideration will also
have to be given to how funding will be utilised
and whether it is entirely necessary in the
context of the organisation’s activities and other
sources of funding.

| have forwarded the business case to relevant
ministerial colleagues suggesting that, together
with DCAL, the Departments make equal
contribution towards the cost of funding Special
Olympics Ulster over four years. The affordability
of the business case can be fully assessed only
when all ministerial colleagues have responded.

Mr W Clarke: Go raibh maith agat, a
LeasCheann Comhairle. Given the work that
Special Olympics Ulster does — it is recognised
throughout the Chamber — is there not an
onus on the Minister, as Minister of the lead
Department, to call a cross-departmental
meeting of all the other Ministers?

The Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure:

As | said, | have written to all the Ministers
asking them to set out their position and put

it on record so that we know where we stand. |
am awaiting some replies; | have not got all of
them back yet. It is important that we get them
back, as we will know where we stand with each
Department and will be in a position to move
forward. | hope that that will elicit responses
from all Ministers very soon.

Mr P Ramsey: | welcome the Minister’s
statement. In recognising the contribution that
Special Olympics Ulster makes to Northern
Ireland, is the Minister disappointed by the
Health Minister’s reluctance to come on board
in supporting this project? Could he outline what
meetings he has had with other colleagues?
Has he written to the Health Minister expressing
concern at his refusal to fund the project?

The Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure:
The position is this: when the Ministers

and junior Ministers agreed to examine the
funding request from Special Olympics Ulster,
they were generally supportive in principle

of the establishment of a central fund that
the Department could draw on to support
Special Olympics Ulster. Following my letter
to the relevant Ministers and junior Ministers,
which was sent on 31 August, | have so far
received responses from the Minister for Social
Development and the Minister of Education.
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The Minister for Social Development has agreed
to provide funding this year and has agreed in
principle to provide funding for the subsequent
three years, depending on the outcome of

the current Budget process. The Minister of
Education has agreed that her Department is
ready to play its role in contributing to Special
Olympics Ulster in conjunction with other
Departments. | await responses from the Health
Minister and the junior Ministers of the Office of
the First Minister and deputy First Minister.

Mr Bresland: To date, how has Special Olympics
Ulster managed financially? Is its request for
funding purely a replacement for current funds?

The Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure:
Historically, Special Olympics Ulster has been
funded through Special Olympics Ireland fund-
raising activities and through moneys received
from the Irish Sports Council. The business
case shows that the total funding received

by Special Olympics Ulster to cover the nine

counties of Ulster in 2009-2010 was £996,000.

That is approximately £4 million over a four-year
period. The business case states that funding
from the Irish Sports Council is susceptible to
public sector budgetary cuts in the Republic of
Ireland and the level of income required through
fund-raising can no longer be maintained.
Without the historical levels of fund-raising

and the allocated funding from the Irish Sports
Council, Special Olympics Ulster will not be
financially sustainable.

The recommended option in the business case
is that the Northern Ireland Government provide
Special Olympics Ulster with a secure funding
stream to allow it to take forward its programme
of activities for a four-year period. That would
involve providing £2-66 million of government
funding over that period to supplement a
projected fund-raising income of £1-36 million.
That would be a total of £4 million over four
years for the six counties of Northern Ireland.
That apparent rise in funding levels will need to
be further discussed with Special Olympics Ulster.

Mr McCarthy: Does the Minister agree that

it would be an absolute disaster if, for the

sake of a very small amount of money and the
determination of some Departments, Special
Olympics Ulster was not able to provide for the
disabled athletes of Northern Ireland? | am glad
to hear that DSD has put its hand in its pocket,
but other Departments need to act similarly so
that Special Olympics Ulster can maintain its

good work and provide those athletes with an
opportunity to go to the Olympics in the future.

Mr Deputy Speaker: Thank you for your brevity,
Mr McCarthy.

The Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure:
Kieran McCarthy must be a very wealthy man if
£2-66 million is a small amount of money for
him. | agree with the Member that it would be
disappointing if some people did not honour
their obligations in that regard. All the relevant
Departments need to take that forward together.

2012 Paralympic Games

7. Mr Savage asked the Minister of Culture, Arts
and Leisure what steps he has taken to build a
pool of talent for the 2012 London Paralympics.
(AQO 274/11)

The Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure:
Responsibility for building a pool of sporting
talent in Northern Ireland in preparation for
the 2012 London Paralympic Games rests, in
the first instance, with the governing bodies of
the sports eligible to compete in the games.

| have, however, recently published a new
10-year sports strategy for Northern Ireland
entitled ‘Sport Matters: The Northern Ireland
Strategy for Sport and Physical Recreation,
2009-2019'. Sport Matters contains targets
that are designed to support the identification
and development of a Northern Ireland pool
of talented athletes for the 2012 London
Paralympic Games and future games.

As part of the delivery of Sport Matters,

Sport Northern Ireland, which is responsible

for the development of sport, including the
distribution of funding, recently opened a

new athlete investment programme. That
programme, which was previously called the
athlete support programme, is designed to
assist sports governing bodies in supporting
their most talented athletes. Such athletes

can include those hoping to compete at the
2012 London Paralympic Games. In addition,
Sport Northern Ireland, with the support and
assistance of partners and stakeholders, has
helped to establish a network of strategically
located and specialised support services and
facilities throughout Northern Ireland. Such
services and facilities include the Sports
Institute for Northern Ireland at the University of
Ulster at Jordanstown and three local performer
development centres in Belfast, Lisburn and
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Cookstown. All are capable of supporting
talented athletes who are eligible to take part in
the Olympic and Paralympic competitions.

Mr Savage: | thank the Minister for his detailed
answer. There are 20 Paralympic sports. In how
many of those will Northern Ireland compete?
What size does the Minister estimate the Northern
Ireland contingent will be at the 2012 Olympics?

The Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure:

Over the past two years, we have had, | think,
13 Paralympic athletes who would be eligible

to compete in the London 2012 Paralympic
Games. They have received support from Sport
NI. Five of those athletes compete in swimming,
one in rowing, three in gymnastics, two in
basketball and two in athletics.

3.00 pm

Health, Social Services and
Public Safety

Older People: Residential and
Domiciliary Care

1. Mr Bresland asked the Minister of Health,
Social Services and Public Safety for his
assessment of the effectiveness of the
provision of residential care and domiciliary care
for the elderly. (AQO 283/11)

The Minister of Health, Social Services and
Public Safety (Mr McGimpsey): With the fastest
growing elderly population in the UK, residential
care, domiciliary care and nursing home care
for the elderly are pivotal health and social care
services. | have increased my investment in
those key services by £58 million overall in the
current CSR period, and in the ‘Survey of Home
Care Service Users Northern Ireland 2009’,
which was published in August 2010, almost
nine out of 10 respondents rated the service
that they received as being either good or very
good. It should also be noted, however, that
the latest indications are that trusts are now
experiencing difficulty in maintaining services
within budget. That underlines the importance
of maintaining levels of funding for health and
social care to meet the ongoing needs of an
increasingly elderly population.

Mr Bresland: Does the Minister agree with me
and with Age Northern Ireland that we need a
review of how care is paid for and delivered?

The Minister of Health, Social Services and
Public Safety: Care is delivered and paid for
through the health and social care budget.

We are paying substantial amounts of money
for domiciliary care, nursing home care and
residential care as part of our elderly care
budget, which, after hospital services, is the
second largest area of spend. Members will
also be aware that | launched regional access
criteria for domiciliary care in 2008 to formalise
the process of assessing care and care needs.
That is the way in which we have gone forward.
The will of the House is required to provide
adequate funds for the need. That is an area of
huge concern for me.

Mrs M Bradley: Does the Minister agree with
me that 17 weeks is too long a time for a
patient to have to remain in hospital because
no domiciliary care arrangements have been put
in place? | do not believe that that represents

a good saving for hospitals. The patient’s
doctor in the hospital said that he was not fit

to go home until he received a care package,
yet that package could not be provided for 17
weeks. Does the Minister agree that a review of
domiciliary care is needed?

The Minister of Health, Social Services and
Public Safety: | certainly agree that 17 weeks
is far too long. | am not aware of the particular
case to which the Member refers, but if she
would care to write to me, | will get an answer
for her as quickly as possible.

Mr McKay: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. Does the Minister believe that the
Commissioner for Older People will play a key
role in ensuring that some of the scandalous
treatment, particularly neglect, that takes place
in a minority of care homes is tackled effectively
and reduced significantly? Perhaps he will
outline how he foresees his Department relating
to the Commissioner for Older People.

The Minister of Health, Social Services and
Public Safety: | am not au fait with the specific
cases about which the Member is talking. |
have an organisation called the Regulation and
Quality Improvement Authority (RQIA), which
carries out inspections throughout the entire
system. Of course, in situations in which we
have vulnerable adults, particularly the frail and
the elderly, it is important that they receive the
appropriate standard of care, and that that care
is provided with dignity and respect. | take the
issue very seriously. As a result, a series of
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unannounced inspections takes place, and we
look to monitor the entire estate as best we
can. Members will be aware that nursing homes
are provided by private concerns and not directly
by the health and social care system, but we

do play an active role in policing the entire
constituency.

Mr McCallister: Does the Minister share my
view that the Public Health Agency has a vital
role to play in promoting better health right
throughout life, particularly in our elderly
population, and that that could be vital in
improving health and in helping people in their
latter years to live independently for as long
as possible?

The Minister of Health, Social Services and
Public Safety: Mr McCallister will be aware that
| set up the Public Health Agency specifically

to address health inequalities and the effects
of a person’s postcode on determining life
expectancy. The agency is also responsible for
other areas.

The elderly are the largest growing section

of our population. It is the fastest growing
population in the UK. It is a fact that the elderly
require more support from the Health Service
than any other section of the population. If one
looks for a benchmark of how well the Health
Service is working, one sees that life expectancy
in Northern Ireland is extending all the time,
and thank God for it. However, that means

that we have an increasingly elderly population
that requires support, and that support has a
revenue consequence. Investment is required
to provide that support. | do not believe that
any of us would want to walk away from that. |
increased the budget in that area to deal with
the demographic increase over the past three
years. However, the current prospect of the
future that | am looking at is a dire one.

DHSSPS: Budget

2. Mr B Wilson asked the Minister of Health,
Social Services and Public Safety how the
increase in the health budget over the last
three years compares with that in England.
(AQO 284/11)

The Minister of Health, Social Services and
Public Safety: Looking at my revenue budget, |
see that, over the past three years, my Department
got less than 1% above inflation per annum,
compared with 3:4% in England. That is equivalent

to £640 million over the CSR period or £300
million per annum. According to Treasury public
expenditure statistical analyses (PESA) data, the
English capital budget grew by 43% over three
years to 2009-2010, while growth in Northern
Ireland was only 12%. Scotland and Wales grew
by 36%. Those figures should not surprise
anyone in the Assembly: despite my best effort,
that was what was voted for.

If historic underfunding is not tackled now, the
gap between what is available here and in the
rest of the UK can only widen, leaving Northern
Ireland with a second-rate service. No Health
Minister could accept that, and | have argued
and will continue to argue for additional funding
from the Executive.

Mr B Wilson: | thank the Minister for his
response. The response highlights a concern
that | initially raised in my speech on the
Budget. Will the Minister agree that that
previous underfunding supports the case for
ring-fencing the Department’s budget for the
next year?

The Minister of Health, Social Services and
Public Safety: | completely agree with Mr
Wilson. We have historic underfunding. We
also have cost pressures looking forward. Let
us remember that the CSR period is for four
years and project where we will be four years
from now, particularly with our growing elderly
population. The population is also growing due
to our high birth rate. So, demand is rising all
the time, and it is not a demand that we can
walk away from.

We have a social contract with the people

here to provide health and social care free at
the point of delivery, and we have to have the
support to do that. Activity is dependent on

the revenue provided to fund it. Without that
funding, that activity will fall, because we have a
monopoly on health provision as far as the state
is concerned. There is nowhere else to go, and
that means pain and distress for our population,
and a worse situation.

Mrs O’Neill: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Comhairle. The Minister referred to the historic
underfunding in the Health Service, which we all
accept. He also referred to the current pressure
on the health budget. However, will he not agree
that his Department’s continuing to pay large
consultants’ bonuses is putting further pressure
on the health budget?
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The Minister of Health, Social Services and
Public Safety: First, we do not pay consultant
bonuses. | assume that the Member is referring
to the Clinical Excellence Awards. That is a
UK-wide scheme to which we contribute, and
that is an historic situation. The three devolved
Administrations wished to review the scheme
some time ago, but the Health Secretary in
London did not want to go forward with that.
Since the change of Government, we have
agreement to review the scheme.

That is about supporting clinical excellence and
innovative approaches to healthcare. As far as
the underlying situation is concerned, there is
simply not enough money in the health budget
to fund the Health Service that we require. The
gap between us and England is about £600
million and will continue to grow. A projection
of the situation in four years’ time shows a
considerable deficit, and we will be unable to
fund health and social care to the standard
that our population requires. It is not just me
who says so. The medical profession, nursing
profession, unions, clinicians, GPs and doctors
will all tell you exactly the same thing.

Mr Gardiner: Will the Minister reflect on the
levels of need in Northern Ireland compared
with those in England and Wales? How will our
approach to the comprehensive spending review
impact on that situation?

The Minister of Health, Social Services and
Public Safety: Historically, health has been
underfunded. The Appleby review, which was
carried out some five years ago, found that our
need for healthcare was 10% greater than that
in England and that our need for social services
was 35% greater. The review recommended that
we take a number of steps. The Department

of Health, Social Services and Public Safety
took all the recommended steps, a number of
which were to increase efficiency. The review
also recommended that an increase of 4-3% in
revenue in real terms per annum was necessary
to close the gap. That recommendation was
directed to the Department of Finance and
Personnel, but it was not taken forward.

This year, in real terms, the increase in the
funding of the Department, which funds the
Health Service, is 0-01%. Given that the
demand for hospital services rose by12% last
year and by 9% the year before, everyone can
see the stress.

Mr O’Loan: The Minister, in that answer and
frequently in the past, has commented on the
greater level of need here. Over the past three
and a half years, what progress has been
made on reducing that need? Can he cite any
objective measures that provide evidence of
improvement?

The Minister of Health, Social Services and
Public Safety: Let me give an example: we have
a 25% pro rata smaller spend on mental health
than in England, but a 25% greater need. From
my implementation of the Bamford review’s
recommendations, the Member will be aware

of the emphasis that | place on mental health
and learning disability. That is how we sought to
satisfy need. However, the fact is that we need
much more revenue and investment, not only
to deal with the historical underfunding but to
be able to tread water and keep ourselves on a
level playing field.

| also set up the Public Health Agency. It takes
a hard look at health inequalities and presses
down on the issues that create them. Not least
among those issues is the incidence of alcohol,
tobacco and drug addiction. The Member will
be aware of other strategies that | put in place,
such as the New Strategic Direction for Drugs
and Alcohol 2006-2011 and the Addressing
Young People’s Drinking in Northern Ireland
action plan. Those are measures that | have
taken on some issues; there are others.

Mr Deputy Speaker: Question 3 has been
withdrawn.

Carrickfergus: Health Facilities

4. Mr Hilditch asked the Minister of Health,
Social Services and Public Safety if he can
confirm that negotiations are ongoing between
the various agencies on the provision of
improved health facilities in Carrickfergus.
(AQO 286/11)

The Minister of Health, Social Services and
Public Safety: As part of the business case
process, a number of discussions have taken
place between the Department, the trust and
various agencies. As the Member is aware, my
Department faces huge financial pressures

on its capital and revenue budgets. When the
position becomes clearer, | will have to look
closely at my entire capital budget, before
deciding which projects will be delivered and the
time frame for completing those schemes. Such
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projects include the development of any new
health and care facilities in Carrickfergus,

Mr Hilditch: | declare an interest as a councillor
and chairman of Carrickfergus Borough Council
estates management committee. There is a fear
locally that things have gone quiet. However,

the Minister is aware of the enthusiasm and
desire of local government to participate as
landowners and potential partners in any future
scheme. Will the Minister ensure that the lines
of communication are improved and maintained
to the highest level during future negotiations?

The Minister of Health, Social Services

and Public Safety: | am happy to give that
assurance to Mr Hilditch. | am aware of

his interest, and he of mine, in the project
because of the partnership element with local
government in taking forward primary care. A
health and care centre is one of the important
tools for making progress in primary care. | am
happy to keep the Member up to date.

It was my intention to go forward with that project,
as it was with others. However, everything is
now on hold pending the capital allocation that
we receive, and we have heard different reports
about major cuts to the capital allocation.
Members will also be aware that the Department
of Health, Social Services and Public Safety did
comparatively badly on capital for the first three
years of the investment strategy for Northern
Ireland but gained somewhat in the following
three years. | am looking closely at that to
ensure that DHSSPS makes gains, but we have
to await the outcome of the CSR.

3.15 pm

Suicide

5. Mr Adams asked the Minister of Health,
Social Services and Public Safety for his
assessment of any significant difference in the
rates of suicide across constituencies over
the last three years and whether he is going
to ring-fence funding for suicide prevention
and awareness in the 2011-12 financial year.
(AQO 287/11)

The Minister of Health, Social Services and
Public Safety: Over the past three years, the
rate of suicide in the constituencies of North
Belfast and West Belfast has been 64% higher
than the Northern Ireland average. Social
disadvantage is linked to a higher risk of
suicide, and those constituencies contain some

of the most deprived wards in Northern Ireland.
Addressing social disadvantage requires co-
ordinated action by all Departments that have a
role in tackling health inequalities. Although the
health and social care budget for the new CSR
period 2011-15 has not been finalised, | intend
to ring-fence funding for suicide prevention for
2011-12.

Mr Adams: Go raibh maith agat, a Leas Cheann
Comhairle. | thank the Minister for that very
clear answer. Is he aware of reports that up to a
dozen young people have taken their own lives
in the past months, including in recent days?
Does he know that there are 30,000 citizens

in the Colin area, 52% of whom are under 18,
and only one family support worker is available
for one day a week? Does he agree that that is
totally inadequate to deal with a crisis? Will he
commit to rectifying that?

The Minister of Health, Social Services and
Public Safety: | am well aware of Mr Adams’
points about the challenge that we all face in
dealing with the issue. Members will be aware
that my Department has a Protect Life strategy
and fund. One key area that we fund is the
community and voluntary sector and the work
that it does on the ground. | will look at the Colin
Glen area to see what facilities are available
through the community and voluntary sector.

A number of measures are in place, not least
Lifeline, and | have made several points on
the issue before, including the need for all-
Ireland action. | have said on many occasions
that if there were a better way to proceed, or a
cleverer or more promising innovation to take
forward, | would be happy to do so. The board
that implements the Protect Life strategy, which
addresses these issues in particular areas, is
thoroughly representative of the constituency,
but | share the Member’s concerns.

Mr | McCrea: | thank the Minister for his
answers and the commitment that he has
shown to the matter. The Niamh Louise
Foundation is based in my constituency. It
works closely with children and people who
have attempted suicide, and with those families
that have had to suffer the outcomes of losing
a family member who has committed suicide.
Does the Minister agree that an important

role can be played in our education system
where organisations such as the Niamh Louise
Foundation and others can go into schools
and speak openly with pupils? Will he commit
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to raising the matter with the Minister of
Education?

The Minister of Health, Social Services and
Public Safety: The Minister of Education is a
member of the inter-departmental group that
works on suicide prevention. Therefore, my
Department and the Department of Education
have routine conversations on the issue. |
agree that education has an important role to
play. | believe that the Minister of Education
understands and accepts that, and seeks to
take that issue forward. However, | am happy to
raise the issue again through the Department,
particularly through our Protect Life strategy.

Mr Kennedy: | am grateful to the Minister for
his replies on this important issue. Will he
comment on the number of people who have
accessed the Lifeline suicide helpline since its
creation in 20087

The Minister of Health, Social Services and
Public Safety: Lifeline is 24/7. We took the
view that one of the most important issues

for people who are in pain or distress and at
risk of suicide or self-harm is to be able to

talk to somebody. To date, there have been
over 200,000 calls, so there has been a huge
response to Lifeline and its availability at nights
and weekends, and particularly over holiday
periods, which is when people are liable to feel
most down. The ability to refer individual callers
to services is also important, and several
thousand referrals have been made through
Lifeline. It has been a valuable resource and
has helped the situation enormously, but it is
clear that we all have much more to do in that
regard.

Mr Dallat: The Minister referred to the all-Ireland
dimension to mental health. Does he agree that
there are significant financial and other benefits
to such an approach?

The Minister of Health, Social Services and
Public Safety: My emphasis is on what the
Member referred to as “other benefits”, which is
about being able to support people who are at
risk of suicide or self-harm. That is particularly
apparent among our young people, as is
evidenced by the sorts of incidents to which

Mr Adams referred and the close correlation
between disadvantage and this tragedy.

Through our all-island action plan, we agreed
a number of measures, such as the deliberate
self-harm registry pilots and all-island action on

information and media and Internet monitoring.
There are a number of issues on which working
together is good for the population on both
sides of the border. That is the key issue. For
me, it has never been simply about money;

it has always been about how we help those
people, particularly those young people, who
see no other way out.

Domiciliary Care

6. Ms M Anderson asked the Minister of Health,
Social Services and Public Safety how many
patients in each health and social care trust
area are currently still in hospital, after their
expected discharge dates, because suitable
domiciliary care packages are not available.
(AQO 288/11)

The Minister of Health, Social Services and
Public Safety: As at 31 August 2010, 11
patients across Northern Ireland remained in
hospital after their discharge date because

of the absence of a suitable domiciliary care
package. That figure is made up of three
patients in the Belfast Trust, four patients in the
Northern Trust and three patients in the Western
Trust. The remaining patient cannot be made
identifiable because of confidentiality reasons.

Ms M Anderson: | thank the Minister for that
answer. My family benefits from a domiciliary
care package, so we absolutely appreciate the
packages that have been put in place. | would
contest the figures that have just been given

to the Chamber. In the Western Trust area,

my office in the city of Derry is inundated with
families who cannot get their family members
out of hospital because they cannot get a care
package put in place. When the Minister talks
about budgets and the pressure on them,

does he not think that it is a waste of public
resources having patients being kept in hospital
unnecessarily instead of putting domiciliary care
packages in place?

The Minister of Health, Social Services and
Public Safety: | am happy to look into that issue
in the Western Trust area because Mrs Bradley
and Ms Anderson’s remarks concern me.

The target for complex discharges is 90% within
48 hours. We sit at 87%. | accept the fact that
some folks have fallen through the net. | will
look hard to see how we can address that. |
have provided a budget for care packages for
domiciliary care, nursing home care, residential
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care and other types of care, but we are
seriously challenged in some areas to find the
funds to provide for the need that is apparent to
us. That is one of the issues. The trusts must
manage within their budgets, and they have to
prioritise those who are at greatest risk. Those
are two of the criteria that they need to address.

As | said to Mrs Bradley, | am happy to look at
the issue of specific patients for the Member.

Mr Deputy Speaker: | ask Members which part
of “switch off your mobile phones” is causing
confusion, because the interference in the audio
system is constant. Members, please switch off
your mobile phones.

Mr Bell: Minister, in respect of the Ulster
Hospital in my constituency, is it just a
perception that a lack of available domiciliary
care packages is causing bed blocking? Are
you satisfied that domiciliary care providers are
responding adequately to stop bed blocking
and to prevent other issues arising, including
hospital-acquired infections?

The Minister of Health, Social Services

and Public Safety: | have the breakdown of

expenditure, which has risen, and | have the
breakdown of the numbers of people in the

South Eastern Health and Social Care Trust

area who receive domiciliary care, and those
numbers have also risen.

The key question is, of course, one of
addressing need and demand. Those issues
must be prioritised and managed within budget.
The Member will be aware that my Department’s
budget faced a major cut as a result of a recent
Budget that went through the House. We also
had a cut as a result of swine flu — | asked for
£42 million and got £5 million. We then had a
further cut this year of £16 million as a result
of swine flu, and that was followed by a further
cut of £113 million as a result of the emergency
Budget. All those cuts have to be managed
in-house. If | have to, | can plan for the future,
but finding emergency moneys quickly is very
difficult. Nevertheless, the figures show that
more people are in receipt of domiciliary care in
the South Eastern Health and Social Care Trust
area than was the case last year. The numbers
have gone up marginally, and the money has
also gone up. The same applies to other areas
of care.

Mr K Robinson: The Minister is well aware that
Members find this a very complex matter of

great concern. Will he confirm that the average
number of domiciliary care contract hours
provided to each client each week in Northern
Ireland has crept up?

The Minister of Health, Social Services and
Public Safety: As | said in my answer to Mr
Bresland, we set in place the regional access
criteria for domiciliary care in 2008. That

was the framework to get a more consistent
approach to eligibility, and it is the framework
within which we work. For example, although not
all patient discharges are complex, for complex
discharges, | have set a target of 90% within 48
hours. At 87%, we are marginally below target.
On that level, trusts are just about managing

to get through on the moneys available. | fear
for the future, and | understand that there are
individuals who do not get the package that they
believe they are entitled to. That is an issue, but
it is a matter for trusts to administer according
to the criteria laid down.

Dentistry

7. Mr P Ramsey asked the Minister of Health,
Social Services and Public Safety for an outline
of progress on a new contract for dentists.
(AQO 289/11)

The Minister of Health, Social Services

and Public Safety: Negotiations are at an
advanced stage, and we plan to pilot the new
dental contract. The Health and Social Care
Board is required to consult before running
pilot contracts, and that consultation has now
commenced. Pilots will be run in three areas —
oral surgery, orthodontics and general dental
services — and they will commence after the
consultation exercise has been completed and
evaluated.

Mr P Ramsey: | thank the Minister for the detail
and clarity on the time frame. Will he confirm
that he has a financial package in place to cover
that contract completely?

The Minister of Health, Social Services and
Public Safety: First, this is a new, stand-alone
contract for Northern Ireland. The contract’s
priority remains, as it was when | awarded a
tender to Oasis Dental Care, to make NHS
dentistry accessible to the whole population.
Those are the stated objectives. We are moving
forward on that, and we will run pilots. We must
prove the contract through those three pilot areas.
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The Member will be aware that the dental
contract in England got into serious difficulties.
We want to see a contract that will work. |
believe that this offers us a very good way
forward — a new contract on the principle

of a global sum basis, with reasonable
commissioning through the board. That is the
way forward.

As far as the moneys required being available
in the future is concerned, | will bid for what |
believe are the amounts required to deal with
demand. It is a matter for the Executive and the
House to decide whether they wish to follow.

3.30 pm

Assembly Commission

Stormont Demesne

1. Mr Kennedy asked the Assembly Commission
which areas of the Stormont demesne are
controlled by the Commission and if there are
any ongoing discussions to extend these areas.
(AQO 297/11)

Mr Neeson: The Assembly Commission controls
only the area around Parliament Buildings, which
is delineated by steel railings to the front and

a chain-link fence to the rear and sides of the
building. All the land beyond that boundary is
owned and controlled by the Department of
Finance and Personnel (DFP).

Mr Kennedy: | am grateful to Mr Neeson for his
answer on behalf of the Assembly Commission.
Does the Commission accept that a range of
issues, including additional car parking and
accommodation, are dependent on the Assembly’s
owning a greater proportion of the demesne?
Could the template for transferring land that
operated for former Army bases be utilised?

Mr Neeson: With respect to the Member’s latter
point, the subject is much more complex than
Mr Kennedy suggests. | will be coming to the car
parking issue later on; there are two questions
relating to that. Consideration has been given to
approaching DFP with a view to taking over the
lower east car park and including it within the
Assembly’s boundaries. Those negotiations are
ongoing. | shall deal with the whole car parking
issue shortly.

Parliament Buildings: Energy Use

2. Mr B Wilson asked the Assembly Commission
what measures it has introduced to reduce
energy use in each of the last three years and
how effective these measures have been.

(AQO 298/11)

Mr Neeson: In 2009, a detailed review of energy
consumption over the past four years, covering
2006-07, 2007-08, 2008-09 and 2009-2010,
was undertaken in order to establish the total
energy consumption, energy costs and CO2
emissions of Parliament Buildings. The data
was then used to help to identify measures to
reduce energy consumption, such as increasing
awareness of energy conservation among staff
and Members, the replacement of inefficient
equipment and fittings, and the completion of
specialised energy surveys to identify further
opportunities to reduce energy consumption.

Since the introduction of energy conservation
measures, namely the energy awareness
campaign in 2009-2010, total energy
consumption decreased by 3:5%, energy
costs by 31% and CO2 emissions by 4%
compared to 2008-09 baseline levels. The
reductions in energy costs are predominantly
due to reductions in wholesale energy prices.
The installation of an effective monitoring
and targeting system to reduce unnecessary
consumption, the replacement of inefficient
equipment, and structured, formal staff
awareness campaigns are expected to reduce
energy consumption by a further 5% to 10% over
the next three years.

Mr B Wilson: | thank Mr Neeson for his
response. In 2008, we discussed the possibility
of achieving carbon neutrality in the Assembly,
and, during the debate, a target to make the
Stormont estate carbon neutral by 2015 was
referred to. Are we going to reach that target?

Mr Neeson: | thank Mr Wilson for his question.
| agree that it is important that we meet major
targets on carbon emissions.

However, | remind the Member that the
Stormont estate is largely controlled by

the Department of Finance and Personnel.
The Assembly Commission recognises its
responsibility to reduce carbon emissions in
Parliament Buildings as far as is possible and
will continue to improve as time progresses.
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Parliament Buildings: Car Parking

3. Mr O’Loan asked the Assembly Commission
what action it is taking to improve car parking
facilities at Parliament Buildings. (AQO 299/11)

9. Mr Gardiner asked the Assembly Commission
when action will be taken to improve car

parking facilities at Parliament Buildings for
Members and staff, particularly on sitting days.
(AQO 305/11)

Mr Neeson: With your permission, Mr Deputy
Speaker, | will answer questions 3 and 9 together.

Car parking at Parliament Buildings is a major
issue that continually raises it head. The
Assembly Commission fully acknowledges the
problems and difficulties that people experience
with parking, particularly on sitting days. All car
parks on the Stormont estate except the upper
east and upper west car parks are owned and
managed by DFP Although access to the upper
car parks at Parliament Buildings is restricted
to Assembly use only, the Assembly does not
have exclusive use of the lower east car park,
and, therefore, cannot develop that car park or
impose any conditions or restrictions on parking
in it.

In recognition of the ongoing pressures, the
Assembly secretariat has already engaged with
DFP to establish whether any other measures
can be taken to help resolve the problem.
Negotiations are well under way, and DFP has
been requested to update the Assembly as
soon as possible.

Mr O’Loan: | thank Mr Neeson for his answer.
There is considerable pressure on staff and
visitors, as he is aware. Given the location of
Parliament Buildings, that pressure will continue
for some foreseeable time, and, therefore, |
welcome what the Assembly Commission is
attempting to do. Does he agree that pursuing
enhanced car parking arrangements and
improved public transport are not incompatible,
and that those aims must be pursued in
tandem, to use another form of transport?
[Laughter.]

Mr Neeson: Clearly, car parking is a big issue.
However, there is also the question of public
transport to consider, as well as the need

to encourage people, including Members, to
use public transport. We can also, like Conall
McDevitt, encourage people to get on their bike.

It is a big issue, and the secretariat will continue
to negotiate with DFP on it. A number of options
are being examined at the moment, such as
how the lower east car park might be improved.
The big problem arises on sitting days, and the
fact that the lower east car park is used widely
by Northern Ireland Civil Service staff has an
impact on the problem.

Mr Gardiner: | thank the commissioner for
answering my question along with Mr O’Loan’s.
How many additional car parks are being
planned for the area?

Mr Neeson: The upper car parks currently
provide 119 spaces, four of which are reserved
for persons with disabilities. The lower east
car park provides parking for some 312 cars.
At present, there are no plans to develop or
expand those car parks, as to do so could

be problematic and would require statutory
approval, as well as significant works and
finance. However, there are other options. We
believe that an extra 35 or 40 spaces could be
provided in the lower east car park, and we are
in negotiations with the Department of Finance
and Personnel about that.

We are looking at the possibility of creating

car parking on the roadways below Parliament
Buildings. That is part of our negotiations with
DFP at the moment, and there could be security
implications. However, it is a major issue and
one that is continually raised at meetings of the
Commission. As | said, negotiations are ongoing
between the secretariat and DFR

Mr McFarland: Car parking is but one of the
continuing reductions in Members’ privileges
that have taken place since the Assembly was
established. How many Assembly staff and
party staff have parking rights on the Parliament
Buildings level?

Mr Neeson: | cannot give Mr McFarland an exact
number. However, the car parking provision
immediately adjacent to the Building is reserved
for senior members of staff, staff who have
medical problems, and, as | said, there are

four car parking spaces for those who have
disabilities. | will find out the exact numbers and
write to him.

Mr McHugh: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. | follow in the vein of the Member
beside me by asking about the use of the car
parks. Has the Commission looked at who
exactly uses the car parks? Is there a possibility
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that many of those who live within a reasonable
distance of here, including MLAs, could at least
share cars to and from work? It would be easy
to deface the pristine landscape of the site by
creating further car parks either at the lower

or the upper end just to accommodate more
vehicles. Therefore, people should look at the
options that | mentioned rather than go for the
bulldozers again.

Mr Neeson: | agree, largely, with Mr McHugh.
One issue is that there is no car sharing at

all among Members. It is important to decide
whether to develop car sharing among Members
and for staff. However, we are looking at that
issue continually. We realise that there is

a problem and we are trying to deal with it.
However, there are sufficient car parking spaces
for all elected Members in the east and west
car parks. We will consider the other issues

of car parking. There are, clearly, options, and
we are trying to sort out the issue with DFR We
will, hopefully, be able to make further progress
sooner rather than later.

Assembly: European Institutions

4. Mr K Robinson asked the Assembly
Commission for an update on the Assembly’s
strategy for engaging with the European
institutions. (AQO 300/11)

Mr Weir: In January 2010, the Assembly
approved the report of the Committee for

the Office of the First Minister and deputy

First Minister on its inquiry into consideration
of European issues. That report contained

17 recommendations, six of which fell

within the direct remit of the Assembly
Commission to implement. In particular, part of
recommendation 3 of the Committee’s report
requires the Assembly Commission to develop
a European engagement strategy to enhance its
engagement with the European institutions in a
way that supplements and is complementary to
the Northern Ireland Executive’s own strategy
on Europe. Having visited Brussels on a fact-
finding mission in June 2010 in conjunction
with the Committee for the Office of the First
Minister and deputy First Minister, the Assembly
Commission, following consultation with a
range of stakeholders, expects to consider a
draft of the Assembly’s proposed strategy for
engagement with the European institutions in
November 2010.

3.45 pm

Mr K Robinson: | thank Mr Weir for his response
on behalf of the Commission. Mr Weir, like me,
is one of the original Members, so he will know
that the original Assembly took a great interest
in European matters. There appears to be an
opinion in the House that perhaps that interest
has slipped, now that the Assembly is into its
third mandate. Have there been any examples
of good practice in European parliamentary
institutions that have formed part of our
planning and development processes here?

Mr Weir: We are always in a degree of learning
experience. As the Member indicated, he and |
are drawn from the first Assembly, when we had
the advantage of the European Union funding
virtually every Member to go across to Europe.

| am not sure that, either through the Assembly
or, indeed, through Europe, something of that
nature would be plausible again. It is important
that, where possible, the Assembly learns best
practice on its engagement.

In particular, we are trying to draw not only

from the European Union but from a range

a stakeholders to try to inform the best

way forward. When people see the report in
November, they will see that we have cast the
net widely in the number of bodies with which
we have consulted. We have been in contact
with the MEPs, people such as Jane Morrice,
officials in the Office of the Northern Ireland
Executive in Brussels and a range of other
institutions and bodies. We have consulted with
just about everyone except for, perhaps, Gamu
from ‘The X Factor’, although we may yet include
her. If there are examples of best practice and,
indeed, lessons to be learned, the Assembly
Commission and the Assembly as a whole
should be open-minded enough to take those
good examples on board and always strive to
use the best of international practice.

Ms M Anderson: Go raibh mile maith agat, a
LeasCheann Combhairle. When looking at areas
of best practice, has the Assembly Commission
considered talking to people such as Laura
Leonard from Belfast City Council’'s European
unit? | am a member of the Committee for

the Office of the First Minister and deputy

First Minister, and we spoke to a number of
stakeholders and were very impressed with
the work of Belfast City Council’s dedicated EU
unit. She is another person whom one should
go to in order to avail oneself of the kind of
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information and opportunities from which
Belfast City Council has been able to draw down
in the region of £12-5 million because of its
having that dedicated unit.

Mr Weir: | am not aware of whether we have
spoken directly to Laura Leonard. | am aware
that, from the perspective of Belfast City
Council, and local government through the
Northern Ireland Local Government Association
(NILGA), constructive work has been done
through the Committee of the Regions.
Therefore, lessons are to be learned. The
Commission has consulted with a wide range
of stakeholders, and that list is not exhaustive.
As members of the Commission, we are not
closing our minds to any information, and the
Member’s suggestion is helpful. We are open to
suggestions from any Member so that we can
get the best route forward.

We will have to bear in mind the lines of
demarcation between what the Assembly

does and what the Executive’s strategy

does. We should be striving for a sense of
complementarity and additionality so that the
Assembly, particularly in these tough financial
times, does not duplicate what the Executive are
doing and that both sides of the equation are
implementing best practice.

Assembly: Equality and Good Relations

5. Mr McKay asked the Assembly Commission
what action it is taking to promote equality of
opportunity and good relations in its work and to
ensure that the Assembly is a welcoming place
for all communities. (AQO 301/11)

Mr P Ramsey: | thank the Member for North Antrim
for the question. The Assembly Commission is
designated as a public authority under section
75 of the Northern Ireland Act 1998, and its
equality scheme was approved by the Northern
Ireland Equality Commission on 27 February 2008.
Under the same legislation, the Commission
also has a statutory duty to have regard to the
desirability of promoting good relations between
persons of different religious beliefs and
political opinions and between racial groups.

The Assembly Commission continues to
progress the equality agenda through all areas
of business and, in the next few weeks, will
submit an annual progress report to the Equality
Commission for the period 2009-2010. That
report will detail the progress that has been

achieved against each of the targets that are
set out in our equality scheme and disability
action plan, and it also identifies the proposed
initiatives that are planned for the coming year
to ensure that we improve the outcomes of
equality of opportunity and good relations for
individuals from the nine categories that are
covered under section 75.

| am sure that the Member appreciates that | do
not have the time today to go through that plan
in detail. However, once it is approved, | will be
happy to furnish Mr McKay with a copy. | will,
however, draw some of the more salient points
to his attention.

One important aspect in this area of work is the
continued implementation of the engagement
strategy. | am sure that the House will agree
that those measures have been extremely
helpful in enhancing awareness of the Assembly
and in creating opportunities for engagement
with the wider public. As well as making
Parliament Buildings welcoming, we must, more
importantly, make it accessible to everyone, and
the Commission approved a range of physical
changes throughout the Building to facilitate that.

As regards the specific issue of good relations,
the Assembly Commission is committed to
promoting good relations between persons of
different religious beliefs, political opinion and
racial groups and to challenging sectarianism
and racism. We approved a good relations
action plan on 21 January 2010, and that

plan contributes to the corporate objective

of promoting good relations, which is stated

in the revised 2009 version of ‘The Northern
Ireland Assembly Secretariat Corporate Plan
2008/2011’. A good relations consultation
document was prepared and made available for
distribution to the public on Monday 29 March
2010. In total, 10 consultation responses
were received by the Commission Support and
Compliance Unit. The Commission is currently
considering the results of those consultation
exercises.

We are also in the process of conducting an
internal good relations audit among secretariat
staff and propose to conduct an external

good relations audit to identify the barriers or
perceived barriers encountered when accessing
services provided by the Assembly Commission.
It is also our intention to hold a good relations
conference with key stakeholders in 2011 to
create opportunities for learning and to identify
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any methods that minimise or remove barriers
to the services provided by the Commission.

In conclusion, a great deal of work has already
been undertaken, and further commitments
will be met to ensure that the Assembly is a
welcoming place for all who choose to walk
through its doors.

Mr McKay: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Comhairle. | thank the Member for that
extremely comprehensive answer. As regards
the consultation with the wider public,
thousands of people come through the doors
of the Assembly every year for visits and tours;
| am thinking particularly of local community
groups and schoolchildren. What efforts

have been made to seek their views? Have

any surveys been carried out about them? Is
ongoing work being done about the people who
come into the Building?

Mr P Ramsey: The Member makes a good point.
We are always amazed when we go out to the
Great Hall and see so many schoolchildren

and groups of older people using the Building.

| am not precisely clear about what kind of
consultation takes places with those groups. |
will, however, come back to the Member with a
written response about that at a later stage.

Mr McCarthy: | thought that only Ministers made
long-winded speeches, but the Member has
broken that rule. There was obviously a reason
for that question being tabled. Is the Member or
the Commission, therefore, aware of any
communities not being welcomed into this place?

Mr P Ramsey: | am not aware of that happening.
We have a duty of care to everyone who uses
this facility, including Northern Ireland minority
groups. The Commission is no different from any
Department and must, therefore, strictly adhere
to equality legislation. However, it is challenging
work, and we try, all the time, to improve the
quality of the information and the message
coming from Parliament Buildings. | made this
point to the Member for North Antrim: we continue
to work on the engagement strategy and are
trying, in a meaningful way, to ensure that
everybody feels welcome and feels the warmth
of Parliament Buildings when they attend.

Mr Deputy Speaker: Mr McDevitt is not in his
place for question 6, and Mrs Dolores Kelly is
not in her place for question 7.

Mr Cree: | am in my place. [Laughter.]

Parliament Buildings: Roof
Refurbishment

8. Mr Cree asked the Assembly Commission
to outline the roof refurbishments planned for
Parliament Buildings. (AQO 304/11)

Mr Neeson: | did not think that we would get to
question 8, but we are prepared.

There have been ongoing problems with water
ingress through the flat roofs of Parliament
Buildings for many years, and extensive repairs
have already been carried out. A lasting solution
to the problem will most likely entail the
replacement of the entire roof covering or the
addition of a secondary layer to cover the existing
roofs. Facilities Directorate has been granted
Commission approval to develop an outline
scheme proposal that will address the ongoing
roof problems, while also providing limited
additional accommodation at fourth-floor level.

Ongoing alterations and improvements to

the accommodation in Parliament Buildings
following the recommendations of the strategic
review of accommodation have reduced the
requirement for additional accommodation, and
priority will be given to resolving the ongoing
water ingress problems. There is, however, an
opportunity to resolve both of those ongoing
problems by incorporating a limited amount of
additional accommodation in the refurbishment
proposals. Revised and reduced scheme
proposals are due to be considered by the
Commission towards the end of the year.

Mr Cree: | thank Mr Neeson for his reply. Will
he flesh that out a bit more? For example,

is it envisaged that the refurbishment and
repairs will be flat, similar to the existing roof,
and will not have a tilt? If the Commission is
planning any public spaces on the roof, as
opposed to office space, will he ensure that
the architectural integrity of the Building is
maintained?

Mr Neeson: There are plans for possible
accommodation to be provided on the roof. As
far as the existing proposals are concerned, it
will remain a flat roof. Carrying out those repairs
to the roof and constructing the additional
accommodation will be somewhere in the region
of £4-5 million to £6 million. However, | agree
entirely with the Member that the integrity of the
Building must be preserved.
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| remind the Member that single-storey
accommodation was provided on the roof during
the 1940s, possibly in the form of what we call
Portakabins. They were removed when the major
refurbishment of the Building took place in the
1990s. Certainly, the Member makes a valid
point about the integrity of the Building.

Mr Deputy Speaker: Question 9 was grouped
with question 3.

Assembly Library

10. Mr Dallat asked the Assembly Commission
to outline the total cost of purchasing books,
newspapers and magazines for the Assembly
Library over the last three years and the level of
borrowing in the same period. (AQO 306/11)

Mr Weir: The Assembly does not have a library
function as understood in the conventional
sense. The Assembly does have a Research and
Library Service to support the work of Assembly
Members and Committees by providing access
to a wide range of information and research
services, and to deliver those services using
the professional skills of a team of qualified
librarians and researchers.

Consequently, although the Assembly Library
does have a stock of books, the lending of
books to Members is not a core service.
Rather, books and other electronic resources
are purchased as potential future sources of
information, which are utilised in responding to
approximately 5,500 requests for information
per annum. The total cost of purchasing books,
newspapers, periodicals and magazines for the
Assembly Library over the last three years is
£110,297-38 per annum, as detailed in a table
which will be supplied to the Member.

The use of magazines and newspapers is not
recorded, as they are not for loan. Customers
come into the library and refer to them without
notifying staff.

Mr Dallat: Given the enormous amount of
money that is spent, does Mr Weir agree that
there is every reason why all Members should
be well informed and well read?

Mr Weir: | agree that Members should be well
informed and well read. | leave it to Members’
judgement as to whether that is always the case.

4.00 pm

Executive Committee Business

Addendum to the Programme
for Government

Debate resumed on motion:

That the addendum to the Programme for
Government for the Department of Justice, as
agreed by the Executive, be approved. — [The
Minister of Justice (Mr Ford).]

Mr Buchanan: Many views have been
expressed, both inside and outside the
Chamber, as to the merits or otherwise

of devolving policing and justice powers.
However, we have now moved on, and | broadly
welcome the addendum to the Programme for
Government for the Department of Justice.

Earlier this year, we agreed to take responsibility
for those key portfolios. | think that it is safe

to say that we all agree on one thing: we have
taken on an extremely challenging responsibility.
That is putting it mildly. We are reaping the
harvest of years of direct rule, underfunding,
neglect and prevarication on a range of policing
and justice issues that are long overdue for
reassessment and action. | do not envy the

size of the task that confronts the Minister of
Justice. However, | have to say that, to date, he
has done a relatively good job overall. In some
ways, it pains me to say that, but it has to be said.

Already there is evidence that devolution is
making a difference and that it is delivering
results on the ground. However, we have just
started on what will be a long and potentially
difficult road, and we could obviously be
pushed off track by many things, including a
rise in terrorist activity by so-called dissident
republicans or a shortage of crucial funding
at this time of cuts. Where those areas are
concerned, we must be careful that we continue
to pursue these devolution issues.

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

Whatever lies ahead, | look forward to playing
my part as a member of the Committee for
Justice. | assure the Minister that any criticisms
that | may have will be constructive, because
policing and justice issues are too important for
cheap political point-scoring.
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Although | support the addendum and

the associated goals and public service
agreements, | have one or two points that

| want to raise. The addendum quite rightly
emphasises the importance of building public
confidence in the policing and justice system.

In a divided society, that will mean different
things to different people, but there are common
concerns and worries about the way in which
our society is going. | know from regular contact
with people in my constituency that many feel
vulnerable in their own homes. That applies
especially to those who live in remote rural
areas, those who are elderly and those who

live on their own. They do not feel safe from
burglaries or criminal activity, and that feeling
will only increase as the winter nights come
upon us. Sadly, those people do not have any
real confidence that the police will be able to
protect them in their own homes or that they will
be successful in pursuing those criminals.

The level of antisocial behaviour in towns and
villages across my constituency is also on the
increase. Shared public spaces are often out of
bounds to law-abiding people who are fearful for
their safety. The addendum states:

“Although, in general, most crime-types have
reduced significantly, not everyone feels safe.”

| find it hard to believe that there has been

a general reduction in crime, and to say that
not everyone feels safe in their own home is
something of an understatement. If confidence
is to be secured, we really need to see urgent
and radical improvements. Policing must be
effective, and justice must be done and be seen
to be done. We can bring all the proposals that
we wish through the House today and on other
occasions, but if justice is not done, our words
will be in vain. At the end of the day, actions
speak louder than words, and it is actions that
the people on the ground really want to see.

Perhaps | am missing something or have
misunderstood the data, but it seems that some
of the targets in the PSA section of the addendum
are quite conservative and unchallenging. They
will not give a great amount of confidence to the
general public. For example, one of the targets
is to increase public confidence in the effective-
ness of criminal justice from a baseline of
35-6% to 37-8% by March next year. Given that
that is just 2-:2% of an improvement, | do not
think that that will build much confidence in the
community.

Another PSA target is to increase victim and
witness satisfaction of the criminal justice
system —

Mr Deputy Speaker: Bring your remarks to a
close.

Mr Buchanan: The target is to increase
satisfaction from 65-3% to 69-5% by March 2011.

Mr Deputy Speaker: Your time is up.

Mr Buchanan: Again, that is not a very dramatic
increase over the next six months. That is
something that we will have to continue to —

Mr Deputy Speaker: | call Mr Jonathan Bell.

Mr Bell: The addendum to the Programme for
Government raises a number of questions; | will
comment on four specifically. | value what the
Secretary of State said about tackling terrorism
at last night’s launch of the book ‘Policing

the Narrow Ground’. He made a commitment
to stand by Northern Ireland and said that

the Government of the United Kingdom will
“bear down” on any group that is prepared to
overthrow a democracy or attempt to overthrow
a democracy.

To the credit of our Police Service, more arrests
and charges have been made already. Let me
make it very clear: no one wishes to see arrests
and charges. However, the small minority who
are organising themselves have an agenda of
death and destruction. Death and destruction is
all that they can offer to society. They attempt
to inflict death and destruction on a democratic
society that has chosen life and a different way
forward in the hope that it will engender some
fear and some support for their agenda; that
support cannot be got. The priority to tackle
terrorism must be as strong now as it has ever
been.

Mr McCarthy: The Member commended our
local Police Service for the work that it has
done. Will he join me in congratulating the
authorities across the border, where Mr Ford’s
equivalent, Dermot Ahern, was able to scoop up
a number of these people yesterday? We should
be very grateful for that.

Mr Bell: My colleague the Member for Strangford
makes a valuable point. Over the weekend, |
commended publicly the finding of weapons,
bomb component parts and ammunition in
Wexford. At the last Policing Board meeting,
too, | commended the Deputy Chief Constable’s
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excellent co-operative work with the Garda
Siochana. Whether it is the terrorists of al-
Qaeda, the terrorists of the Real IRA, the
dissident IRA blowing up children in Lurgan or
the murder of Bobby Moffett on the streets

of Belfast, all forms of terrorism are wrong
and need to be tackled with an international
dimension. All police forces should co-operate.

My point is one that the Prime Minister of the
United Kingdom made in his first conference
speech. He said that he will pursue those
responsible by all the means that are at the
disposal of the United Kingdom Government. In
the past two years, our police force has seized
drugs with a street value of £23 million. Last
year, it seized drugs with a street value of £10
million. The reason for the reduction is that

it had smashed some of the organised crime
gangs that produce cannabis internationally.

The Minister mentions fear of crime in his
document. | bring to the House’s attention
again the concerns of many people in Comber
and Donaghadee that their local police stations
are to close. We have raised those concerns
directly with the police personnel concerned. |
am especially concerned about Comber, where
the police presence could be whittled down to
only five neighbourhood officers working out of a
station. Having whittled the force down, the next
move is to ask what good having a building is. A
Comber population of 9,000 plus clearly want a
local police station. It helps them to combat the
fear of crime, and it is something that they are
due. We need to think very carefully before we
close those stations.

We welcome wholeheartedly the strategy’s
inclusion of victims. We need to listen clearly to
what victims are telling us.

Mr Deputy Speaker: Bring your remarks to a
close, please.

Mr Bell: Few people will realise the truth that
was brought home to the Policing Board’s
human rights and professional standards
committee when it met in Londonderry on Friday.
It found out that the police are called out every
21 minutes of every day in Northern Ireland

to deal with incidents of domestic violence

or abuse. The policing of those incidents

costs £180 million. Although | appreciate the
expertise that the police have shown through
the work of their domestic violence liaison
officers and their outreach programmes, it is
important that we factor in the effect of that.

In conclusion, we have to ensure that there is
speedy and direct access to justice, particularly
in the area of youth offending.

Mr D Bradley: Go raibh mile maith agat,

a LeasCheann Combhairle. | welcome the
opportunity to comment on the Department
of Justice’s addendum to the Programme for
Government. In my remarks, | will concentrate
on the aspects of the programme that relate
specifically to policing.

| welcome the commitment given in the
addendum to provide adequate funding for
policing. No one believes any longer that there
can be a blank cheque for the resourcing of
policing, as there was in the past. The Policing
Board and the Police Service of Northern Ireland
realise that. The board is seeking to ensure
that the resources that the police have at their
disposal are being used in the most effective
and efficient way possible and that improvement
is part of the culture of the Police Service.

The SDLP agreed with the ring-fencing of funding
for policing and justice for one year after
devolution, that is, until April 2011. In light of
the current threat, we support the protection of
the budget line for front line police officers. At
the weekend, the police, for whatever reason,
were unable to respond to a very serious
incident in my constituency in which a woman
was tied up, held at gunpoint in her home and
robbed. That lady and her family contacted the
police, but the police were not in a position to
come to her home. In fact, in the end, she had
to go to a prearranged location somewhere
between her home and the police station to give
a statement to a detective.

If those are the types of pressures that front
line policing is facing at the moment, we can ill
afford to reduce the resources available in that
budget line. That does not mean that there are
not opportunities to be more efficient, especially
in back-office services in the PSNI; for example,
in human resources, the finance department
and the press and public relations department.
Perhaps those areas can be examined in greater
detail. However, we are strongly opposed to any
reduction in numbers of front line Police Service
members.

We agree with the Chief Constable’s policy

of moving police officers from desk jobs to
community and neighbourhood policing. | believe
that around 400 officers have already been
moved from desk jobs to front line policing. We
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very much welcome that; it is a trend that we
would like to see continuing.

4.15 pm

| will now speak about local partnerships on
policing and community safety. The SDLP is
anxious about any reconfiguration of the Patten
arrangements. The arrangements have been one
of the anchors of political development and the
peace process here. Even when the Assembly
was suspended and not all political parties were
on board with policing, the Patten arrangements
stood us in good stead. They are an extremely
important part of the entire policing project and
an aspect of policing in which the public have
great faith. The arrangements have stability and
accountability. It would be neither helpful nor
healthy to tinker with them in any way.

If the role of the Policing Board or that of the
DPPs was diminished —

Mr Deputy Speaker: | ask the Member to bring
his remarks to a close, please.

Mr D Bradley: — there would be a danger that
those who wish to exploit —

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

Mr D Bradley: There would be a danger that
those who wish to exploit those particular
changes — the people who advocate violence
— would take solace from that.

Lord Browne: | welcome the addendum to

the Programme for Government. As a recent
addition to the Committee for Justice, | have
learnt quickly the valuable contribution that
devolution of justice powers has brought to
Northern Ireland. The addendum sets out a
wide agenda for change that should allow the
Assembly to make the justice system more
responsive to people’s needs. It addresses
areas that are of most concern to people in
their daily lives, particularly antisocial behaviour.
Public confidence in the system is also a theme
throughout the addendum.

It does not, however, shy away from addressing
larger issues, such as reform of the courts
and the Prison Services and improving how
organised crime is fought. | am pleased to

see that a clear process has been laid out

for achieving those goals, because, far too
often, those kinds of proposals for reform are
sprawling, undirected and open-ended. In this
case, the addendum lays down a plan and a

clear timetable and, indeed, has targets for the
areas that it addresses. | am hopeful that, in
this case, even though | am aware that there
are concerns with some of the targets that have
been set, those targets and programmes will be
followed through on in coming months.

Although many issues in the justice system

are, by their nature, best addressed nationally,
the addendum does a good job of identifying
those in which a local approach can ensure a
better outcome for people in Northern Ireland. |,
therefore, support the motion.

Ms Lo: | support the motion. It is good to

see the devolution of justice powers working.
Now, the Assembly can take local action to
address local issues. | commend the Minister
for producing his proposed addendum to the
Programme for Government.

| welcome his focus on building community
confidence in the fairness and effectiveness of
the criminal justice system. It is fair to say that
public confidence in the system has been low.
In particular, owing to their perception that the
police do not always respond in time to their
calls for help, many people in ethnic minority
communities tend not to report crime. The low
rate of prosecutions for racist crimes does not
give them much faith in the system. | hope
that the proposed measures will help to build
confidence in all sections of the community.

| welcome the addendum’s goal to establish an
interdepartmental approach to reduce offending
and to bring an offender-management strategic
framework to the Committee for Justice by
January 2011. In fact, the crime rate here is
much lower than that in many other parts of
the world. For a place to enjoy a low crime rate,
it needs an inclusive, fair and stable society.

To achieve that society, we need a holistic
approach involving other Departments.

We have 45,000 young people — about 19%
of our 18- to 24-year-olds — who are not

in education, employment or training. They

are bored and have limited income and are,
therefore, at higher risk of getting involved in
criminal activity, such as antisocial behaviour or
so-called recreational rioting. The Department
of Justice should be working with other
Departments, such as the Department of
Education and the Department for Employment
and Learning, to help young people to become
employable and to make them feel that they
have a positive contribution to make to society.
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Westminster is proposing sweeping welfare
reforms. Disadvantaged people already on the
margins are going to be pushed even further.
When people feel that they have nothing to lose,
it is so easy for them to step over the line i