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Summary 

This report sets out the findings of my investigation into complaints received between 11 June 2025 
and 16 June 2025 from 64 members of the public and one from the Leader of the Opposition Mr 
Matthew O’Toole MLA. The complaints relate to Minister Lyons’ social media post on 11 June 2025 
concerning a planned protest at Larne Leisure Centre.  

I interviewed Minister Lyons and he stated that the intention of his post was to clarify the situation 
and calm tensions, acting on a request by the PSNI passed through a DUP Cllr Gregg McKeen. 
However, on balance I believe that his post may likely have had the opposite effect, heightening 
tensions and exacerbating an already contentious situation.  

Ministers are expected to communicate carefully and responsibly, especially during sensitive and 
high-tension situations. Although the post was considered and reviewed personally by the Minister, 
its content and tone were problematic for several reasons: 

1. The post lacked any expression of empathy for those affected, falling short of the expected
compassion and leadership that should be demonstrated during a crisis.

2. The omission of key known information, such as the presence of over 100 swimmers,
including children, from Larne Swimming Club at the time of the protest, gives the
impression that public safety was not fully considered or prioritised.

3. It criticised public bodies (Northern Ireland Housing Executive and PSNI) for not consulting
DUP representatives despite no requirement to do so, risking undermining public trust in
institutions.

4. The message redirected scrutiny or accountability to the Northern Ireland Housing
Executive and risked shifting public anger or blame toward them.

5. The post blurred the line between Ministerial, MLA, and party-political roles, raising
concerns about politicising a safeguarding issue.

The post should have been more coordinated, careful, and empathetic, prioritising public safety 
and community cohesion. 

I found that Minister Lyons breached Rule iv because he failed to demonstrate the Nolan Principles 
including accountability and leadership. I found him to be in breach of Rule vi because the manner 
and content of the post showed a lack of due care, which was not conducive to fostering positive 
community relations or equal treatment. I did not find that Minister Lyons used information 
obtained in office for personal gain (Rule vii). 

In conclusion, I believe Minister Lyons’ actions fell short of the standards expected under the 
Ministerial Code. 



3 

Complaints 

1. I received a number of complaints from the public (n=64) and one from the Leader of the
Opposition Mr Matthew O’Toole MLA, between the dates of 11th to 16th June in relation to the
Minister for Communities, Gordon Lyons MLA Facebook post1 on 11 June 2025 at 15.50.

Investigation

2. My investigation, commenced on 20 June 2025, focussed on the allegations relating to the
Ministerial Code of Conduct Paragraphs 1.4 and 1.5 only. The Pledge of Office is not part of the
Code of Conduct. Any allegations relating to the Pledge of Office have not been considered.

3. The Rules of the Ministerial Code of Conduct2 (“the Code”) that were alleged include:

(i) Observe the highest standards of propriety and regularity involving impartiality integrity
and objectivity in relationship to the stewardship of public funds

(ii) Be accountable to users of services the community and through the Assembly for the
activities within their responsibilities their stewardship of public funds and the extent to
which key performance targets and objectives have been met

(iv) Follow the Seven Principles of Public Life

(v) Comply with this code and with rules relating to the use of public funds

(vi) Operate in a way conducive to promoting good community relations and equality of
treatment

(vii) Not use information gained in the course of their service for personal gain

4. I do not believe that Rules (i), (ii), or (v) of the Code were relevant in the context of the
complaints I received. As a result, my investigation focused on whether there was a breach of
Rules (iv), (vi), and (vii) of the Code.

5. During my investigation, I carried out the following:

• Reviewed all complaints and evidence received from complainants3

• Interviewed Minister Lyons4

• Reviewed all evidence supplied by Minister Lyons5

• Spoke with the Police Service of Northern Ireland (PSNI) constable who made the call to
the DUP Cllr Gregg McKeen 6

All documents I have relied on in reaching my conclusion are at Annex A or in the text of the report. 

1 Document 1 
2 Ministerial Code of Conduct  
3 Documents 2, 3 and 4 (sample of 3 complaints) 
4 Document 5 
5 Documents 6a, 6b, 7, 8 and 9 
6 Document 10 
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Evidence 
 
6. Timeline 

 
9 June 2025  A vigil was held for a teenage girl who was alleged to have been assaulted on 

7 June by two 14-year-old Romanian boys who appeared in court on 9 June. 
 
9 June 2025 After the vigil, anti-immigrant violence erupted with mobs targeting foreign 

residents in Ballymena. As a result, many of the targeted families had to flee 
their homes.  

 
10 June 2025 Unrest spread to other towns across Northern Ireland. 
 
11 June 2025 At 13:21, the office of Steve Aiken UUP sent an email to Mr Lyons’ office 

asking for advice in relation to a post from “Larne Anti-immigration Protest” 
which was promoting a protest at Larne Leisure Centre that evening at 
7pm.7  In the email, it was stated ‘Larne Swimming Club will have over 100+ 
swimmers from age 3-80 visiting the centre for lessons starting at 6 p.m. – 
none of whom need/want this hassle’. The email also indicated that ‘police 
resources are limited’. 

 
11 June 2025 At 13:51, a PSNI constable (at the request of a superior) rang Cllr Gregg 

McKeen DUP, requesting that the DUP “get the word out” that people from 
the previous evening were no longer in Larne Leisure Centre.8 

 
11 June 2025 At 14:33, Gordon Lyons’ office responded to the UUP email confirming that 

“there was a multi-agency emergency operation last night and around 17 
residents were brought to Larne Leisure Centre temporarily until the 
Housing Executive opened for business. These residents have been moved 
out of the Leisure Centre and placed in temporary accommodation outside 
of the Borough. If you are concerned about potential protests I would 
recommend that you contact the Council on 03001245000 to make them 
aware of your concerns and ask what measures that they are taking to 
ensure that the site is secure.”9 

 
11 June 2025 At 15:44, Love Ballymena posted on X: “The Council confirmed the 

activation of the Emergency Rest Centre (ERC) was part of its established 
emergency response protocols, carried out in collaboration with local 
partner agencies.” 

 
11 June 2025 At 15:50, Mr Lyons posted on Facebook: 

 

“It has been brought to my attention that a number of individuals were 
temporarily moved to Larne Leisure Centre in the early hours of the morning 
following the disturbances in Ballymena.  

 
7 Document 6a and 6b  
8 Document 10  
9 Document 6a and 6b  
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As a local MLA for the area, neither I nor my DUP Council colleagues were 
made aware or consulted with on this decision until late this afternoon.  
 

It has now been confirmed to us by the PSNI and Council that all these 
individuals are in the care of the Housing Executive and have been moved 
out of Larne.  
 

Protesting is of course a legitimate right but violence in not and I would 
encourage everyone to remain peaceful. ”10 

 
11 June 2025  At 21:06, Mr Lyons posted again on Facebook with a photo of the Larne 

Leisure Centre on fire: “East Antrim MLA Gordon Lyons has condemned the 
damage inflicted on Larne Leisure Centre tonight and said it only serves to 
hurt residents of the town. He said, "The violence and disorder witnessed on 
our streets over recent nights serves no purpose. Wanton destruction such 
as the attack on Larne Leisure Centre is an attack on all residents who use 
the facility. There is absolutely no excuse for what has taken place in Larne, 
and it must be condemned." 

 
7. Responses by other politicians to Minister Lyons 15:50 post are documented in various places 

including the NI Assembly Chamber11 and in the media12.  Many expressed their disapproval 
and concern at Mr Lyons’ Facebook message with some calling for his resignation.  
 

8. At interview, Minister Lyons said he posted the statement because there was misinformation 
that people were still in Larne Leisure Centre (‘LLC”) when they were not, and the aim of his 
post was to clarify.13 

 
“So, to go back to your question, what made me put up that Facebook post, I was concerned that 
there was going to be a protest taking place that night.  I was concerned that that was happening in 
response to false information, that people were still being held there when they were not.” 

 
“People were getting very agitated about that, and so that's why I had posted that, to let them know 
that, yes, individuals had been there, they were no longer there. I'd also mentioned that they had 
moved out of Larne, because there were rumours circulating that they had been moved to a 
separate part of the town instead, and I was providing clarity, that if this is your reason for going to 
protest, then I wanted people to know there was nobody there anymore. That's why, also, probably 
concerned about what had happened the nights before in Ballymena, had said that violence is 
never acceptable and that people should remain peaceful. 
 
“My outcome was, or the outcome I'd hoped for, was to say to people, 'There is nobody there 
anymore. If these individuals are a target for you, well, they should not be, but they're not there 
anymore’.” 
 
“I have considered this, and I have thought about it, but I do not believe that, in any way, the post 
that I put up, which was trying, as I've said many times, to calm down the situation, I believe that 
the people that were actually taking part in the violence, I don't believe that I provided them with 
any information that they were not already aware of.” 

 
10 Document 1 
11 Hansard 16.06.2025 NI Assembly Volume 178, Number 2  
12 BBC Article 12.06.2025  
13 Document 5 
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9. Minister Lyons’ office had drafted the post which he reviewed and refined.   

 

“Every single thing there that I said was factual, and there was nothing in that that made me think, 
is there anything significant or controversial in there?” 

 
“Well, I'll tell you one thing that I remember we did change in terms of the post was that originally 

we were aware there were 17 individuals that were there, and I thought to myself, is it helpful at 
this stage to talk about numbers? I thought probably not, so that was removed, but the rest, and 
having to go through this with you line-by-line, maybe you want to do that.” 

 
10. When asked about why he stated that the DUP were not consulted, he replied: 

 

“[it] was to let people know that I'm giving you the information as soon as I have it. I wasn't aware 
until this point.” 

 
11. In response to whether in hindsight he might have done anything differently, Minister Lyons 

stated: 
 

“It is, yes. Look, I obviously regret that such a furore was made out of this. I regret the fact that it 
had impacts on Executive relations on the united Executive message that we had, because the 
focus became on me and a few words in a Facebook post. At that time, I read what was there, and 
I thought that was appropriate for publication. In the weeks after, I've looked at it again, and I still 
don't believe that there is anything there that is wrong. Look, you can always look back, especially 
at the events which happened and say maybe you could have been clearer on that, but certainly, 
I believe, that what is there was correct at the time, and what is correct today. It's how others have 
chosen to amplify certain sections of it.” 

 
 
Findings of Fact 
 

12. I found the following facts established to the required standards of proof: 
 

1. The office of Steve Aiken UUP sent an email to Mr Lyons’ office at 13:21 on 11 June 2025 
asking for advice in relation to a post from “Larne Anti-immigration Protest” which was 
promoting a protest at Larne Leisure Centre that evening at 7pm when there would be 
over 100 swimmers, including children, using the facilities.  
 

2. The PSNI contacted DUP Counsellor Gregg McKeen at 13:51 on 11 June 2025 to ask 
them to get the word out that there were no people sheltering in Larne Leisure Centre 
and that the people had been moved out of Larne. 

 

3. At the time of his first Facebook post at 15:50 on 11 June 2025, Minister Lyons was aware 
of the unrest over the previous days and was aware of the volatility within communities. 

 

4. Minister Lyons posted on Facebook again at 21:06 on 11 June 2025 condemning the 
damage inflicted on Larne Leisure Centre.  

 
13. In accordance with paragraph 7.14 of the General Procedures Direction, Mr Lyons was 

afforded an opportunity to challenge any of the above findings before I finalised my report. He 
did challenge one of my findings of fact. Having considered it, I decided to remove the finding 
of fact as, on balance, it was likely more an opinion.14 

 
14 Document 11 
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Analysis and Reasoning 

14. Minister Lyons said that the intention of his message on Facebook was to clarify the situation 
and help calm tensions surrounding the planned protest at LLC. Acting at the request of the 
PSNI, conveyed through a local DUP councillor, he said his aim was to reassure (presumably 
his 8,000 Facebook followers) that those who had taken refuge at the centre the night before 
were no longer there. However, in my view and on the balance of probabilities, the post likely 
had the opposite effect. Rather than defusing the situation, it may have heightened tensions 
and contributed to further unrest. The following explains why.

15. Ministers are senior public figures whose words carry significant weight. What they say and 
how they say it can shape public reaction, especially during sensitive and tense situations. 
Even small misjudgements can lead to serious consequences. That is why ministers must take 
extra care when speaking publicly. In this case, I believe there was a clear need for more 
thoughtful communication, better coordination with authorities, and a stronger sense of 
responsibility for how the message might be received by the wider public.

16. Minister Lyons told me the post was drafted by his office, but that he took full responsibility for 
it. He explained that he reviewed it personally and chose to remove a reference to the number 
of people who had stayed at LLC, believing it was inappropriate to include. This shows that the 
post was not made in haste, rather it was deliberate and considered, which makes it all the 
more important to assess.

17. It is clear to most readers of his message that it included no expression of empathy for those 
who had been harmed or forced to flee their homes. This was an omission that, whether 
intentional or not, carries real weight. Ministers are expected to lead with compassion, 
particularly in times of crisis. Demonstrating empathy is not a courtesy; it is a fundamental part 
of responsible leadership. In moments of distress, the public looks to those in authority for 
reassurance and humanity. That was missing here, and it matters.

18. As per the timeline, Minister Lyons was aware of several important things prior to posting his 
message. He was aware or should have been aware:

1. From the email sent to him by the UUP15, that at the time of the intended 7pm protest at 
LLC, ‘Larne Swimming Club will have over 100+ swimmers from age 3-80 visiting the 
centre for lessons starting at 6 p.m. – none of whom need/want this hassle’.

2. From the email sent to him by the UUP16,  that ‘police resources are limited’.
3. From the call to the DUP Office directly from the PSNI 30 minutes after the UUP email, that 

the PSNI resources were stretched and they had concerns about the protest; they directly 
requested it be made clear by the DUP that the people affected were no longer in LLC.

15 Documents 6a and 6b 
16 ibid 


