2

Northern Ireland
Assembly

OFFICIAL REPORT

(Hansard)

and

JOURNAL OF
PROCEEDINGS

Volume 88

(30 September 2013 to 31 October 2013)

OOOOOO



© Copyright 2014
ISBN 978-0-339-80086-1



Table of Contents

FaXTST =T 0T o] VA [T 0] 0= PP UPTPIN vii
Principal Officers and Officials Of the ASSEMDIY .....iirii et e e e et e et e e e aa e e et e e eaaeeeaanaeeeannns viii
QTS =T =TI O 1 o= OO PUPPP R PPPTPRPPN ix
[0 3o o TN O i ToT = I 2= o Yo T = T Y= 1 ) PSS X

Official Report (Hansard)

Assembly Sittings

Monday 30 September 2013

Assembly Business
Committee 0N STANAAIAS AN PrIVIIEEES ..uiereeeieie ettt e et e e e e e e et e e e et e e e et e e eaa e e e aa e e esa e e esaeeeannaeeesneeesnneeesnnneeennnaeees 1

[07e 0 aa L1 =TSR 1Y =T 4 gl o =T = o T o B OO UPPPTR PPN 1

Ministerial Statement
GCSES and A Levels: FUNAAMENTAI REVIEW .......iiuiiiieiiiei ettt e et e et e et e et e e e e et e e s e e e e aa e aa e eaeeaeeaneeaneeaneeaneaneennaes 1

Executive Committee Business
Lands Tribunal (Salaries) Order (Northern Ireland) 2003 . ... i it e e e e e et e et e et e eaeeaaaeanaaneaneeaaesaannns 7

Committee Business
Financial Provisions Bill: EXteNSion Of COMMITIEE STAZE ...euuuniiiriiiieiiie e et e et e e e et e e et e e et e e e aanneeeaanas 8

Private Members’ Business
Exploitation of Children and YOUNE PEOPIE .......uuiiieieeiiieeeie ettt e et e e ee e et e e et e e e et s e e et e e eas e e e eann e e eaaeeeann e aesneeesnnaeennnneeennnaas 9

Oral Answers to Questions
Office of the First Minister and deputy First Minister .. A7

[Rg= AT T aE= I DTN = o] o] o T o L PP PPPPTPP 23

Private Members’ Business

Exploitation of Children and YOUNg PEOPIE (CONTINUET) .....euuuieieeeeee ettt e et e e et e e et e e e et e e et e e e aaeeeeanneeeannns 29
Farm Safety INVESTMENT SCNEME ...ttt e et e e et e e et e et e et e et e et e et e e e e e e e aa e e ea e eaeea e et e ean e et aeanennn 33
Adjournment

NEWrY SOULNEIN REIET ROGG.....ceuiiieeie ettt e e e e e et e e et e e e ea e e e ea e e e e e e e e e a e e e sa e e e e aa e e esneeesneeennnaeeennnns 43

Tuesday 1 October 2013

Assembly Business
(O7eYaaTa gLt A =TT LY, =T g 01T =] 1o PSPPSR 49

Executive Committee Business
Local GOVEIrNMENT Bill: SECONU SEAEE. .. uuuuiiitiieeitiieeetie ettt e et e e et e e e et e e et e e eaa e e e eaa e e esaeaesa e eannaeaesneeesnnaeesnnneeesnnaeennnnes 49

Oral Answers to Questions
IS To o3 = I TV o o 1 0= 0 | RN 64

Agriculture and RUFAl DEVEIOPIMENT .......oiiiiiiiiiie ettt e e et e e e e et e e e e e e e et s aaa e e e e e e e aaa e e e e e e sabaa e e eeaennnes 70

Executive Committee Business
Local Government Bill: SECONA StAZE (CONLINUEE) .....eeuuueeeie ettt et e et e e e e e e e et e e e et e e eaa e e eeaneeeeaneeeannas 77



Monday 7 October 2013

Assembly Business
(07e] palaaTia =TI LY, (=T o] 01T ] o PO PRPPSUPRPN 101

Committee Business
Health and Social Care (Amendment) Bill: Extension of COmmIttee Stage .......cveuiiiiiiii e 101

Private Members’ Business
L IO =T =] =T (=Y~ PPN 102

(08T =gt g T 0o gV oY= = OO PP PPN 113

Oral Answers to Questions
(O LU Y €S- Lo I XY £ T 117

[0 [T o7= 4o o PP PP 123

Private Members’ Business
Car Parking COMP@NIES (CONTIMUEE) ....eeuueeeee ettt e et e e et e e et e e et e e e et e e e e e e e aa e e e et e e esa e e easaeeeaaeeesneeeanaeesnneaesnneeennnnas 130

Tuesday 8 October 2013

Assembly Business
Public Petition: Cross-border Area-learning Community to Provide Post-primary Education in North and West Fermanagh .......... 139

Private Members’ Business
Undocumented Irish/IMmigration RETOIM ... ... it e et e et e et e e e e e e e e e e e aa e e e e e e enn e e ennaaeennnns 140

R0 | 1= 147

Oral Answers to Questions
=X agYel o)y nal=T a=T o e =T T T o= PP UPT PPt 154

Health, Social Services and PUDIIC SAfETY......uuiiiiuiiiiiiie e e e et e et e e e et e e e e s e e e s e e eaa e e eeaaneeennns 160

Monday 14 October 2013

Assembly Business
o] L= 0 10 1= 1= [ 1= S 167

Matter of the Day
MUFEIS @NA SECUITY AlBITS .. enitiiiie ettt ettt e et e e e et e et e et e et e e e e e e e e e ea e ean e e e e ea e e e e e e e e e e eanneanneeaeeaneennaennns 167

Ministerial Statement
Consumer Representation: PUDIIC CONSUIATION. ... ....iiu ittt ettt e e e e e e e e e e e et e et e et e e e e e aaesnaennes 170

Executive Committee Business
Intellectual Property Bill: Legislative CONSENT IMOTION. ... .ciuu it e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e eennns 173

Committee Business
Local Government Bill: Extension of COMMITIEE STAZE........uuuiiiiiiiiiiiiii e 175

Private Members’ Business
U] oYL ToR 00T E= U] €= [ PO PP PSPPSR 176

Oral Answers to Questions
Office of the First Minister and deputy FirSt MINISTEN ... .veuuiiiii e e e et e et e e e e e e e et e e eeanas 182

=101V T T2 0 T=T o L PP UPTUPTRUPPRPPROt 188

Question for Urgent Oral Answer
Health, Social Services and PUDIIC SAfEtY........ ittt et e et e e e e e e e a e e e e e e e na e ennaaeennnns 194

SPEAKEI'S BUSINESS.........iiuiiiiiiiiiiii e et et et e et e et e e e et e et e et e e s e e s e e e aa e aa e aa e ean e e s e ean e aa e aneaneanneanneraneesneesneeaneeanaerns 197

Private Members’ Business
[0S 0= o= PP 198



Tuesday 15 October 2013

Ministerial Statement
FTAUO AWAIENESS ... ettt ettt et e ettt e et ettt e et e et e et e et e e e e e e e e e s e e ean e et e et e e e e e e e e e e e ea e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e s e et e e e e e an e ea e eaeeneennnn 209

Private Members’ Business
Hydebank Wood YOUNG OffENAEIS CENTIE ... ... ettt ettt e e e e e et e et e e e e aa e e e ea e e e e e e e e aa e e enn e enaaaeennnns 213

Oral Answers to Questions
(R TaE=TaTeT oIz TaTo I =T Yo T q =] PP PP UPPRPPRRE 225

Enterprise, Trade and INVESTMENT ... ... i e et et e et et e e e e e e e e e e eaeaneaneaneaneaneaneaneanaanaaneanennennennennenneen 232

Private Members’ Business

NATIONAI CriME ABEINCY .t eteetie ettt ettt ettt et et e et e et e et e e e e aeeaeea e et e e e e e e e e e e ean e ean e e e e ea e e e e e s e e s e e e e e anneanneeneenneenneennns 239
Adjournment
Lo Y[ To] 1 g Y= il = g o = OO P PRSPPI 255

Monday 21 October 2013

Assembly Business
[07e e aa L1 =TSR 1Y L= 4 g o T=T =Y oo PP UPPRRRPPPRRt 261

Ministerial Statements
Public Expenditure: 2013-14 October Monitoring Round and 2014-15 Capital Reallocation EXErCiSe.........cvvveuuiierinnieininenennnnns 261

PriSON RETOIM: OWEIS REPOIT .. eei ittt ettt e et e et e et e e e e e e e et e et e et e et e et e e e e e e e aae e e s e ean e et e ea e e s e eaneeanesnasnnes 275

Oral Answers to Questions
LTy o PSP PPPPRPPI 279

CURUIE, AITS @NGA LEISUIE ...ieeiieieiie ittt e et e ettt et e et e et e et e e e e e e e eaneea e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e ean e e s e ea e e s e eseesneeaneeaneennennnen 285

Assembly Business
BLLo] ooz 1O U T=T] Ao 1 PP PP PP 292

Ministerial Statement
Prison Reform: OWErs REPOIT (CONLINUE) .....unieee et e e e e et e et e et e e e e e e e e e e ean e ea e et e et e et e e s eanesnaennes 292

Executive Committee Business
Sea Fish Industry (Harbour and Landing Dues) Scheme (Northern Ireland) 2013 .......coieiiiiiiie e e 294

Private Members’ Business
o] o TN 07 =T 4[] PP PP PP 296

Tuesday 22 October 2013

Ministerial Statements
JaYe V= T ol [aT= ] o F= V=T I o [U Tz Ao o PRSPPI 311
[T 1T T = = PP PUPPPRUPPPPN 319

Oral Answers to Questions
1o T = I D= =T o] o0 1T o | PP UPPTRRPPPRN 327

Agriculture and RUIal DEVEIOPMENT ... ettt e et e et e et e e e et e e e ean e ea e et e e e e e e e e e e e aneeea e eaeea e et e et e enneeeneenn 333

Executive Committee Business
Energy Bill: LEZISIative CONSENT IMOTION .....iiiiiiieiiie ettt ettt e et e e e e e e e e e e et e et e e e e e e e et e e e e e an e aaeeaaeaneesnaennns 341

Private Members’ Business

Social Investment Model: TAaCKIING SOCIAI ISSUES.........uniiteeei ettt e e e e e e e e e e ee e e eaa e e e an e e enna e enanaeeennnnes 343
North/South Implementation Bodies and Areas for COOPEIAtiON .......cveeeieieiiie e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e eaaaeeeanaeeennns 352
Adjournment

FA Vg =T =1 T C 7= Lo PP PP PP 360



Written Ministerial Statements

Environment
Publication of Revised Draft PPS 15 — Planning & Flood Risk — For Public Consultation..............c.uueiiiiiiiiiiiiiiinineceieen, WMS 1

Health, Social Services and Public Safety
L0 77=2= T TN o] 4= 1 ) o PP WMS 2

Regional Development
Trans-European Transport Network (TEN-T) REGUIGTION .....uniiiiiiii ettt e e et e e e e e e e e e e eaneeees WMS 3

Written Answers

Friday 4 October 2013

Office of the First Minister and deputy FirST IMINISTEI ... uuniii et e e e et e et e e e e e e e e e eaeeaeeanns WA 1
Department of Agriculture and RUral DEVEIOPMENT .. ....uniieie ettt e e e et e e et e e e e e e e e e e e et e e eaaeeeeaneaeanaaees WA 4
Department Of CUITUIE, ArtS @N0 LEISUIE ...cuu.iii ettt e et e et e et e e e e e e e et e et e et e et e et e et e et e e s eanaeaneaneennaes WA 11
[ =T 0= LA aT=T ) a0 =X [0 1= o S WA 19
Department for EMpPIOYMENT @NA LEAIMNING ......uuiiiieeiiie ettt e et e e e et e e et e e e e e e e ea e e e et e e e aa e e e aaeeeeaneeennnnns WA 26
Department of Enterprise, Trade and INVESTMENT .......iieiiiiie et e e e e e et e et e et e et e et e et e e e saeaneannes WA 28
Department Of The ENVIFONMENT ... ...ttt e e e e e et e et e et e e s e e s e s e aa e aa e aaneaanaesnessneesnaesnasansesnessnassnennneennaes WA 34
Department of FINANCE @NA PEISONNEN .......iiii ittt e ettt e et e e e e e e e et e e e et e e eaa e e e aa e e eeaneeennnnns WA 53
Department of Health, Social Services and PUDIIC SAfety........oiui it e e e e e ea e WA 59
[DTCYoT= T da L= ooy BN 0Ty 4o PP WA 109
Department for RegioNal DEVEIOPMENT ........ceue ettt e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e ea e e et e e e ea e e ena e eraneenanns WA 115
Department for SOCIal DEVEIOPMENT .......ie e et e et et e e et e e et eaeaeaeaneaneaneanaaneaneaneaneaneanennannannennenneen WA 133
Northern Ireland ASSEMDIY COMMUISSION ....uiiuiitiiie ettt e et e et et e e et e e e aa e e e et e e e e e e e e e e eaa e eean e e eaaeeeaan e eesneeennns WA 142

Friday 11 October 2013

Office of the First Minister and deputy FirSt IMINISTET ......euniiiiie et e e e e e e e e e eaeeaeennns WA 145
Department of Agriculture and RUral DEVEIOPMENT .......u. ittt e e e e e e e e e e e e et e e e e e e e aa e e eeeneeeanns WA 157
Department Of CUITUIE, ArtS @0 LEISUIE ....uu.iiiiiiie ettt e e et e et e et e et e e e e e e e e e aa e eaeea e et e esneeaneeanneans WA 166
[DICYoT=Tauaat=T gL aoy Bl =X [UToT= o) o [PPSR WA 170
Department for EMpPIOYMENT @NA LEAINING ......uuiieieeeiie ettt e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e et e e et e e e aa e e e aa e eeaneeennns WA 196
Department of Enterprise, Trade and INVESTMENT ... ...iuiiiiii et e et e e e e e e et e et e et e e e e e e e e aans WA 203
Department Of the ENVIFONMENT ... ...ii e e e et e e e e e e et e e e ea e ea e e s e ea e eaa e eaaeannaaneanneenneenneeaneesneenneesnnenns WA 212
Department of FINANCE @Nd PEISONNEL ......iueiii et e e e et e et e et e e e e e e e e aa e aa e et e ea e et e asneeaneeanaans WA 222
Department of Health, Social Services and PUDIC SAfEly........iiuuiiiiiiii e e e e e e e eeas WA 225
[DTCYoT= T da aT=T Loy BN U Ty 4o PP WA 237
Department for REgional DEVEIOPMENT ........ceui ettt et e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e et et e e e eaa e e e e e e e na e eeanaeeennns WA 247
Department for SOCIal DEVEIOPMENT ... ..ie e e et et et et e e et e e e e e e eaeaneaneaeaneanaaneanesneaneanennennannannennennenn WA 262

Friday 18 October 2013

Office of the First Minister and deputy FirSt MINISTEN ... .c.u it e e e e e e e e e ennas WA 273
Department of Agriculture and RUral DeVEIOPMENT ... . uu ettt e e et e e e e e et e e e e e e et e eaneeaneens WA 281
Department of CUILUIE, ArtS @Nd LEISUIE .. ....iieeii e et e e e e e et et e et e et e et e et e e s e s eaa e an e aaeeaeeaneesneeaneeanneans WA 285
[DI=Yor=Tauaat=T gl o) il 2o [ o= 4 o) o IR SPPPPRPP WA 289
Department for EMPIOYMENT @Nd LEAIMNING ......uuiieiieeeeie ettt e et e e e e e et e e e et eeeaa e e e ea e e eean e eeanaeeasnaeeeaneeesnneeennnaneesnneeennnn WA 299
Department of Enterprise, Trade and INVESTMENT ......ceuuiiiii et e e et e et e e e e e e e e e eae e e eaneeeanns WA 301
Department Of The ENVIFONMENT ... ...t e et e e e et e et e et e et e et e et e e e e aa e e e eaeea e et e et e ean e e s eannannn WA 306
Department of FINANCE @Nd PEISONNEI .......eu e e et e et e e et e et e et e e s e e e e s ean e en e eneenneeaneesneenneennnenns WA 311
Department of Health, Social Services and PUDIIC SAfety.........uuu i eeeans WA 323
DEPArTMENT OF JUSTICE ..ttt e et e et e e e e et e et e et e e e e e e e aa e aa e ea e eaeea e et e eaneeaneeanennn WA 347
Department for REZIONaI DEVEIOPMENT.......iieieiite et e et e e et e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e et e e et e e eaaeeeeaneeeeaneeeanns WA 357
Department for SOCIal DEVEIOPMENT ... ...ttt ettt ettt e e e e et e e e e e e e e e e e e e ea e e e en e e e ena e e e an e e enn e ennneennnns WA 365
Northern Ireland ASSEMDIY COMMUISSION ...uuunieititeite et et et et et e e e e e e e ea e ea e ea e ea e e e e e e e ea e aa e eaeeaeeaeeaneenneennnennnennn WA 369



Friday 25 October 2013
Office of the First Minister and deputy FirSt MINISTEr ... .vuuu it e e et e e e e e e e e e eaans WA 371

Department of Agriculture and Rural Development ..... WA 375
Department of Culture, Arts and Leisure ................... .... WA 380
Department of Education ..........cccceeevneennns WA 390
Department for EMpIOYMENT @Nnd LEAINING ........ierieieiie ettt et e e e e e e e e e e e e e e ea e e ean e e e an e e ennn e ennneennnns WA 401
Department of Enterprise, Trade and INVESTMENT .......ceuniii it e et e e e e e e e e eaeeaeeaeeaneeaneeanneens WA 404
Department Of The ENVIFONMIENT ... ..ouu et e e e et e e et e e et e e et e e e et e e e et e e eaa e e e aa e e eeanneeeanns WA 407
Department of FINANCE @Nd PEISONNEL ......ee ettt e et e e e et e et e et e e e e e e e e e ea e et e et e eaneeaneeannaans WA 431
Department of Health, Social Services and PUDIIC SAfety.........uuiiiuiiiiiiiie e e e e e e e e e e e eanns WA 440
[DICYoT T da aT=T aL o) S 0Ty 4o PP SPPPPRPP WA 449
Department for REZIONal DEVEIOPMENT ... e ettt e e e e et e et e et e e e e e e e e e e e eaeeaeeaeeaneeaneeaneeanneens WA 458
Department for SOCIAl DEVEIOPMENT .....iu. et e e et e et e e e et e et e et e e s e et e eaaeeaa e aneaneaneeneeaneeaneesneesneesnenns WA 476
Northern Ireland ASSEMDIY COMMUISSION 1...uuuittiiie ettt ettt e it e et et e e e et e et e et e et e et e et eaaeaneaneeneenneeseesneesnaesneeaneans WA 502
Revised Written Answers

Department for EMpPIOYMENT @NA LEAIMNING ......uu ittt e ettt e et e e e e e e e et e e e e e s e e eea e e e eaaeeean e eenn e enanaeennnnnns RWA 1
Department for SOCIal DEVEIOPMENT ... ...ie i e et e et et e e e e e e e e eaeaneaneaeaneanaaneanesnennenneanesnennennennannennns RWA 1
Official Report (Hansard) Indexes

L= T T=T £ 1T o IDX 1
BUSINESS INAEX ..ttt e et e e e e et e e b e e e e et e e aa e e e e et e e aaa e e e e e e e e aa e e e e et e aab e e e et e raaa e e e eeaaaes IDX 47

Journal of Proceedings

Minutes of Proceedings
Monday 30 September 2013

IO TS F= ) A O Lo o] o 1= T g O 1 R PP UPPP PP
1Yo aTo F= ) A A @ Tox o] o1 =Y b2 0 1 S PP PPRPPTPP
Q0TS F= ) R 0 Lo o] o 1= o O 1 R PRSPPI
1Y o) aTo F= VA R A O T (o] o 1= 2 0 1 G TP SUP PP
L0 F= 2 R ST 1 1o o =Y 2 1 PN
[\ LT q T E= VA2 R @ To1 (o] o T=T 2 0 i 5 S UPPPR PP
TUESAAY 22 OCTODET 2003 ... e iiiiiii ettt et e it e et e e e e e e e e e et e et e et e e e e et e e e e aa e aa e ea e ea e ea e et e et e et et eaneeenaeeaeannaes




Vi



Assembly Members

Agnew, Steven (North Down)

Allister, Jim (North Antrim)

Anderson, Sydney (Upper Bann)
Attwood, Alex (West Belfast)

Beggs, Roy (East Antrim)

Bell, Jonathan (Strangford)

Boylan, Cathal (Newry and Armagh)
Boyle, Ms Michaela (West Tyrone)
Bradley, Dominic (Newry and Armagh)
Bradley, Ms Paula (North Belfast)
Brady, Mickey (Newry and Armagh)
Brown, Ms Pam (South Antrim)
Buchanan, Thomas (West Tyrone)
Byrne, Joe (West Tyrone)

Campbell, Gregory (East Londonderry)
Clarke, Trevor (South Antrim)
Cochrane, Mrs Judith (East Belfast)
Copeland, Michael (East Belfast)
Craig, Jonathan (Lagan Valley)

Cree, Leslie (North Down)

Dallat, John (East Londonderry)
Dickson, Stewart (East Antrim)
Dobson, Mrs Jo-Anne (Upper Bann)
Douglas, Sammy (East Belfast)

Dunne, Gordon (North Down)

Durkan, Mark H (Foyle)

Easton, Alex (North Down)

Eastwood, Colum (Foyle)

Elliott, Tom (Fermanagh and South Tyrone)
Farry, Dr Stephen (North Down)
Fearon, Ms Megan (Newry and Armagh)
Flanagan, Phil (Fermanagh and South Tyrone)
Ford, David (South Antrim)

Foster, Mrs Arlene (Fermanagh and South Tyrone)
Frew, Paul (North Antrim)

Gardiner, Samuel (Upper Bann)
Girvan, Paul (South Antrim)

Givan, Paul (Lagan Valley)

Hale, Mrs Brenda (Lagan Valley)
Hamilton, Simon (Strangford)

Hay, William (Speaker)

Hazzard, Christopher (South Down)
Hilditch, David (East Antrim)
Humphrey, William (North Belfast)
Hussey, Ross (West Tyrone)

Irwin, William (Newry and Armagh)
Kelly, Mrs Dolores (Upper Bann)

Kelly, Gerry (North Belfast)

Kennedy, Danny (Newry and Armagh)
Kinahan, Danny (South Antrim)

Lo, Ms Anna (South Belfast)

Lunn, Trevor (Lagan Valley)

Lynch, Sean (Fermanagh and South Tyrone)
Lyttle, Chris (East Belfast)

vii

McAleer, Declan (West Tyrone)
McCallister, John (South Down)
McCann, Fra (West Belfast)

McCann, Ms Jennifer (West Belfast)
McCarthy, Kieran (Strangford)
McCartney, Raymond (Foyle)
McCausland, Nelson (North Belfast)
McClarty, David (East Londonderry)
McCorley, Ms Rosaleen (West Belfast)
McCrea, Basil (Lagan Valley)

McCrea, lan (Mid Ulster)

McDonnell, Dr Alasdair (South Belfast)
McElduff, Barry (West Tyrone)

McGahan, Ms Bronwyn (Fermanagh and South Tyrone)

McGimpsey, Michael (South Belfast)
McGlone, Patsy (Mid Ulster)
McGuinness, Martin (Mid Ulster)
Mcllveen, David (North Antrim)
Mcllveen, Miss Michelle (Strangford)
McKay, Daithi (North Antrim)
McKevitt, Mrs Karen (South Down)
McKinney, Fearghal (South Belfast)
McLaughlin, Ms Maeve (Foyle)
McLaughlin, Mitchel (South Antrim)
McMullan, Oliver (East Antrim)
McNarry, David (Strangford)
McQuillan, Adrian (East Londonderry)
Maginness, Alban (North Belfast)
Maskey, Alex (South Belfast)

Milne, lan (Mid Ulster)

Morrow, The Lord (Fermanagh and South Tyrone)
Moutray, Stephen (Upper Bann)
Nesbitt, Mike (Strangford)

Newton, Robin (East Belfast)

Ni Chuilin, Ms Caral (North Belfast)
O hOisin, Cathal (East Londonderry)
O’Dowd, John (Upper Bann)

O’Neill, Mrs Michelle (Mid Ulster)
Overend, Mrs Sandra (Mid Ulster)
Poots, Edwin (Lagan Valley)
Ramsey, Pat (Foyle)

Ramsey, Ms Sue (West Belfast)
Robinson, George (East Londonderry)
Robinson, Peter (East Belfast)
Rogers, Sean (South Down)

Ross, Alastair (East Antrim)

Ruane, Ms Caitriona (South Down)
Sheehan, Pat (West Belfast)

Spratt, Jimmy (South Belfast)
Storey, Mervyn (North Antrim)
Swann, Robin (North Antrim)

Weir, Peter (North Down)

Wells, Jim (South Down)

Wilson, Sammy (East Antrim)



Principal Officers and Officials of the Assembly

SPEAKET ...ttt aaae e Mr William Hay MLA
Principal Deputy Speaker..........c.uuvviiiiiiieeiiiiiccieeee e Mr Mitchel McLaughlin MLA
Deputy SPEaKEIS .....coiiiiiiiie e Mr Roy Beggs MLA

Mr John Dallat MLA
Clerk to the Assembly/Director-General ...........ccccoocveeeeiiiiieeeennns Mr Trevor Reaney
Director of Clerking and Reporting ..., Dr Gareth McGrath
Director of Corporate SErviCeS .........euuiiieeeiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieeeee e, Mr Richard Stewart
Director of Facilities/Keeper of the House............ccccceeeeeiiiiinnnnn, Mr Stephen Welch
Director of Information and Outreach ............ccccooceiiiiiieennnee. Mr John Stewart
Director of Legal and Governance Services...........ccccovvveeeeeennnen. Mr Hugh Widdis
Examiner of Statutory Rules...........ccooiii e, Mr Gordon Nabney
Adviser to the SPeaKEr ........c..eviiiiiiiiiie e Mr Robin Ramsey
Clerk Assistants ........ccuuviiiiiiiiie e Ms Nuala Dunwoody

Mr Damien Martin
Editor of Debates..........oovoiiiiiiiii Mr Simon Burrowes
Clerk to the Assembly COMMISSION ........cooiiiiiieiiiiiiie e Mr Tony Logue

viii



Ministerial Offices

The Executive Committee

First MINISTer ..o Mr Peter Robinson
Deputy First Minister...........coooiiiiiiiiiiee e Mr Martin McGuinness
Minister for Employment and Learning..........ccccoocveeeeiiiiieeeeennnen. Dr Stephen Farry
Minister for Regional Development ... Mr Danny Kennedy
Minister for Social Development.............cccooiiiiiiiiiiieeee e, Mr Nelson McCausland
Minister of Agriculture and Rural Development.................cccee. Mrs Michelle O’Neill
Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure ............ccooeevveeeeeeiiieceeeeeeenne, Ms Caral Ni Chuilin
Minister of EAucation ... Mr John O’Dowd
Minister of Enterprise, Trade and Investment............................... Mrs Arlene Foster
Minister of the Environment............c.cooiiii e Mr Mark Durkan
Minister of Finance and Personnel.............ccccoociiiiiiiniccieecne, Mr Simon Hamilton
Minister of Health, Social Services and Public Safety.................. Mr Edwin Poots
Minister Of JUSHICE........ooiuiiiiii e Mr David Ford

Junior Ministers

Office of the First Minister and deputy First Minister .................... Mr Jonathan Bell
Ms Jennifer McCann



Office of the Official Report (Hansard)

Staff

Editor of Debates:......c.cvvvieeeeieeeeeeeeeee e Simon Burrowes

Deputy Editors: ........ceeiiieieiieieeeeeeeeeeen Martha Davison
Patrick Marsh

Assistant EAitors: ... Bronagh Allison
Tom Clarke
Brendan Doherty
Gerry Dunne
Neal Flanagan
Phil Girvan
Gail Nicholl
Jonathan Redpath
Catherine Roberts
Carina Rourke
Alison Webb

Parliamentary Reporters:..........ccccoeiiiiiiiiiis Lee Cassidy
Colin Duncan
Glenn Frazer
Luke Gibbons
Keith Gilmore
Sharon McCabe
Shauna McCloskey
Grainne McGinley
Colm McNamee
Katrina McNeill
Martin Malone
Nicola Murphy
Fintan Murray
Patrick O’Hanlon
Rénan O’Reilly
Simon Shaw
Jack Smith
Barbara Walker

AdMINIiStration:.......cooooveeiiiiee e Adam Moore
Danielle O’'Neill



Official Report
(Hansard)






Assembly Sittings






Northern Ireland
Assembly

Monday 30 September 2013

The Assembly met at 12.00 noon (Mr Principal Deputy Speaker [Mr Mitchel McLaughlin] in the Chair).

Members observed two minutes’ silence.

Assembly Business

Committee on Standards and Privileges

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: Before we begin today’s
business, | wish to inform the House that the Speaker
has received the resignation of Mr Kieran McCarthy as
Deputy Chairperson of the Committee on Standards
and Privileges. The nominating officer of the Alliance
Party, Mr David Ford, has nominated Ms Anna Lo to fill
the vacancy with effect from 30 September 2013. Ms Lo
has accepted the nomination. The Speaker is satisfied
that the requirements of Standing Orders have been
met, and | confirm that Ms Lo has taken up office as
Deputy Chairperson of the Committee on Standards and
Privileges today.

Committee Membership

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: As with similar motions,
this will be treated as a business motion. Therefore, there
will be no debate.

Resolved:

That Mrs Dolores Kelly replace Mr Mark H Durkan as a
member of the Committee for Social Development; and
that Mr Fearghal McKinney be appointed as a member
of the Committee for Health, Social Services and
Public Safety. — [Mr P Ramsey.]

Ministerial Statement

GCSEs and A Levels: Fundamental Review

Mr O’Dowd (The Minister of Education): Go raibh maith
agat, a Phriomh-LeasCheann Combhairle. Ba mhaith

liom raiteas a dhéanamh faoin toradh ar an athbhreithniu
ar chailiochtai GCSE agus A leibhéal. | want to make a
statement regarding the outcome of the review of GCSE
and A-level qualifications. | commissioned the review
from the Council for the Curriculum, Examinations and
Assessment (CCEA) on 1 October last year, and it has
now reported.

The review was commissioned following a series of policy
announcements in England. Those announcements
sparked considerable debate about high-stakes
qualifications across these islands. The Secretary of State
for Education in England is at liberty to determine what he
feels is right for England, but, when the brand is equally
shared on a tripartite basis with the North of Ireland and
Wales, he and his officials need to give due regard to the
implications for those jurisdictions.

As | outlined last year, | do not believe that there is
anything fundamentally wrong with the GCSEs and A
levels that we have, and CCEA’s report confirms that.

The report contains 49 recommendations and helpfully
condenses into one vehicle a range of short-term,
medium-term and long-term actions that will provide a way
forward for our next generation of learners.

The report draws on evidence provided by a wide range
of stakeholders and was overseen by an expert group.
The group consisted of employers, teachers, the FE and
HE sectors and education specialists from the South of
Ireland and Scotland. | would personally like to thank that
expert group for its contribution to this significant work.
This is only the start of the process. | am sure that we will
continue to call on the members of that group for their
views on the detailed work to be taken forward.

The report helpfully builds on the direction of travel

that | have set in place here over the past two years,

one that is based on engagement with as wide a

range of stakeholders as possible, including the

teaching profession. That involves listening to their

views, challenging and testing those views and using

their expertise and experience to determine the most
appropriate way forward for our learners and our economy.

Among the recommendations is that GCSEs and A levels
be retained in the short to medium term, with revisions to
reflect the needs of our education policy and the economy.
This would allow the qualifications to be developed to
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support our curriculum and reflect the needs of employers
and higher education. There is also a need for flexibility

in the design of GCSE and A-level qualifications to meet
individual subject requirements. The qualification system
should meet the needs of as wide a range of learners as
possible. It is important that study from the age of 14 to

18 enables all our young people to develop wider skills
that are of particular importance in further study and
employment.

| recognise that the teaching profession is wary of the
implications of significant change, particularly in high-
stakes qualifications. However, faced with the choice of
defining our own policy or following the Secretary of State
for Education’s proposed reforms in England, there was
unanimous support for the former. We will lead our own
path and determine our own future.

This review makes recommendations on how GCSEs and
A levels might be taken forward and how the focus on
improvements in literacy, numeracy and ICT skills could be
supported by the qualifications system. It is important that
a qualifications system provides opportunities for every
young person to achieve his or her potential.

Recommendations have been made to develop, support
and value alternative qualification routes to the traditional
GCSE and A-level pathway. | welcome that, as it supports
the aims of the entitlement framework to provide all our
young people with a rich and varied curriculum. The
entitlement framework is now statutory in our schools,
and the full requirements will be in place by September
2015. It is about providing courses that are relevant to
young people, engage and motivate them and provide
clear, relevant progression pathways for them to continue
in education or move into training or employment. The
economy demands that education help young people to
prepare for a world of work that is fast changing and very
different from when you or | were at school. In 2011-12,
some 94-2% of school leavers remained in education,
employment or training. We must continue to work to
make sure that labour market information informs careers
provision, informs choices and informs young people and
their parents at the right time.

Young people who see their time in education as relevant
are more likely to stay motivated and engaged with their
learning. The currency of qualifications taken by learners
in the North of Ireland must be ensured. Work must
continue to provide young people here with qualifications
that will take them wherever they wish to go. In the longer
term, the sustainability of the qualifications strategy will
have to be considered, taking account of changes being
made to the qualifications in England and Wales and
discussions on the use of qualification brand names.

The review draws together lessons from international
best practice, and | would like to see that work built on in
the longer term to promote continuous improvement in
our qualifications. We need to start developing the vision
now for the qualifications system that we want in 10 to 15
years’ time.

| am satisfied that the report reflects opinions on the
need for short-term changes, as well as an imperative
to take a longer-term view of the qualifications system
here. If necessary, that may include the consideration
of a system that is independent from but demonstrably
comparable with neighbouring jurisdictions. Given its

magnitude and potential impact, | intend to consult on the
recommendations in this final report, following which | will
announce my decisions on the way forward.

Ba mhaith liom cloisteail 6 CTRi, 6 ghairm na
muinteoireachta, 6 bhoird gobharndiri, 6 fhostéiri, 6
thuismitheoiri, agus ¢ dhaltai. Cuirim failte roimh gach
tuairim. | want to hear views from MLAs, the teaching
profession, boards of governors, employers, parents and
pupils alike. All comments are welcome.

This is an extremely important and thought-provoking
piece of work. It confirms where we are now and what we
should strive for if we are to compete internationally with
the best education provision in the world. | want to assure
the Assembly that | will continue to take decisions that are
in the best interests of all our young people, decisions that
will safeguard their future, build on the positive aspects

of our current education system and reach forward to the
next quarter of the century to provide an international
educational passport to success. | commend the review to
the Assembly and encourage everyone to contribute to the
consultation that will follow.

Mr Storey (The Chairperson of the Committee for
Education): | thank the Minister for his statement and for
facilitating a briefing for me and the Deputy Chairperson
of the Committee for Education before he came to the
House. | encourage him to make the CCEA report, with its
49 recommendations, available to the Committee and to
Members of the House as soon as possible.

| note that the Minister referred to concerns about the
way forward. | welcome his recognition of the need to
maintain the currency. | have been on public record as
saying that we need to ensure that the transportability of
our qualifications is not reduced to the proverbial Ulster
Bank £5 note when it comes to acceptance in other parts
of the United Kingdom. | encourage the Minister to do all
in his power to ensure that the issue of transportability is
maintained.

This was a very short statement on a very big issue.
Perhaps, Mr Deputy Speaker, you will indulge me by
allowing me to ask the Minister to tell us a little more about
what he plans. | welcome the fact, however, that it seems
that he is defending a traditional route this afternoon;
maybe that might be transportable to other areas in the
public domain at the moment.

The Minister has given us some information, but | would
appreciate it if he could expand on that. Has he given up
on the three-country model of accreditation, and will he
consult further with his counterparts in Westminster on the
way forward for GCSEs and A levels? Will he outline to the
House the alternative qualification routes and progression
pathways that he is consulting on? What elements of
international best practice will he draw on in his longer-
term plans for qualification systems? Finally, will he now
begin, as a matter of urgency, the work of producing a
14-t0-19 policy to provide an appropriate format for that
important issue? Thank you for your indulgence, Mr
Deputy Speaker.

Mr O’Dowd: | thank the Chairperson of the Committee for
Education for his questions.

| have not given up on the three-jurisdictions qualifications,
but | suspect that others have. They are perfectly entitled
to do so, but they have set a pathway that, they believe,
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suits their requirements and education system and their
vision for education. | will continue to engage with my
English and Welsh counterparts on the way forward. We
will share our report and its recommendations with them,
and | will be happy to take views from them on the way
forward around that. Of course, the report will be made
immediately available to the Education Committee and will
be available online to all Members and the public as soon
as this debate is over.

The Member asked about the international best practice
that | referred to. If there are to be radical changes to

our education system, the next steps, as proposed in the
report, are that we should take up to three years carrying
out research and consultation before we reach that stage.
That is only right and proper. If we are talking about a
fundamental change to our examination systems, | do not
believe that that is achievable or desirable in the short
term. Let us do it in a planned, mapped-out way that is
based on best practice and research, and we will take
evidence from international best practice from wherever it
may come. That is the way forward.

My officials and officials from DEL continue to engage
on the 14- to 19-year-old strategy. | accept that we have
not reached a conclusion on it, although one of the
recommendations in the report is that we have to move
forward with a 14-to-19 strategy. | will take that into
account when deciding the way forward.

12.30 pm

Mr Hazzard: Go raibh maith agat, a Phriomh-LeasCheann
Comhairle. Like the Committee Chair, | welcome the
statement. Given the confusion among parents, families
and teaching staff about some of the proposed changes in
England, it is important to put on record that our Minister
has acted to protect the exams that we have and to

quell any confusion in this part of Ireland over Michael
Gove’s changes. That is to be welcomed. Will the Minister
outline how he will ensure that our local exams remain
robust and that qualifications remain portable throughout
these islands?

Mr O’Dowd: | thank the Member for his question.
Portability and the currency of exams has been foremost
in my mind, and the expert review group touched on the
issue several times in the report. | want to continue to see
a situation in which students and potential employees can
travel across these groups of islands with their examination
results. In my statement, | referred to qualifications as a
passport, and that is vital for our young people and our
economy. It was commented on the radio this morning that
it is surely not beyond our wit to achieve that, and | do not
believe that it is. For example, the Scots run a completely
different examinations system from England, Wales, us

or the South of Ireland, and students are able to transfer
back and forth quite easily. The Dublin Government run a
different exams system again, and many students travel
back and forth. Many international students also travel to
our universities here and across the water.

The issue of comparability can and will be resolved. The
report refers to the need for the regulatory bodies to
engage constantly with one another, and | support that. |
believe that discussion and interrogation of one another’s
exams systems is perfectly possible and that we will be
able to move forward with a system in which our young

people are able to travel wherever they wish, confident that
their exams will be recognised.

Mr D Bradley: Go raibh mile maith agat, a Phriomh-
LeasCheann Comhairle. Gabhaim buiochas leis an Aire
as ucht a raitis agus as ucht a chuid freagrai go dti seo.
Ba mhaith liom a fhiafrai den Aire an aontaionn sé liom
gur chdéir lion na n-abhar feidhmeach a mhéadu ag an da
leibhéal, GCSE agus ard leibhéal, sa ddéigh is gur feidir
cursai oideachais agus cursai fostaiochta a cheangal nios
dluithe le chéile?

Thank you very much, Mr Principal Deputy Speaker. |
thank the Minister for his statement and his answers. Does
he agree that it would be useful to increase the number of
applied subjects at GCSE and A level? That would help

to ensure that education and employment were more
closely aligned.

Mr O’Dowd: Gabhaim buiochas leis an Chomhalta as a
cheist. | thank the Member for his question.

The report examined that issue in some detail. We have

to place equal value on academic studies and what are
commonly known as vocational studies. The report looked
at alternative examinations for students who do not wish

to go on to study A levels and may wish to go down other
pathways. We have to examine that further as part of our
work on the future of our examinations systems. The report
recommends that that should happen over the next 10 to
15 years, although there will be shorter-term measures.

There are many pathways for our young people, and we
have to be conscious that not all young people may want
or be able to follow an academic route. It may not suit

their needs or, | have to say, those of the economy. As a
society, as parents, as careers advisers and as employers,
we have to place equal value on academic and vocational
qualifications. The report concentrates on that and makes
recommendations on the need to bring forward a new set
of qualifications that are valued equally beside all other
qualifications.

Mr Kinahan: | thank the Minister for his statement and
very much welcome its broad direction.

From the meetings of the Westminster Education
Committee, we note that the differences that have arisen
over GCSEs are deeply regrettable. What action has the
Minister taken to try to stop these divisions occurring? Will
he elaborate on what he said about what he is putting in
place to make sure that we know exactly what the Welsh
and English will be doing? As an aside, did he or the
Department respond to Ofqual’s consultation on GCSEs?

Mr O’Dowd: | am not in a position to comment on what the
Westminster Committee said about qualifications there.
As | have said, the Secretary of State for Education in
England is perfectly entitled to make whatever decisions
he feels fit about his education system. However, | would
offer some caution: where it affects the three jurisdictions,
better communication and consultation should be in

place before those decisions are made. | intend to share
this report with my English and Welsh counterparts and,
indeed, with my Scottish and Dublin counterparts for
qualifications moving forward. | want to ensure that there
are discussions and communications between the three.

| am not sure whether the Department responded to the
Ofqual report that you refer to. | suspect that it was largely
about changes that were taking place in England. We have
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had discussions. | have met Michael Gove, and my officials
have had discussions with his officials on the way forward
on GCSEs. Others are making decisions that they feel are
right for their jurisdiction, and we have had to react to that.
| think that the pathway mapped out in this report allows

us to react to it in a measured, thought-out way without
making any knee-jerk reactions and, at the same time,
ensures that our qualifications are mutually respected
across these islands, that they are portable and that the
currency of the qualifications can and will be respected.

Mrs Cochrane: | thank the Minister for his statement.

| am beginning to feel my age a little bit, because | can
remember when the O levels were changed over to
GCSEs. | was not in the first year of that but a couple of
years after.

Others have mentioned portability. Does the Minister
envisage that, to best prepare our young people, there
may be a need for flexibility to teach some subjects slightly
differently? For example, the modular system could be
continued for some so that certain topics can be explored
further over a longer period, whereas others may be better
tested under formal exam conditions at the end of year 12.

Mr O’Dowd: When Mr Gove previously made changes
to the modular and linear system in England, we carried
out a consultation with the sectors, and it came back
that our education system valued modular education in
the appropriate subjects. | decided at that time to keep
modular in the appropriate subjects, and | intend to do
that. The report published today also suggests that we
should move forward with modular and linear. There is no
research that would direct us to either being the superior
model, although many of our local educationalists tell me
that modular learning suits our young people. It allows
them to progress at their pace, although it continues

to test them and to ensure that young people’s abilities
are brought out. So, | intend to continue with modular
and linear.

| met with a number of the English and Welsh exam
bodies last week. They are going to change their system
to provide only linear. They wanted to know whether | was
going to allow them to continue to operate here. | said that
| would allow them to continue to operate here as long as
their exams did not corrupt our curriculum and we were
not making changes to our curriculum to meet the needs
of exam bodies rather than the other way round. | have
asked my officials to continue those engagements. | found
the engagement with the bodies very useful, and | have
asked my officials to continue to engage with them on the
way forward as we work our way through this report and as
they, as exam bodies, work their way through the changes
that are being implemented in England.

Mr Craig: Minister, your statement says that the report was
provided by a:

“range of stakeholders and was overseen by an
expert group.”

That group consisted of employers, teachers, FE and

HE sectors and education specialists from, as | noted

with interest, the South of Ireland and Scotland. | ask the
obvious question: why were there not experts there from
England and Wales as well? Probably the key thing that we
want to maintain in these islands is equivalence of exam
qualifications. As you state, this is also only the start of the

process. Can we have a guarantee from the Minister that
that expertise will be there in future?

Mr O’Dowd: | assure the Member that my officials and

| continue to engage with the Department for Education
in England. My officials and | have a very good working
relationship with the Department for Education and Skills
in Wales. There is a constant flow of information and, for
want of a better term, pre-warning of any proposals that
are coming from Wales in this direction.

The Department for Education in England has its way

of working, and that is how it works. | cannot direct it to
work in a different way. It has made its decisions on how it
operates and works. At times, those do not offer the most
helpful way forward, but we keep lines of communication
open and will continue to do so.

The expert group was brought together from the different
jurisdictions because Scotland is not going through a
change programme. Scotland has its examinations in
place, and they are completely different from what we
have. The South has a different exam system again. It
went through some changes to the junior certificate, but it
brought a different perspective to the GCSE debate. That
is why | thought that it was of value to the expert group.
The list of members on the expert group is in the report,
and it brings together a mixed range of backgrounds and
career pathways, which added only value to our report.
The group was useful, and | thank it for its work.

Ms Boyle: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Comhairle. |
thank the Minister for his statement. In the best interests
of all our young people and their academic abilities, what
long-term opportunities may be created with the changes
announced today?

Mr O’Dowd: | do not wish to pre-empt the long-term
changes to our qualification system. Although | am on
record as saying that | would not have commenced down
this pathway at this stage, the decisions that were made in
England allowed us to start a journey, which we have yet
to map out the final pathway to. It has allowed us to start a
debate about our qualifications, what they should be and
what they should test and bring out in our young people.

In the long term, | want to see a qualification system that
allows all our young people to cherish their education

and allows us to test the abilities of all our young people.

| want a system that our universities, employers, parents
and young people understand and in which we value

all qualifications. As | said to a previous contributor, we
should place equal value on academic and vocational
qualifications because the changing nature of our
economy means that our young people have to be flexible
in their skills and in their ability to deliver those skills in the
workplace.

Mr Moutray: | thank the Minister for his statement,

which mentioned the focus on improvements in literacy,
numeracy and ICT skills. Given that we heard again on
the radio this morning about ICT skills shortages, will the
Minister give assurances that he will consult those sectors
to endeavour to have relevant, up-to-date IT and ICT
GCSEs that fit the market?

Mr O’Dowd: | can assure the Member of that. Over the
past number of weeks, | have engaged with employers
from a wide range of backgrounds, including those who
require IT skills in their companies. Those discussions
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were enlightening about the skills base that exists and

the absence of skills. One of our major employers had to
go to India to recruit because the appropriately qualified
people are not here. That sets alarm bells off in my head
right away. | will take a particular interest in the report and
its recommendations, particularly around IT, ICT skills and
computer science.

| am not convinced that we have got it right just yet or that
we start at an early enough age. The report looks at our
qualifications, and | also want to see what more we can do
in our primary schools with computer science to turn our
young people on to that skills base.

12.30 pm

Mr Sheehan: Go raibh maith agat, a Phriomh-LeasCheann
Combhairle. Gabhaim buiochas leis an Aire as ucht a raitis
ar maidin.

It has been mentioned a number of times this morning that
it is important to have equivalent qualifications across
these islands. | do not disagree with that. However, it is not
more important that whatever qualification system we come
up with is based on international best practice? If we use
that criterion, then it does not matter where young people
go because their qualifications will always be welcomed.

Mr O’Dowd: Gabhaim buiochas leis an Chomhalta as a
cheist. The simple answer to that is yes, because young
people here now compete in an international market. We
want to be able to ensure that young people here leave
school highly qualified, highly motivated and highly skilled
and that we invest in our local economy.

Some young people will choose to travel. We want to
attract international investors by ensuring that they can be
confident that young people here are highly qualified. That
is the way forward. Although it may be very comforting and
reassuring at times to look around this group of islands
and judge ourselves against the exam systems in England,
Scotland, Wales or down South, we have to judge
ourselves against the international best. That is where we
want to be. | want to see our exam system being examined
by others and held up as the way forward. That is where
we need to get to in the next number of years.

Mr Rogers: | thank the Minister for his statement. |
particularly welcome the evolutionary nature of the whole
process. Is it anticipated that there will be increased
demand for our qualifications both from students here
who do English board exams at present and students from
England and Wales who are attracted to the continuation
of a modular approach?

Mr O’Dowd: As | have said previously, | certainly want our
exam system to be held up as an international example of
the way forward. As | also said to a previous contributor,

| am allowing an open market to remain with the English
and Welsh boards delivering exams here as long as that
does not corrupt our curriculum. If it starts to corrupt our
curriculum, | will have to look at that again. Throughout
the report, the consultation which led to its development,
previous changes that | made to the examination system
and the consultation contained in that, modular exams
were highly regarded in the education system. | intend to
keep them. | would like others to look at our examples and
say that they want them in their schools also. However, as
far as | am aware, changes being made in England have

completely ruled out modular exams in their system. Again,
that is a matter for them.

Mrs Overend: | thank the Minister for his statement

and his interesting responses so far. Can he detail what
Department, public organisation or industry body will,
ultimately, be responsible for informing business and
employers about the practical differences between the new
qualifications? | believe that there will be concern about
the restriction on students’ ability to partake of only one
resit, particularly in English and maths, as many employers
to whom | talk emphasise the need for those subjects. Can
the Minister can indicate his assessment of the English
suggestion that students can resit ad infinitum?

Mr O’Dowd: | have to say that | am not comfortable talking
about another jurisdiction’s decisions. It is for others to

do that. We have to ensure that young people who travel
through the education system for 12 or 13 years are, at
the end of that, capable of passing exams in English and
maths which meet the needs of the young person and the
economy. That is where we want to be. During a previous
consultation, concerns were expressed about the number
of resits available and whether that devalued the exam
when it was achieved. | accepted those concerns. | believe
that the resits that have been offered are appropriate and
ensure that young people are tested on ability and that
that ability can be expressed in the workplace. | am sorry:
| have forgotten the first part of the Member’s question. |
will take guidance from the Chair on whether there is an
opportunity to restate it.

Mrs Overend: Can the Minister detail what Department
or organisation will inform employers of the difference in
qualifications?

Mr O’Dowd: As part of the review, | insisted that a wide
range of employers were involved in discussions. As we
move the report forward and as the consultation is brought
to an end, whatever recommendations come out of that, |
want to ensure that employers are on board and are part
of moving that forward, including the development of new
exams, because my discussions over the last period have
been very useful.

We all meet and engage regularly with business leaders
and employers. There is a separation between education
and employers, and we need to close that gap. We need

to ensure that our schools understand what employment

is going on and what employment opportunities are out
there, and vice versa. | do not have the answers to that yet.
Hence, we are going out to consultation. Whatever comes
out of this, employers and education have to be one and
the same.

Mr Newton: | thank the Minister for his statement and,
indeed, his answers so far. Minister, my concerns are very
much the same as those of Mrs Overend. | assume that,
for pupils who do GCSEs and A levels in Northern Ireland
and decide to go to university, there will be a benchmark
against which they can sell their qualifications when
looking for employment opportunities. From listening to
your answers to Mrs Overend, | am not quite clear whether
there is a route for employers, employer organisations or
other outside bodies to benchmark the Northern Ireland
qualifications against those that will come into being in
England. That is particularly important where a young
person does not go to university but seeks employment
based on his GCSEs and A levels.
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Mr O’Dowd: The benchmarking of qualifications here
against those in England, Wales, Scotland and down
South will be carried out by the regulator. There is a
system in place to carry out that work. We have to ensure
that the regulators engage with each other, which they are,
and that the outcomes of that — knowledge, skills etc —
are transferred back to employers, parents, schools etc so
that when career pathways are being decided in schools,
everyone knows what qualifications are required, whether
you are staying here or are moving to university elsewhere.

| am not here to say that | have all the answers at this stage.
The report poses 49 recommendations. It poses questions
to me, as Minister, and to our society about the way forward
for qualifications. | am sending that out to consultation.
There is no point in me standing here and saying, “These
are 49 great recommendations. | have all the answers”,
because, currently, | do not have all the answers. However,
| am confident that, given the research work carried out to
date and the recommendations in the report, we will be
able to map a steady course through an evolving education
system and qualification system into the future. | am
confident of that because, when | look around these
islands, | see that the Welsh are currently mapping their
way through that and the Scottish have done so previously.
Their exam systems are highly regarded, the qualifications
are transferable and their currency is respected.

Part of the report concentrates on the views of employers.
| encourage all Members to read the report and particularly
that paragraph. It is quite enlightening to hear the views of
the employers who came back to the expert group. | think
that that is an important element of the report. As | said to
Mrs Overend, moving forward, the views of employers will
not be ignored.

Mr Dallat: The Minister told us a few times this morning
that he does not have all the answers. Is that not why
pupils very often fail their exams?

The Minister is, | believe, trying to make school more
relevant to the workplace, and we all welcome that. What
plans does he have to afford teachers the opportunity to
spend time in the workplace? Likewise, what incentives
are there for people in the workplace to join the teaching
profession?

Mr O’Dowd: Perhaps the wrong answer is as bad as no
answer. | think that if | were to stand up at this stage — at
the start of a consultation process — and say, “Behold, |
have all the answers”, | would be accused of ignoring the
consultation. So let the consultation continue. The report
that we are publishing today is very well informed, and |
think that Members and educators will find it useful. Let us
respond by having a debate about where we want to see
our qualification system going in the future.

The question of providing opportunities for teachers to
spend time in employment other than education needs to
be thrashed out.

Are we prepared to finance periods of leave for our
teachers to work in industry? | think that we should.

Recently, | have been having conversations with
employers about why we are not using more modern
technology to bring the classroom into the workplace and
vice versa. Many of our leading businesspeople are very
busy, but they want to contribute society, and we should
use more modern technology to allow those people to

come into the classroom via the internet, or whatever way
it may be, and let them speak directly to teachers and
vice versa.

We are looking at teacher training. We recruit many of our
teachers straight out of post-primary school at 18, 19 and
20 years of age. They are highly qualified and motivated,
and they are great young people. Perhaps we should
recruit them at 25 or 30 years of age to go into training
colleges, to allow them the experience of the workplace or
different environments before they go into the classroom.
However, that question will be posed as part of a review of
teacher education.

Mr Allister: My concern about where this may be going is
its impact on the buying power of our local qualifications.
If Secretary of State Gove is making GCSEs and A levels
more rigorous in the greater part of the United Kingdom,
namely England, and we cling to the easier processes

of modules and assessment, will the losers not be our
own students, who emerge with qualifications that will be
deemed lesser when compared with those in the majority
of the United Kingdom? It is the question of portability.
The Minister said that he is interested in that, but he is
not interested enough to have had on his expert panel
someone from the greater part of the United Kingdom

— England — where those changes are being made

to understand the whys, wherefores and outworkings.

| repeat Mr Craig’s question: why was that, and will the
Minister seriously address the portability question?

Mr O’Dowd: You should not have an inferiority complex
about our continuing ability to deliver rigorous exams.
What educational research evidence do you use to state
that the changes being made in England will make its
examination system more rigorous? | challenge you

to produce it. | assure you that the research panel, my
Department and |, and others have studied this subject
intensely, and no one can produce for me the educational
research to suggest that the changes being made in
England make its examination system more rigorous.
There is certainly no research to suggest anything about
the changes that we have introduced here or that will
maybe flow from our recommendations. However, we will
take three years, as proposed in the report, to establish

a new examination system. As part of that, we will study
what is happening in England and across the world and
will end up with a rigorous examination system. Itis a
severe case of an inferiority complex, which the Member
is not usually renowned for, if he believes that, because
we do not follow England, our exam system will be easier.
There is no research to support your thinking on that, and
given your reputation as a man who interrogates subjects,
| suggest that you interrogate that one a bit further.

Mr MccCallister: In the Minister’s earlier replies, he spoke
about not wanting the process to be insular. How can he
guarantee that, when seemingly all we have heard so
far is that it will be very much a Northern Ireland model?
If he goes down that road, and it becomes insular, how
will he benchmark success, and how will we know what
success looks like? Indeed, as Mr Allister said, how do
you guarantee that standard? How does he stop what is
effectively a two-tiered system developing between our
secondary schools and grammar schools if they opt for
different systems?
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Mr O’Dowd: All our schools, regardless of the title on
the gate, teach the same curriculum, and the entitlement
framework will be across all our schools by 2015. Indeed,
it is being rolled out. So all our schools have to be
entitlement-framework compliant, which means that they
have to teach a wide range of subjects across academia,
vocational skills etc. They have to offer those to their
pupils. Schools will require an examination system that
offers exams for all those young people. So | am not overly
concerned that, in some way, two different systems will
develop from this.

Throughout the changes announced in England, and their
impacts here, we as a Department have been very careful
to engage with our local educationalists and learn from
best practice across this group of islands and, indeed,
elsewhere before making any decisions. The report that

| publish today recommends that we take three years to
research and evaluate the best way forward to match our
exam system with the best in the world.

How will we benchmark it? How do the Scottish
benchmark their exam system? It can be done, as
Scotland has proved. How does the South of Ireland
benchmark its exam system? It can and will be done. The
Welsh are moving in a different direction from Mr Gove.
Indeed, Mr Gove will have to benchmark his system as
well. We should not be thinking that, if there is a break

in the GCSE and A-level link, we will be at sea on our

own, and it will be impossible for us to compare our exam
systems against the best in the world. It is done currently, it
will be done in the future, and | have every confidence that,
after the work carried out in producing this report, we will
have an exam system that we can continue to be proud of.

As | said in my statement, | do not believe that GCSEs and
A levels were so fundamentally flawed that they required
overhauling at his stage. Others made decisions that gave
us the opportunity to do something similar or different, but
let us ensure that whatever we do is based not on press
releases or statements made elsewhere but on research.

Executive Committee Business

Lands Tribunal (Salaries) Order
(Northern Ireland) 2013

Mr Ford (The Minister of Justice): | beg to move

That the draft Lands Tribunal (Salaries) Order
(Northern Ireland) 2013 be approved.

The Lands Tribunal is a court of record established under
the Lands Tribunal and Compensation Act (Northern
Ireland) 1964 and deals with a variety of civil disputes.
My Department is responsible for the administration of
the tribunal and for determining the remuneration of its
judiciary. The tribunal’s judiciary currently consists of a
president, one valuer member and a temporary member,
all of whom were appointed by the Northern Ireland
Judicial Appointments Commission.

The draft order before the House provides for an increase
in the remuneration of the tribunal’s judiciary, effective
from 1 April this year. It is made under powers contained
in the 1964 Act, which provides that the draft of the order
must be approved by the Assembly. The draft order
provides for an increase in the office holders’ salaries of
1%. This follows the announcement by the Prime Minister
on 14 March that the Government had decided to increase
judicial salaries by 1%, based on the recommendation of
the Review Body on Senior Salaries.

Judicial salaries were last increased in April 2009. This
announcement, therefore, follows the end of a three-year
pay freeze. The Department of Finance and Personnel
has approved the increase, and | would like to thank the
Committee for Justice for its consideration of the draft
order and its support for the proposal. | commend the
order to the House.

Mr Givan (The Chairperson of the Committee for
Justice): | am pleased to speak as Chairman of the
Committee. As the Minister outlined, the rule provides
for increases in the annual salary of the president and
other members of the Lands Tribunal for Northern Ireland.
Itis in line with the 2013 report of the Review Body on
Senior Salaries and the subsequent announcement by
the Prime Minister in a written statement in March that
the Government had decided that judicial salaries should
increase by 1%. On that basis, the Committee agreed
that it was content with the statutory rule, and, therefore,
supports the motion today.

Speaking in a personal capacity, | think that there is, perhaps,
something for the Department to look at. It seems a little
odd that we have to deal with an affirmative resolution
procedure for a pay increase in the region of £1,300 to
£1,400, and it has to come to the Assembly. Indeed, | think
that one individual will not even benefit from this.

Yet we deal with the likes of legal aid, which handles
millions of pounds and impacts on the whole legal
profession, by way of negative resolution. It seems strange
that the 1964 Act requires this detail of debate — if that
exciting debate follows — and yet the vast majority of other
issues for the Committee are dealt with by way of negative
resolution. | am of the view that that should be regularised
in order that it be treated in the same fashion as negative
resolution. | do not envisage a problem in taking that
course of action on this issue. Nevertheless, the 1964 Act




Monday 30 September 2013

requires the Assembly to debate this, and the Committee
has indicated its support for the order to go through.

Mr Ford: | thank the Chair for expressing the Committee’s
opinion so lucidly, and | agree with Paul Givan in the
sentiments that he personally expressed. The fact that the
1964 Act requires this to go through by way of affirmative
resolution is no doubt something that, as we tidy up what
has not been done right in the period before devolution,
we will have to add to, although on this occasion we are
blaming the previous Stormont Parliament rather than
blaming Westminster, which makes a slight change. He
also correctly identified that one of the individual members,
because he is the Lord Justice of Appeal, will not be
affected by the order. Having noted those interesting
historical quirks, | commend the order to the House.

Question put and agreed to.
Resolved:

That the draft Lands Tribunal (Salaries) Order
(Northern Ireland) 2013 be approved.

Committee Business

Financial Provisions Bill: Extension of
Committee Stage

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: We may have a difficulty
continuing in that we do not have a quorum. [Interruption.] |
call Mr Daithi McKay.

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

That, in accordance with Standing Order 33(4), the
period referred to in Standing Order 33(2) be extended
to 13 December 2013, in relation to the Committee
Stage of the Financial Provisions Bill (NIA Bill 22/11-15).

The Financial Provisions Bill was introduced to the
Assembly on 17 June 2013 and received its second
reading on 1 July 2013. The Bill consists of six substantive
clauses and one schedule.

The main purpose of the Bill is to adjust statutory

limits and to address other routine financial matters for
various Departments. The Department of Finance and
Personnel (DFP) is the lead department, and, therefore,
the Finance and Personnel Committee is coordinating
the scrutiny of the Bill. However, the Bill includes a range
of provisions relating to the Department of Agriculture
and Rural Development, the Department of Justice, the
Department for Social Development and the Audit Office.
The Committee for Finance and Personnel sought early
comment from the relevant Assembly Committees and
raised issues of relevance in advance of Second Stage.
Further written responses have also been invited from
interested stakeholders during the Committee Stage.

In respect of the Department of Finance and Personnel,
the Committee was recently briefed by departmental
officials on two proposed amendments to the Bill that

will make provision for rating. On 11 September, officials
informed the Committee that the Minister will bring forward
these amendments at Consideration Stage. The first
amendment concerns the early payment discount and will
seek to extend the current discount that is allowed for the
early repayment of rates on occupied dwellings to include
unoccupied dwellings or empty homes.

The second proposed amendment is technical in nature
and will seek to clarify the need for ratepayers to provide
an effective date of occupation to Land and Property
Services (LPS). Departmental officials advised that this
will allow LPS to get much more accurate information
for the purposes of rates billing and, in particular, the
backdating of rates. The Committee is due to receive
further briefing when the wording of the amendments
becomes available.

The Examiner of Statutory Rules has also considered the
delegated powers memorandum submitted by DFP, and
raised issues in relation to powers of the Department of
Justice to make subordinate legislation. We anticipate
that that may also result in further amendments tabled for
Consideration Stage.

Given the evidence that remains to be collected on the
Bill and the content of amendments to be examined,
the Committee is seeking an extension to ensure that it
can conduct the appropriate level of scrutiny required.
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The extension is also being sought in the context of a
Committee work programme that is fully committed until
Halloween recess, with the Committee Stage of the Public
Service Pensions Bill taking priority. The proposed date of
extension, which has been agreed with the Department,
will allow for existing work pressures to be met, as well as
any unforeseen business. | therefore seek an extension to
the deadline for the Committee Stage until 13 December
2013 to allow the Committee sufficient time to reach a
considered position and report on the Bill to the Assembly.

| ask Members to give their support to 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 13 December 2013, in relation to the Committee
Stage of the Financial Provisions Bill (NIA Bill 22/11-15).

Private Members’ Business

Exploitation of Children and Young People

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: The Business Committee
has agreed to allow up to one hour and 30 minutes for the
debate. The proposer of the motion will have 10 minutes
in which to propose and 10 minutes in which to make a
winding-up speech. One amendment has been selected
and published on the Marshalled List. The proposer will
have 10 minutes in which to propose the amendment

and five minutes in which to make a winding-up speech.
All other Members who are called to speak will have five
minutes.

Ms Maeve McLaughlin: Go raibh maith agat. | beg to move

That this Assembly notes with concern the recent
revelations regarding the abuse and exploitation of
children and young people; calls on the Minister of
Health, Social Services and Public Safety to liaise with
the Minister of Justice to initiate an inquiry to ascertain
the prevalence of abuse and exploitation of children
both in care and elsewhere; and further calls on all
relevant Departments to outline the strategies that will
be put in place to safeguard and protect all children
and young people.

| start by reinforcing the last line of the motion, which

is that all that we do is about strategies that will protect
children and young people. Everything that we do in the
House and beyond to highlight and eradicate that abuse
needs to be child-centred and about safeguarding and
protecting our children and young people, especially those
who are most vulnerable.

No one can ignore the public exposure of the issues over
the past few weeks. However, we should not be shocked,
as the issue was highlighted in a Barnardo’s report that
was published in 2011. Its research dates back to 2009. In
effect, the work is four years old. In fact, | can confirm to
the House that a Social Services Inspectorate report titled
‘Our Children and Young People — Our Shared
Responsibility’ was commissioned in 2006. Although the
vulnerable nature of young people involved in sexual
exploitation is shocking, particularly when we learn that
some of them do not even realise that they are being
abused, it is just as shocking that reports date back to 2006
in which organisations and agencies were recommended
and mandated to respond to the abuse of children. That, in
anybody’s terms, is wrong and has failed children.

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

Although | appreciate that a huge amount of work goes

on in social services to protect children, the fact remains
that 18 children left care facilities over 400 times in an
18-month period. That is nothing short of failure. Although
| am not advocating that those children be locked up, we
need to ensure that the law is robust so that it enshrines
the protection of children as paramount and that that is the
judgement taken in all those situations.

‘Minimum Standards for Children’s Homes’ states:

“The home considers with the placing authority what
action should be taken to prevent the child or young
person going missing in future.”
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It refers to the statutory implementation of the North of
Ireland guidance on missing children in homes policy. If
a child’s whereabouts is known to the PSNI, assistance
must be sought. Regional guidance for police involved in
residential units was published by the Health and Social
Care Board and the PSNI in May 2012. Although it is
apparent that child sexual exploitation is not an offence
under the Sexual Offences Order 2008, there is enough
to act if harbourers are used. Article 21 concerns the
arranging or facilitating commission of a sex offence
against a child.

1.00 pm

So, if options exist within the law, if safeguarding boards
are in place and if joint protocols exist, why have we

failed these children? Although | very much welcome the
Health Minister’s change of heart, going from considering
appointing an independent expert to reviewing practices
and then, finally, to establishing an independent expert-led
inquiry, a number of questions still need to be answered.
Following his statement, during public interviews the
Minister referred to an “investigation”. That is not what is
required. An inquiry with proper independence, powers

to investigate and accountability mechanisms is required.
We should not be afraid to learn the lessons, and, if
Departments have failed after they have been mandated to
act, they will need to be accountable.

The Barnardo’s report had six recommendations.

Five were in the remit of the Department of Health,
Social Services and Public Safety, and the sixth

was the responsibility of the Department of Justice.
Recommendation 3 requested that the Health and Social
Care Board develop a:

“targeted and fully resourced action plan ... that
includes consideration of ... data collection and
monitoring; professional competency and capacity;
best practice models ... including ... a co-located inter-
agency model of response; regional implementation
of the sexual exploitation risk assessment tool;
resourcing of a regional specialist support service.”

It was recommended that the Public Health Agency
develop a public campaign to:

“raise awareness of the sexual exploitation of children
and young people.”

However, at the joint Health and Justice Committee
meeting of the past few weeks, we were told that this is
only the beginning of some of these processes. | remind
Members that all six of those recommendations were
commissioned by the Department of Health and were
launched publicly in 2011.

| also remind the House that the children order was
established in 1995, which is some 18 years ago. That
order requires an examination that ensures that the
protection of children and young people is paramount.
Although the focus in this current investigation has

been on children in care, child sexual exploitation will

be happening to children in the community who are not
known to social services. It is vital, therefore, that we get
messages to parents who may be concerned about their
children. NSPCC has initiated a public helpline, and its
number is 0800 389 1701. Since 16 September, there have

been 13 enquiries, resulting in 10 referrals to PSNI and
social services. That is 10 referrals in 14 days.

On Wednesday 25 September, the Minister of Health
announced in a written statement to the Assembly that

he and the Minister of Justice will set up an independent
expert-led inquiry. No further detail has been provided

on that. There is no further detail on the nature of the
inquiry, the powers that it will have or whether it will be a
public inquiry that experts will lead or whether it will take
evidence and hear witnesses. It is our view and the view
of the Children’s Law Centre and other groups supporting
children and young people that this inquiry must be robust,
fully independent and equipped with all the necessary
resources and powers to address the abuse that has taken
place. The inquiry must acknowledge the experiences of
the children and young people who have been abused.
Critically, it must look at the failures that have allowed child
sexual exploitation to continue.

| note that the Health and Social Care Board produced
a strategic action plan in August 2010 entitled ‘Children
Missing from Home or Care’. That was never consulted
on, disseminated or acted on. It is now fundamental

to the credibility of any inquiry established to address
child sexual exploitation that it is wholly independent.
Independence must be real and viewed as such by the
children involved, the agencies of government and the
public.

Although the Safeguarding Board plays an important role
in safeguarding children, given the jurisdictional nature
of the issue and the fact that the Safeguarding Board

is constituted of people representing bodies that have

a current statutory duty to protect children, it may be
perceived — probably wrongly — that the Safeguarding
Board may not be independent enough to examine

those cases. Transparency is critical. Although the
Regulation and Quality Improvement Authority (RQIA)
and the Criminal Justice Inspection do an excellent job,
they will not be perceived as sufficiently independent

to carry out the inquiry. In that context, it is vital that

the inquiry examines why, when it was known that child
sexual exploitation was happening from at least 2006, the
Departments failed to protect those children.

Any proposed inquiry must also be set within the
framework of international human rights standards. What
does not appear to have been included in the proposed
remit at present is an examination of whether any failings
have occurred regarding the Health Department’s
obligations to children and young people. There does

not appear to be any accountability mechanism for those
failings within the proposed remit. This is an opportunity to
address an awful blight in our communities and societies.
We all need to remain focused.

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

Ms Maeve McLaughlin: Nothing short of a full,
independent, robust inquiry can provide us with those
answers.

Mr Beggs: | beg to move the following amendment:

Leave out all after “protect” and insert

“all children and young people.”
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It is important that we put in place safeguarding and
protection strategies that will cover all our young children;
it is not just about the children in care. Yes, we need to
have a particular focus on them, but we have to ensure
that all vulnerable children, particularly those living in our
communities, are also adequately protected.

| picked up on some comments at the end of last week
from a child carer who had been talking to a group of
young people. The comment that was reported in the
media was, “Why are the officials arguing when we are
still being raped?” Let us make sure that we move forward
constructively, take the lessons and solve the difficulties
that are there. After all that is done, let us spend as much
time as it takes to investigate the past, but let us try to
prevent the abuse that is happening now today. It is
important that we move forward.

Why did | feel that it was necessary to table an amendment
to the original motion? In the evidence to the joint Health
and Justice Committee, Sean Holland, chief social
services officer, said:

“Children in care are particularly vulnerable to sexual
exploitation for a number of reasons, particularly the
experiences that probably led them to being in care

in the first place. However, the academic evidence is
that they represent only about 20% of children likely
to experience childhood sexual exploitation. So it is a
much bigger issue than just children who are in care.”

For that primary reason, | felt that it was important for us to
look at the safeguarding and protection of all children.

The statistic recently highlighted was that 22 young people
have been sexually exploited while in care. There is a lot
of information stating that that is just the tip of the iceberg.
There may well be other children in care also suffering, but
even just look at those 22. If those statistics, which have
been established from desktop research, are accurate, we
can expect there to be 80 more young children in Northern
Ireland being sexually exploited in the community where
they are living. So, it is important that, while focusing on
the children in care, who are particularly vulnerable, we
must also ensure that we look at other young children in
our community who are equally vulnerable.

Mr Campbell: | thank the Member for giving way. He has
outlined that 20% of children are in care, in addition to the
greater number of children who are not. Therefore, does
he agree that it is essential that the wider community gets
the unanimous message from the Assembly that it is the
care of and compassion for all children that must be the
defining factor of the outcome of today’s deliberations?

Mr Beggs: | accept that absolutely. Given the fact that
sexual exploitation is occurring in the community, it is
important that we do not overlook that fact, and that we do
not stigmatise the children who are in care. The life that
they have experienced so far is not their fault. However,

it is important that we recognise the scale of the problem
that exists beyond our care homes. It is important that the
community — neighbours, friends, and children and young
people in schools — watch out for warning signs and

feed their concerns into the system so that they can be
addressed at the earliest possible opportunity, and so that
fewer children reach our care homes and experience such
difficulties in their life.

| notice from the recent child protection referral statistics
that, at 30 June 2013, 1,790 children and young people
are on the child protection register. There are 436 in

the Northern Trust; 378 in the Belfast Trust; 359 in the
South Eastern Trust; 316 in the Southern Trust, and 301
in the Western Trust. Those young people are deemed
to be vulnerable. However, it is widely known that that
vulnerability can often expose them to additional risks. |
have no doubt that there are predators in the community
who would spot a vulnerability — a lack of parenting
assistance perhaps — and try to take advantage of that.
So, itis important that, as a community, we look together
to try to combat that and protect some of the weakest
members in our community, those vulnerable children. We
must look after all children in our community. It is not just
about the children in care.

The third reason for the amendment is that, if we are
actually going to empower our children and young people
against grooming and predators who try to ingratiate
themselves and ultimately abuse and misuse them, it

is important that we work at the earliest possible stage.
There is no point simply working with children once they
reach care and have a very thorough protection and
safeguarding system at that stage. We must work at the
earliest stage, right from primary-school age children.
Take, for example, stranger danger; we must start warning
all our children and young people, with age-appropriate
messages, of the dangers that exist.

There has been a lot of concern recently around how
inappropriate relationships are built over the internet,
through Facebook etc. It is important that children and
young people are educated in that with, | say once again,
age-appropriate information. Ultimately, where children
are vulnerable, they have to be told about the dangers of
grooming. Where there is a clear risk for older children,
that must be talked about. It goes much wider than our
care homes. We have to start in the community, in schools
and in youth clubs. Perhaps some vulnerable children are
not at school regularly.

So, we must work out how we are going to get the
message to such vulnerable children, how we are going to
look after them and how we are going to support families
with difficulties. In my own constituency, | am aware of
some very successful programmes with families where
relationships had become estranged. By early intervention
— perhaps for children deemed to be at risk of offending
— and by working with the family, the parent and the child,
great improvements can be made at that early stage so
that family breakdown does not happen, so that children
become less vulnerable, so that normal parenting support
is there and so that we are not reliant on our care homes,
with the difficult relationships that exist there.

We must be cognisant of our social workers who work in
care homes. It is a very difficult job. They are working with
young people who have been frequently damaged by their
life experience, and there are regulations and restrictions
in respect of what you can and cannot do. Do we want
children in our care homes all placed under lock and key?
That would be a fire hazard to start with. What are we
going to do in terms of restraining? When is it appropriate?
If you are going to rely on that as a last resort, | say that
that is much too late. We must put greater emphasis at the
earlier stage, have earlier intervention, work through the

11
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community and give better education and support so that
fewer of our vulnerable children reach that stage.

1.15 pm

Equally, we must continue to fund Safe Choices, which

is the very successful programme that Barnardo’s has
been running. It tries to befriend and to help to make many
young people aware that they are in abusive relationships,
as they might not recognise that they are in such
relationships, because abusive adults have befriended
them and, ultimately, have betrayed those friendships and
are abusing them. So, | think that it is important to widen it
to all our children at that earlier stage.

Turning briefly to some of the wider issues, | agree that it
is important that we have an independent inquiry, which
the Minister has set up. It is equally important that we
have a speedy inquiry and that we concentrate on learning
lessons and not looking back into the past for the sake of it
but making sure that we have the best possible procedures
in place today so that we can safeguard and protect the
children of today. There is great concern and danger

that, if we look back at what happened in the past, the
cooperation that has been happening could fall apart and
the protection may not be as good as it should be.

| have spoken to some social workers, and they have told
me that they have been aware that this has been going on
for 30 years. This is nothing new. There have been abusive
adults in our society.

Mr Deputy Speaker: The Member must draw his remarks
to a close.

Mr Beggs: We must get wiser and better and protect our
children in need.

Mr Wells: There is no doubt that this is one of the most
serious issues that the Assembly will debate in this
mandate. We have to accept that the basic building
blocks of our society that protect our children are rapidly
breaking down. We have a huge increase in the number
of relationship failures. We have social media, the internet
and the shocking statistic that 90% of boys under 16
years of age in the United Kingdom have been exposed
to hard-core pornography. These are all issues that many
of us in this Chamber did not face as children. Many of

us were fortunate to be brought up in very stable, loving
homes, where many of the things that our young people
today are being exposed to were unimaginable. Yet, now,
unfortunately, our children are being exposed to things that
no 16-year-old should ever experience.

We also have to accept that, unfortunately, while we are
dealing today with abuse in institutions controlled by the
trusts, the vast majority of abuse that goes on in Northern
Ireland is going on in the home or is being committed by
persons known to the victim. Therefore, while this is a very
worrying situation, and there is a special need to care for
those in homes who are most vulnerable, we seem to be
facing an epidemic of abuse of our most vulnerable well
away from the eyes of the state and the trusts. Therefore,
| agree entirely with Mr Beggs when he states that we
need to look much more widely at what is happening to
our children.

Sadly, a large number of those who are abused do not
realise that they are being abused at all. The majority are
young girls who have had a desperately poor hand dealt to

them in life. They have perhaps come from broken homes
and been passed from pillar to post and from one family to
the other, and when they are shown some form of affection
by an older man — these men do not tend to be in their
50s or 60s; they tend to be only a few years older than the
girls — they latch on to it. Even though that affection can
often have a terrible price in terms of abuse, and, often,
the young girl is passed around for sexual services among
other men, they still latch on to the fact that someone cares
for them, someone is paying them attention and someone
is buying them alcohol, drugs or presents for what they are
doing. Therefore, you are dealing with a situation where it
is very difficult to control young people leaving institutions
and getting involved in things that are highly undesirable.

Now that we realise that it is happening, the Minister has
been absolutely right in taking the action that he has taken.
It was the Rochdale and Oxford cases that alerted the
police to a succession of random events that were building
up and indicating a pattern of almost systematic sexual
abuse. As soon as the Minister became aware of that,
action was taken.

The Safeguarding Board was established. The Committee,
when | was its Chair, spent a huge amount of time ensuring
that that body was strengthened in its powers and
effectiveness. The Bill that set up the Safeguarding Board
was improved as a result of the scrutiny of all members of
the Committee. The board is up and running, and it has
produced an action plan.

The Minister has announced that there will be an inquiry,
which is also the right action. The honourable Member
for Foyle mentioned that she felt that there was a lack of
detail about that. | have no doubt that the Minister, during
his summation, will provide more detail. If he does not, it
is up to the Member to table any questions that she feels
need to be answered so that we have more information.
Given past records, | am absolutely certain that this inquiry
will be open, exhaustive and extensive. We have learned
our lessons from other inquiries in Northern Ireland. We
now know that we need to try to make them quick and

to the point, and they should report quickly. With the
pseudomonas inquiry, for example, rather than going for
a full-blown judicial inquiry that could last a decade — as
one has — we have gone for something that gets to the
point of concern more quickly. | am absolutely certain that
this inquiry will be very much like that.

We need to know the facts and the truth, but we have a
much more fundamental issue to address. If our society
continues to break down the way that it is, we will have
more and more examples of vulnerable people being
abused. We need to address the core issues as to why that
is happening and take action immediately.

Mr McGlone: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. Cuirimse failte roimh an rdn agus roimh

an least chomh maith. | welcome the motion and

the amendment. The recent revelations have caused
widespread concern among the public about how we
care for some of the most vulnerable in our society. From
the media reports, it appears to many that children in
care have been abandoned to deal by themselves with
the abusers and sexual predators. It is essential that we
restore faith in the social care system that is responsible
for looking after children and young people at risk.
Likewise, it is crucial that we recognise and put on the
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record that many people in that social care system do
valuable and good work.

It is vital that the justice system is seen to be able to deal
with those responsible for abusing children and young
people. | welcome the decision to direct the Safeguarding
Board for Northern Ireland to undertake a thematic review
of the cases that triggered the police investigation in order
to learn lessons from the management of those cases and
improve future practice.

The setting up of an independent, expert-led inquiry into
child exploitation here, supported by the Regulation and
Quality Improvement Authority and the Criminal Justice

Inspection Northern Ireland, is also a welcome step. The
Health Minister has said of the inquiry:

“The remit is wide-ranging and not confined to children
in the care system ... the recommendations will be
wider reaching than justice and health and social care.”

Let us hope so, because it is clear that there has been a
massive failure in some areas of social care and policing.
There are any number of unanswered questions to be
addressed by the review and inquiry. Why did the police
decide to review those cases in the first place? Having
done so, what mistakes were found to have been made
in the initial investigations? What interventions did social
services attempt in those cases? Who was responsible
for the decisions being taken? We have all seen reports,
and the problems have been highlighted previously. Why
was prompt and properly coordinated action not taken to
address those problems?

Of particular concern is the suggestion that the
recommendations of a 2010 Health and Social Care Board
report on children missing from care have not been fully
implemented. It has been reported that there are:

“concerns about how much information was shared
between the police and social services about young
people at risk of abuse.”

If that is the case, that issue also needs to be investigated
fully.

We must also be mindful of the warnings from the NSPCC
and the children’s charity Barnardo’s. The cases currently

identified, involving 22 young people aged between 13 and
18, may be only the tip of the iceberg.

We have a responsibility to investigate what went wrong
and do everything we can to prevent that situation
recurring. However, there is also a need to ensure that
attention and resources are not diverted from the crucial
task of protecting children and young people at risk of
sexual exploitation, and keeping them safe, here and now.

| support the motion and the amendment.

Mr McCarthy: | support the motion. | have to concur
with the comments of the Deputy Chair, Jim Wells, who
said that this was perhaps one of the most important and
distressing debates that we have had in the Assembly
during this mandate.

What we have heard recently is totally and absolutely
obnoxious, shocking and horrendous and a real let-down
and failure of our young people. Though the words of the
motion may have been somewhat overtaken by events,
the debate remains highly relevant, and | am grateful to

Maeve McLaughlin, the Chair of the Committee, and her
colleagues for bringing it to the Floor.

Everyone must join in expressing alarm at the sexual
exploitation of children and young people and how it has
been allowed to continue for so long. It is particularly
sad when the young people are vulnerable or have
suffered abuse.

Although the focus has primarily and originally fallen on
young people who live in care homes or in other care
settings, others have stressed that young people are at
risk in a wide range of settings. Coercion can be obvious,
but it can often be very subtle, so exploitation can come in
many forms and may not be readily apparent to the victim,
either at the time or even with the benefit of hindsight.
Also, the nature of coercion or enticement can quickly
change, and it is in this regard that we should be mindful of
the particular dangers that can come from the internet and
via social media.

The current efforts of the Office of First Minister and
deputy First Minister to coordinate the policy and actions
of various Departments on the dangers of the internet
and the protection of young people take on particular
importance. No doubt, there have been systemic failings,
but, in acknowledging that, we should also acknowledge
the very committed and professional role played by many
care staff, including social workers, in our social services
and care system.

| welcome the statement by the Minister of Health and
Social Services on setting up an independent inquiry in
conjunction with others, including the Minister of Justice.
This is a multifaceted problem, and addressing it will
involve a range of inputs and responses from a number
of Departments and agencies. However, it is right and
appropriate that the Department of Health and Social
Services takes the lead. A number of key questions must
be asked and fully explored. It is not immediately clear
whether all those issues are explicitly covered in the terms
of reference of the inquiry announced by the Minister last
week, but | presume that they will be addressed.

We need to understand how we ended up in this
situation. My understanding is that relatively recent
police investigations lifted the lid on a situation that is,
potentially, much more widespread. Why did systems not
flag up problems much earlier? Were previous attempts
to highlight problems spurned or downplayed? What
evidence is there of learning from the risks becoming
apparent in other jurisdictions? Those are questions that
should be answered. What lessons have already been
learned and applied from the Barnardo’s report and other
similar initiatives?

1.30 pm

| hope, Mr Deputy Speaker, that this can be a speedy and
efficient inquiry, given the urgency of getting it right. The
key first step is to properly understand the nature and
scale of the problem. Once the recommendations have
been made, it will be incumbent upon government to work
proactively and collectively to ensure that they are properly
implemented without delay. | know that my colleague the
Justice Minister and the agencies of the criminal justice
system will be very committed to playing their part in
supporting the Department of Health, Social Services
and Public Safety and others in that regard. Such is the
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urgency of the matter, | urge any of the relevant agencies
to introduce new policies and procedures —

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

Mr McCarthy: — on an interim or provisional basis, as
soon as possible. The Alliance Party gives its support to
the motion and the amendment.

Mr Givan (The Chairperson of the Committee for
Justice): This is a very important issue. That is why

| called a special meeting of the Justice and Health
Committees when the news broke. Within 48 hours, we
had the two Ministers sitting in front of the Committee
and were holding them to account and asking questions
about how this could have happened. | put on record my
appreciation for them enabling us to do that.

What has disappointed me so far in this debate is that, to
date, not one Member who has spoken has mentioned
where the blame for this rests, which is on the perpetrators
who carried out this most horrendous crime against

the vulnerable individuals who are now the victims. |
welcome the debate in the Assembly, but the proposer of
the motion spent 10 minutes talking and did not mention
the perpetrators. She spent 10 minutes saying that the
focus needs to be on holding people to account and on an
investigation of what went wrong in the past. | agree with
that; it is right that we do those things. However, like the
proposer of the amendment, | think that it is important that
we focus on what we are doing today and now to protect
people, children who are vulnerable in care and those
across society. | say that because | am listening to the
charities and those organisations that have said that the
blame game is counterproductive. | could easily call for the
resignation of the Justice Minister or the Chief Constable.
If | so wanted to grab a cheap headline, | could do that. |
do not believe that that would be beneficial, because we
need the organisations to work collectively. The charities
rightly say that engaging in the blame game could lead

to people retrenching into the silos, which is where the
system failed in the past, and they say that they are now
working more closely together. If we go back to trying to
pin this on some individual, we are in danger of losing the
practice that exists, which is better than what it was. Did it
fail in the past? Yes, it did.

Ms Maeve McLaughlin: Thank you for taking an
intervention. Does the Member agree with organisations
such as the Children’s Law Centre and other children’s
groups, which, in effect, say that we need a fully
accountable, robust, transparent and independent inquiry
in order to deal with what went on previously and to put in
place safeguards for children today and from here on in?

Mr Givan: The Minister has been doing that. What
disappoints me is the one-upmanship that Sinn Féin
seems to be engaging in on this issue. From the start,
when the Minister said that we needed to have a review,
Sinn Féin sought to up it and said that we needed to have
an inquiry; when the Minister said that we were going to
have an expert-led, independent inquiry, Sinn Féin said,
“How can we try to get another one over on the Minister?”
From day one, the Minister has been to the fore in saying
that we need to learn the lessons of what went wrong,
that we need to ensure that what is happening now is best
practice and that, where there have been failings, we need
to be sure to redress them.

Since this Minister took up office, it has been a very
proactive Minister who has been in charge. The Member
who proposed the motion rightly highlighted the 2006 child
protection inspection report, because it does go beyond
Barnardo’s. It was the DUP’s Michelle Mcllveen who
picked that up and asked the questions to the then Health
Minister, Michael McGimpsey, and who then brought
forward a private Member’s Bill. When Miss Mcllveen

was being put under pressure, the Minister, in response,
told her that the approach being put forward by the
consultation ran a very real risk of stigmatising children in
care, particularly those who lived in residential children’s
homes. The Department briefed against Michelle Mcllveen
at that time, when she was the one, out of everybody

in the Chamber, who was leading in trying to address

the problem.

If, at that time, the Department of Health, Social Services
and Public Safety had been listening rather than trying to
brief against people, vulnerable young people who were let
down might have been protected. There are lessons that
we need to learn from the mistakes that were clearly made.

The police have accepted that they failed to join all the
dots. | cannot understand how we could have had that
systemic failure in the police and that they looked at
individual cases on their own without taking a more global
approach. Should they be held to account for that? Yes,
they should. I trust that the Policing Board will do that,
because the Committee for Justice has already had the
Chief Constable in front of it to answer questions.

However, we then asked about the resources that are
going into the police now to deal with the investigation

to protect children. Requests have been made for more
detectives, and | trust that the Chief Constable will answer
in the affirmative and provide those to the police, because
they have requested them.

Roy Beggs rightly moved an amendment that all children
need to be protected, and | agree with that. Early
intervention is the key. Mr Beggs mentioned education,
and | trust that the education authorities will step up. So
far, the Department of Education has failed miserably
when it comes to trying to protect vulnerable children. The
Member for South Down shakes her head, yet —

Ms Ruane: Will the Member take an intervention?
Mr Givan: No, | will not.

Ms Ruane: The Member is afraid to hear the truth here. He
is protecting his Minister, and he is afraid to hear the truth.

Mr Deputy Speaker: Order. The Member will resume
her seat. It is clear that the Member is not taking an
intervention. All other Members should remain quiet.

Mr Givan: | trust that | will get an extra 20 seconds
because the clock did not stop.

The Member for South Down shakes her head, yet it was
on her watch that the | CAN centre in Ballynahinch for
children with the most severe speech problems was closed
down. She closed it down, and she should be ashamed

for those vulnerable children. When the Shankill Road and
Falls Road initiative to deal with vulnerable children who
are truant from school was brought to the attention of the
Department of Education, it walked away, and it was the
Health Minister, Edwin Poots, who had to step in to try to
protect those children on the Falls Road.
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Mr Deputy Speaker: The Member’s time is up.

Mr Givan: Let us get all the Departments that are engaged
in this around the table, making sure that we are acting
collectively to protect the most vulnerable in our society.

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

Mr Brady: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann Comhairle.
| support the motion and the amendment, and | will try to
stick to the subject. In response to the previous contributor,
this is not about one-upmanship but about the protection
of children. We should all be very clear on that. This is not
about scoring points but about dealing with an extremely
serious and emotional subject.

There is an old cliché that is true, which is that the
measure of any civilised society is how well it looks after
its young people and its older people. Unfortunately, we
appear not to be doing too well with either group, taking
into account the issues around residential care and now
this terrible business of child sexual exploitation involving
children in care.

The Barnardo’s report, ‘Not a World Away’, was published
in 2011. It contains some horrifying examples of what can
happen to young people who are used for the purposes
of child sexual exploitation. Many young people will not
see themselves as victims and will therefore not want

to be rescued from their abuser. There is an onus on
professionals to consider the young people’s views in

the light of the wider context of personal and structural
vulnerability.

It is accepted that many young people who have been
sexually exploited can, as a result of their chaotic
background and experiences of abuse, be difficult to work
with and resistant to social work support. They can be
abusive to workers and refuse to engage. It is therefore
important that such behaviours are not misinterpreted as a
young person not being in need or deserving of support.

Young people in care are not the only ones affected by the
issue. It also applies to many other young people who are
not in the care population. Some of those young people
potentially have less support than children who are in care
because of their family background, and so on. As my
colleague Maeve McLaughlin stated, this issue came to
light now because the PSNI initiated an internal review of
missing persons, which led to the discovery of those cases.

The Minister announced separately that he had directed
the Safeguarding Board:

“to undertake a thematic review of the cases that
triggered the investigation in order to identify the
learning from the management of those cases to
inform and improve future practice.”

The statement that was released by the Safeguarding
Board, however, states that the direction from the Minister is:

“to conduct a thematic review into the recent cases”.

There is some uncertainty as to what exactly the
Safeguarding Board has been directed to do by the
Minister. | am sure that he will clarify that particular issue.

As has been stated, the inquiry that is to be set up must
be fully independent and equipped with all the necessary
resources and powers. It must certainly look at the

systems failures that have allowed the sexual exploitation
to continue.

The Safeguarding Board also has an important part to play
in this. However, where the inquiry is concerned, it may not
be perceived to be wholly independent.

This whole issue of child sexual exploitation is a blight on
our society. It must be dealt with in such a way that means
that it ceases to continue. It is incumbent on the Minister to
ensure that that happens.

Mr Dunne: As a member of the Health Committee, | also
welcome the opportunity to speak on this very important
and timely matter. The protection of our children and young
people must always be to the fore, and we must ensure
that the exploitation of young people is brought to an end.

The recent findings are shocking. They create fear in us
all, and we must take all appropriate action to prevent
any further exploitation of our children and young people,
whether they are in care homes or living at home in our
communities.

| welcome the recent measures that the Health Minister,
Edwin Poots, undertook. | commend him for taking swift
action in announcing an independent expert-led inquiry
into child sexual exploitation in Northern Ireland. That is an
important measure that is correctly involving the Minister
of Justice. It is right and proper that any review of policy
addresses the current issues and the concerns about the
protection of our children in care.

The Safeguarding Board for Northern Ireland is an
important body, and it certainly has played a useful role

in safeguarding children and young people. The board
quite rightly works to protect the most vulnerable by
working in partnership with a wide range of agencies and
organisations that work with young people. The only way to
really combat this problem is to work in partnership. That
should be the theme right from the top of the Executive,
involving all Departments, right down to a grass-roots
community level.

The PSNI also has a vital role to play in helping to bring
those responsible to justice. It is essential that the
perpetrators of any crime, not least sexual exploitation,
are prosecuted to the full rigours of the law. | welcome the
PSNI’s investigations into this matter, and | trust that those
investigations will help the victims and reduce the risk of
further attacks or exploitation.

Mr Givan: | am grateful to the Member for giving way.
Given that there is no specific offence of child exploitation,
if, when this piece of work is completed, it is suggested
that new legislation is required to empower workers in
residential homes and to prosecute those who carry out
this offence, does the Member agree with me that the
Justice Minister should bring it forward?

Mr Dunne: Yes. | commend the Member for his point. It is
well made, and no doubt the Assembly would consider it
and be supportive of it.

Any inquiry must be wide reaching and look right across
society. The missing persons register, which the PSNI
manages, requires improvements. Agencies tend to report
missing persons to the PSNI and, therefore, feel that the
responsibility for many of those young people is then
transferred to the PSNI. However, we keep being told that
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the PSNI does not have the resources or the expertise to
manage the risks of those involved.

Social media has become another factor and another way
for young people to be more open to potential exploitation
by evil sexual predators. | feel that more could be done to
warn children and young people in care, in their homes
and in our communities about the very real dangers of
social media. Unfortunately, it is far too easy for false
accounts to be set up that could lure vulnerable young
people and children into a false sense of security that
means that they could end up meeting with a total stranger
whom they have never met and know nothing about. |
believe that the relatively new risks of social media have
created real dangers and the potential for the exploitation
of our young people at all levels of society.

This is a very important issue, and we must do all that

we can to tackle the problem and put the welfare of our
children and young people to the forefront. | support the
motion and commend the Minister for his actions to date. |
trust that work will continue to resolve this terrible problem.

1.45 pm

Mr A Maginness: | welcome the debate on the motion. |
will be supporting the motion and the amendment.

It would be valuable if colleagues were not to exploit the
debate in partisan political terms, as doing so would be
unhelpful. It would be useful to quote the Commissioner
for Children and Young People, Patricia Lewsley-Mooney,
who said last week:

“The immediate priority must be the children and
young people who have been affected or are at risk
of exploitation. They must be given the protection
and support that they deserve so they are safe. While
important, any reviews and lessons are a second
priority. Any organisation releasing information or
reporting on this must do it sensitively. The welfare of
these young people must be at the forefront of their
minds so as not to cause any further risk or distress.
The victim must not be further victimised.”

That is a salutary statement from the commissioner, and
we should bear that in mind. We are trying to protect
children; we are not engaged in a witch-hunt. We certainly
want to find out the truth of what happened, and that is
very important. Neither should there be adverse comments
about the professionalism of those who work in very
difficult circumstances and carry out a very important role
in our society. We should support them as well.

It is disturbing that 22 children have been targeted in this
way. It is disturbing that there are at least 50 suspects in
this sexual exploitation of children, and there could well be
more. This could be the tip of the iceberg, although | hope
not. | hope that the investigations that will be carried out
will be done so exhaustively, so that we have an accurate
and truthful picture of what happened. That is absolutely
essential.

During the joint Justice and Health Committee meeting, |
was a little bit disturbed by some of the evidence, which
related to children who were missing from care homes at
least 137 times over about 18 months. It seemed to me
that although procedures were in place for the monitoring
and safeguarding of those children, if those children had
been in an ordinary home — as we all have — they would

probably not have gone missing. Parental authority would
have been there to guide and protect the children and to
keep them from leaving home. The Minister and the police
emphasised the fact that care homes are not prisons, and
that children should not be locked up. However, some
balance has to be struck to safeguard the child so that
there is not complete freedom to do whatever they want
and, therefore, expose that vulnerable child to even more
vulnerability. When the experts look at this situation, we
will have to revisit the procedures in relation to children
leaving the safety of a care home and going elsewhere.
That is important.

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

Mr A Maginness: | welcome the Minister’'s announcement
of an inquiry along with the Department of Justice. That is
a valuable step.

Mr McCallister: There are few issues that stir the emotions
as when we talk about children and young people, in this
case vulnerable children and young people, and the
exploitation that has been happening. We sometimes like
to think of ourselves as a family orientated and family
friendly society. That this happened and continues to
happen in our society is a cause of huge concern.

| agree with colleagues who spoke of the need to do
more. Most contributions, including that of Mr Maginness,
were very much about where we go from here to ensure
that this does not happen again, and how we can do our
utmost to protect people, making sure that we are not
doing so in a witch hunt. However, if there is evidence and
people are brought before the courts, we will want to see
prosecutions and people held accountable before the law.
It is important that we do that in the context of how we
prevent this in future. What roles do we need to undertake?
What changes do we need to make? What choices do the
Assembly and Ministers need to make?

| served on the Health Committee for nearly six years. One
piece of legislation, before | left the Committee, related to
setting up the Safeguarding Board. This is now a challenge
to the board to make its mark on how it lifts the protections
for our children and young people to a new level. There

is no question of anything but unanimous support for the
motion and amendment on such an important issue.

| have a couple of concerns, which | mention only as
concerns on this occasion. The Assembly talked about
resources being put into this. We are spending huge
amounts of police time, money and resources to police

a society that is divided by protests and parades, and
counter-parades and protests. Whatever side of the
argument you are on, whatever protest, society cannot
continue to fund that sort of activity and still expect the
Police Service to meet all the other needs, whether it

is in child abuse, rural crime or community policing.
Resources are limited. You have only to listen to Deputy
Chief Constable Judith Gillespie, who said that we cannot
continue to use resources on those areas and expect the
police to be able to carry out their other functions.

| agree with Alban Maginness about the need to have
children in proper family homes. That is why | still have a
huge concern about why we have sat for four years and
not progressed an adoption Bill. With one single issue,
and | do not need to highlight what that issue is, we have,
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effectively, held up that adoption Bill and the change that it
could make to children’s and young people’s lives.

Mr A Maginness: | thank the Member for giving way. With
regard to the issue that he has raised, there is an analogy
by way of children at school. If a child is at school and he
or she leaves school and plays truant, the school has a
responsibility and does everything it can to get the child
back. | think that it is necessary for us to focus on that type
of analogy in order to improve procedures with regard to
children in care homes.

Mr McCallister: | agree with Alban Maginness’s point:

we do need to do that. | will happily commend the efforts
that Michelle Mcllveen has made with regard to children
going missing from the care system. However, at present,
we do not seem to have the procedures that the Member,
quite rightly, highlights. We need to get to that point. When
someone is in the care system, that person is already in

a vulnerable, difficult place in his or her life, never mind
when he or she falls out of the system. No one seems to
be following that up. It is an important point.

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

Mr McCallister: | am content to support the motion and
the amendment.

Mr Deputy Speaker: Order. As Question Time begins at
2.00 pm, | suggest that the House takes its ease until then.
The debate will continue after Question Time, when the
Minister will respond.

The debate stood suspended.

(Mr Principal Deputy Speaker [Mr Mitchel McLaughlin]
in the Chair)

2.00 pm

Oral Answers to Questions

Office of the First Minister and
deputy First Minister

OFMDFM Crisis

1. Mr Kinahan asked the Office of the First Minister and
deputy First Minister to outline the crisis within OFMDFM,
which the deputy First Minister’s party has spoken of in the
media. (AQT 121/11-15)

Mr M McGuinness (The deputy First Minister): | have
been interviewed several times since coming back from
the United States, and | have outlined my view that there
are quite severe difficulties in relation to the events of
recent times, not least the events over the past year, which
has seen violence on the streets perpetrated, in the main,
by elements within loyalism. | am on the public record as
saying that it is my view that the activities of elements of
the Orange Order, the PUP and the UVF in north Belfast
are indistinguishable. | certainly think that that represents
a real challenge to these institutions.

It is not the first time that these institutions have been
challenged. There have been the killings of two soldiers

in Antrim, Constables Stephen Carroll and Ronan Kerr,
and prison officer David Black. | made some of the most
forthright statements ever made by any republican leader
in condemnation of those activities, effectively standing up
against those who would try to plunge us back to the past.

So, | do think that serious questions have to be asked
about the response of unionist leaders to the activities

on the streets, particularly the incident in which 56 police
officers were injured in a full-scale riot in Belfast city
centre. | find that very, very disturbing. | find it particularly
disturbing in the context of what appears to be a common
view of many within unionism that members of the UVF,
particularly in east Belfast, are up to their necks in
criminality and violence.

| am particularly disturbed by the shooting of 24-year-old
Jemma McGrath just a few days ago. | think that all of you
know what | am talking about and that all of you know the
allegations that are flying around the place — right, left
and centre. | ask the question: if republicans were involved
in that sort of activity, would we have the same silence that
we have had from some Benches in the Assembly?

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

Mr M McGuinness: The other aspect is the decision to
pull the plug on the peace-building and conflict resolution
centre, which | think is directly related to some of the
activities that are happening on the street, and that deeply
saddens me.

Mr Kinahan: | thank the deputy First Minister for his
answer. He seems to cast all the blame on one side, but
many would see this as simply competitive posturing
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between Sinn Féin and the DUP, which really does no
favours whatsoever for Northern Ireland or the Assembly.

Mr M McGuinness: | am not one who is inclined to
posture. In fact, | think that | have made my particular
contribution towards the stability of these institutions
through some of the most testing and difficult times

that they have seen. In reality, for me, it is about the
commitment of all of us to stand by the agreements

that we have made and to face down violent extremists,
whether they be so-called dissident republicans or
extreme loyalists. That is the test for the Assembly and
the Executive. | think that, thus far, serious questions have
to be asked about the commitment to stand by the PSNI,
particularly in the context of the PSNI Chief Constable’s
comments today about his dismay at the failure of politics
to support the police.

Maze/Long Kesh Site

2. Mr Maskey asked the Office of the First Minister
and deputy First Minister to give an update on the
developments at the Maze/Long Kesh site, given the
recent withdrawal of support for the peace-building and
reconciliation centre by the DUP. (AQT 122/11-15)

Mr M McGuinness: As everybody knows, the peace-
building and conflict resolution centre is a Programme for
Government commitment, and we have received a letter of
offer of £18 million from the European Union to complete
the project. The withdrawal of support by our partners

in government is deeply disappointing. The combined
efforts of the Ulster Unionist Party, supported by extreme
loyalists, in mounting a campaign against the peace-
building and conflict resolution centre were deplorable.

The inability to honour a Programme for Government
commitment has created very significant difficulties for

me as deputy First Minister. | always wanted the peace-
building and conflict resolution centre to be a shrine to
peace and a symbol of a new future that opened up space
for dialogue and true reconciliation between our people. It
was the jewel in the crown of the Maze/Long Kesh (MLK)
site and would, undoubtedly, be a tourist Mecca. The EU
had earmarked the site as its centre of excellence for
conflict resolution and peace-building activities, and it
saddens me that agreements have not been honoured and
that extremes of unionism have shifted the direction of the
DUP. In that context, it is essential that we find remedies to
the problem that we face. We have to find a way to honour
the agreements made, and | am also conscious that the
peace-building and conflict resolution centre is part of a
wider agreement.

The Royal Ulster Agricultural Society (RUAS) moved on
to that site last year and had a very successful show, and
| intend to honour its courageous lead in recognising the
incredible potential of the site. In September last year,

we set up the MLK development corporation to oversee
investment on the site. So the decision to withdraw support
for constructing the peace-building and conflict resolution
centre as agreed has jeopardised the future of the site

as a whole. | am very content that the RUAS continues
next year on the same basis as this year. However, the
anticipated development of the site can proceed only on
the basis of the honouring of the commitments made. The
role of the development corporation and the board —

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: Minister, you have to
adhere to the two-minute rule.

Mr M McGuinness: — has been undermined and called
into question, and no further —

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: | call Alex Maskey for a
supplementary question.

Mr M McGuinness: No further development will take place
until this is satisfactorily resolved.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: If we obey Standing Orders
and the Business Committee’s guidance, we will give as
many people as possible an opportunity to contribute.
Ministers have two minutes to respond, and supplementaries
have to be questions — the previous one was not.

Mr Maskey: Go raibh maith agat, a Phriomh-LeasCheann
Combhairle. | thank the deputy First Minister for his very
frank response. Will he clarify what he means by the issue
being “satisfactorily resolved”?

Mr M McGuinness: As | said in my initial answer,

there is a very clear commitment in the Programme for
Government to build the peace-building and conflict
resolution centre. Daniel Libeskind, a world-renowned
architect, has been over here on countless occasions
working with the people who had the responsibility to

put the design in place. Daniel Libeskind has experience
of difficulties with some of his buildings, particularly

the construction of the new Jewish memorial museum

in Berlin. From my perspective, and recognising the
importance of the site strategically for employment
prospects and the fact that it represents probably the
prime area of potential real estate in the whole of western
Europe, there is a huge responsibility on all of us to ensure
that the initial commitments are honoured and that the
peace-building and conflict resolution centre is built on that
site for the benefit of all our people.

Undocumented Irish

3. Mr Rogers asked the Office of the First Minister and
deputy First Minister what representations the deputy First
Minister has made to senior American figures on behalf

of the undocumented, given that in answer to my question
last week, the First Minister said that it was really up to the
Irish Government to look after Irish passport holders, even
though, as we all know, many people in the North exercise
dual citizenship and the undocumented are from both
communities. (AQT 123/11-15)

Mr M McGuinness: This is an issue that has exercised
SDLP and Sinn Féin Members in particular, given that
many of them are being lobbied consistently by families
who, on occasions, have very difficult circumstances

as a result of the inability of undocumented people to
travel back home for things such as funerals, weddings,
baptisms and so forth; even for all-Ireland hurling and
Gaelic football finals, which are close to the heart of many
in Irish America.

Every time that | go to the United States, | contribute

to that debate. | speak to people on Capitol Hill, and |

am encouraged by the recent decision by the Senate

to effectively propel the debate forward to the House

of Representatives. | hope that the outcome of that will

be to deal satisfactorily with the plight of many of the
undocumented. Quite clearly, they come from right across
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the community, and we have a duty and responsibility to
try to alleviate hardship, wherever it exists, particularly in
the context of how it affects our own people.

Mr Rogers: Thank you, Minister. | also welcome the
bipartisan approach of the Republicans and Democrats
in America. Can the Minister assure me that he will

make representations at the highest level in the House of
Representatives to ensure that this is brought to a vote as
soon as possible?

Mr M McGuinness: It has been raised consistently and
will continue to be raised. All of us are conscious that,
when we talk about the undocumented Irish, the resolution
of that issue is not just about how you resolve the
difficulties relating to the island of Ireland, North or South.
This is about many millions more people from different
ethnic groups, particularly from Central America and South
America. So, it is a huge issue, and | certainly hope that
the deliberations taking place at the minute on Capitol Hill
can lead to a resolution of the difficulties presented for people.

On my last visit to the United States, | ran, accidentally,
into a man who had been undocumented for the past 12
years. He employs 100 people in the United States of
America. That is the scale of what we are dealing with.
These people are contributing to society and to providing
employment for many others in society. There is a desperate
need to resolve their plight as quickly as possible.

Warrington

4. Mr Allister asked the Office of the First Minister and
deputy First Minister, following the deputy First Minister’s
recent visit to Warrington, whether, apart from pious
platitudes, the deputy First Minister has, at any time,
from his inside knowledge gained through his position of
leadership in the republican movement, done anything to
help the police to catch the child killers of Warrington, the
Birmingham bombers or, indeed, the perpetrators of any
other crime such as that. (AQT 124/11-15)

Mr M McGuinness: | was pleased and delighted to go

to Warrington, at the invitation of Colin and Wendy Parry
— two people who | have known for the past 10 or 11
years; people who have made an enormous contribution
to the peace process. | think that they have been asked
questions similar to those posed to me today. They have
answered them in their own way, particularly stressing, on
every occasion, that all they want to do is to contribute to
the ongoing success of the peace process.

| do not have any personal knowledge whatsoever about
the individuals who were involved in either the events in

Warrington or Birmingham. That obviously brings us into
a big debate about how we deal with the past. Of course,
that responsibility has been given now to Richard Haass,
who will deliberate on these matters in conjunction with

the panel of parties over the course of the next couple of
months, and | hope that there will be a resolution to that.

It is quite a regular occurrence for the Member to portray
himself as a paragon of virtue and say that he is anti-
conflict and anti-violence, so it was interesting to see him
standing with leading members of the UVF at a recent
demonstration in north Belfast. He was not in the least
shamefaced about it.

215 pm

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: That ends topical
questions. We now move on to OFMDFM questions for
oral answer.

Delivering Social Change

1. Mr Beggs asked the First Minister and deputy First
Minister for an update on the projects being taken forward
as part of the signature programmes under Delivering
Social Change. (AQO 4645/11-15)

8. Mr Irwin asked the First Minister and deputy First
Minister for an update on the signature programmes under
Delivering Social Change. (AQO 4652/11-15)

12. Mr Rogers asked the First Minister and deputy First
Minister for an update on the six signature programmes
under Delivering Social Change, announced in October
2012. (AQO 4656/11-15)

Mr M McGuinness: With your permission, Mr Principal
Deputy Speaker, | ask junior Minister McCann to answer
the question.

Ms J McCann (Junior Minister, Office of the First
Minister and deputy First Minister): With your
permission, Mr Principal Deputy Speaker, | will answer
questions 1, 8 and 12 together.

Work on the implementation of the six Delivering Social
Change signature programmes that were announced

by the First Minister and the deputy First Minister on

10 October 2012 is progressing well. The Department

of Education is leading on the signature programme to
improve literacy and numeracy levels in both primary and
post-primary schools. It expects to have concluded the
recruitment of all teachers by the end of October. They will
deliver tuition to children in 267 primary and post-primary
schools to assist them in achieving higher grades.

The family support hubs programme will see 16 existing
family support hubs receive continued support and 10 new
family support hubs established. It is anticipated that all

10 new hubs will be online by April 2014; indeed, three are
already operating in the Northern Trust area.

On the support for parents signature programme, a suite
of programmes has been developed, and, through those
programmes, guidance, training and information will be
provided for up to 1,200 families. By way of the social
enterprise hub programme, 11 hubs will be established in
what are currently vacant commercial premises and will
offer a range of business advice and practical support to
social enterprise entrepreneurs.

Good progress has been made, and all hubs are due to be
established by January 2014. In line with the objectives of
the nurture units signature programme, 20 teachers and
20 classroom assistants have been recruited. The nurture
units are now in place for the 2013-14 academic year. It is
anticipated that 480 children and their families will benefit
from the units.

The sixth and final signature programme will see the
scaling up and rolling out of a pilot intervention to support
young people not in education, employment or training
(NEET) and their families. From October, the pilot
intervention that targeted 44 families in urban and rural
areas is being replicated to reach up to 720 disadvantaged
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families. Further details on specific aspects of each of the
signature programmes should be sought directly from the
lead Departments.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: | call Mr William Irwin.
Sorry, | call Mr Beggs. | beg your pardon.

Mr Beggs: Thank you, Mr Principal Deputy Speaker. |
thank the junior Minister for her response, but the family
support hubs were announced over a year ago. Why has
it taken so long to bring that additional support to families
and why will it take a further year to have them all on the
ground?

Ms J McCann: As the Member said, the hubs were
announced last year, but work has been ongoing. First,

we had to work together to find out where the families that
needed to utilise the hubs were, and then we had to see
where the hubs would be put. Some are virtual and some
are hubs in themselves, so work had to be done on that.
We wanted to ensure that the families who needed the
support and the services were the ones receiving them, so
we had to be careful in how the programme was rolled out.

Mr Irwin: | understand that the leases for the majority of
hubs will be signed in October. Can the junior Minister
confirm that?

Ms J McCann: | can, and | said that in my answer. There
are already three hubs up and running at the moment,
while 10 new hubs will be online by April 2014. The three
that are already running are in the Northern Trust area,
and a suite of programmes has been developed whereby
the parenting programmes will happen in those hubs as well.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: | call Mr Sean Rogers.
Moving on, | call John Dallat.

Mr Dallat: Given the delay in getting that all off the ground,
is it premature of me to ask whether the Department has
developed any further programmes and initiatives as
highlighted in the children and young persons’ early action
paper?

Ms J McCann: The early actions paper that you mention
identifies the needs of children and families specifically.
There is a Programme for Government commitment to
deliver a range of measures to tackle poverty and social
exclusion. Delivering Social Change is the framework that
we hope to do that in. There is also the 10-year strategy.
Obviously, Delivering Social Change is about trying to
unify all that. Although it is a framework, we are trying to
put a focus on specific departmental spending. We have
identified some of the other future programmes from the
early actions paper. In due course, | will let the Member
know where that is going as well.

Mr McCarthy: | thank the junior Minister for her answers.
Will she tell us how much of the £26 million that was
allocated for that purpose has been spent to date on the
projects that she mentioned?

Ms J McCann: | cannot give you the exact spending, but
a number of projects were to be rolled out under that £26
million. One was tuition with the Education Department
and another was the hubs that | just mentioned with the
health and parenting programmes. Another was the social
economy hubs, and the last was pathways to employment.
Some money has been spent on scoping out where

those particular services will be put. | do not have the
exact figure, but | will get it for the Member. The work has

progressed, particularly on the education side of it, in that
the teachers will be in place in this academic year for those
young children who need that help and tuition for better
educational attainment.

Accountability Mechanisms

2. Mr Attwood asked the First Minister and deputy First
Minister for their assessment of the need for robust
accountability mechanisms in order to address the past.
(AQO 4646/11-15)

Mr M McGuinness: We all recognise the need for a robust
mechanism for addressing the past. A panel of parties,
chaired by Dr Richard Haass, has now begun its work to
consider parades and protests, flags and emblems, and
the past. The panel is expected to conclude its work by
December. | think that we are all agreed that, although
these are all difficult issues, dealing with the past will
present the greatest challenges. There is also work going
on in the victims’ forum, whereby a working group is
looking at that very issue. Those are victims from a diverse
range of backgrounds who are examining their shared
experience of dealing with and acknowledging the past.
The group will advise the Victims’ Commissioner, who

will then present us, as Ministers, with her findings. | look
forward to receiving that advice, which we will consider in
advancing our work in that area.

The work of the Historical Enquiries Team (HET), while
falling under the remit of the Minister of Justice, is also an
issue of interest and importance to us all. We have a role
to play in ensuring that any concerns about its operation
and remit are resolved. In that respect, it is important
that any organisation dealing with the issue, including the
HET, is credible and effective. It must also be viewed as
impartial, and it must have the public’s full confidence.

Mr Attwood: When, in topical questions, the deputy First
Minister referred to a commitment of all of us to what had
been agreed, | think that many of us were thinking of the
family of Columba McVeigh, which today said that people
still have information on his whereabouts but are not
forthcoming. Does the deputy First Minister agree that the
essential architecture of the Eames/Bradley group offers a
comprehensive way forward to address the past? Does he
believe that, as part of that, those who were in command
and control of and directed state organisations and terror
groups and who are responsible for the horror of the past
40 years should be held personally to account?

Mr M McGuinness: |, too, have tremendous sympathy for
the McVeigh family in their efforts to recover Columba’s
body. | have met the McVeighs on a number of occasions
over recent years. Every Member will know that Gerry
Adams in particular has been very proactive, resulting in
the recovery of a number of bodies through information
provided. That work has to continue, and | appeal to
everybody who has any scrap of information about any of
the remaining cases that need to be resolved to bring that
forward.

No doubt, there were many laudable suggestions from
what Bishop Eames and Denis Bradley proffered for

all of us. Of course, we know that there was significant
opposition among some political parties to Eames/Bradley.
All of this will be considered very seriously in the context
of the Haass talks and, no doubt, all the parties in this
House will have their opportunity to contribute to that.
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Recovering the truth about the past is very important, not
only from those who were involved in military organisations
but from those who were in positions of political leadership
who gave wholehearted support to military organisations.
Indeed, some of those people were in government.

Mr Allister: What about those in the army council? What
about them?

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: Order, order.

Ms Maeve McLaughlin: Go raibh maith agat. Does the

deputy First Minister agree with the views of people who
say that dealing with the past is too difficult and that the

Haass talks will not find a solution?

Mr M McGuinness: We all know that dealing with the past
is an incredibly difficult issue, and | do not accept that the
Haass talks cannot find a solution. However, if we are to
find a solution, there has to be a generosity of spirit. Our
past is contested because of different experiences, and,
when | hear phrases such as, “We will not allow a rewriting
of history”, it immediately makes me think that someone
has decided that they own the past and that they are
seeking to enforce their view of it on the rest of us. That
approach will not work. Of course, recently, at the annual
peace lecture in Warrington, | made it clear that the past
cannot be undone and that we all have to recognise our
role in the conflict.

The challenge for all of us is to ensure that there can never
be a repeat of what went before. Despite all our difficulties,
dialogue and not coercion are at the centre of our relation-
ships on these islands. | approach the Haass talks as |
approach everything else in my political life, and that is
with the belief that resolutions of these difficult issues are
doable and that it is workable. | absolutely do believe that,
if there is goodwill from all the participants, a solution can
be found.

Mr Campbell: Most people view the Haass team’s
examination of the past as its most difficult assignment,
but will the deputy First Minister take this opportunity to
expand further than he did when he was on the stand at
the Saville inquiry, when he pleaded the fifth amendment
regarding declaring and opening up about his grim and
grisly past?

Mr M McGuinness: That is not the first time that | have
heard that question posed. | remind the Member and
everybody else in this House that | sat in the witness box
for two days at the Saville tribunal in Derry’s Guildhall and
allowed myself to be questioned. | answered honestly all
the questions that | was asked. What is most significant
about the outcome of the Saville tribunal is that Saville
accepted every single thing that | said as the truth in
finding against the Parachute Regiment and the British
Army. Saville accepted not only every single thing that |
said but that which other young men like me who were
involved in the IRA in the city at that time said. That totally
undermines what you just said.

Mr Nesbitt: During the deputy First Minister’s evidence to
Saville, there were questions that he told Lord Saville that
he would not answer “under any circumstances”. Is that still
the case? How does he expect us to get to the truth when
there are people who hold the truth but will not reveal it
under any circumstances?

2.30 pm

Mr M McGuinness: | remind the Member again that the
Saville tribunal was a very lengthy and hugely significant
tribunal. It was probably the longest in legal history. The
outcome of the tribunal, as identified by Lord Saville and
his colleagues in their judgement, found totally and absolutely
against the Parachute Regiment — [Interruption.]

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: Order.

Mr M McGuinness: And, in the course of outlining his
judgement, he totally and absolutely exonerated the IRA
in Derry from any involvement whatsoever in the events of
Bloody Sunday. [Interruption.] | know that you and others
find that hard to accept.

Child Poverty

3. Mr P Ramsey asked the First Minister and deputy First
Minister what additional measures they intend to bring
forward to fight child poverty. (AQO 4647/11-15)

Mr M McGuinness: With your permission, Mr Principal
Deputy Speaker, junior Minister McCann will answer this
question.

Ms J McCann: The work taken forward under the
Delivering Social Change framework, as | mentioned
earlier, focuses on the needs of children and families.

The Member will know that child poverty cannot be seen
in isolation as just affecting the child; the family has to

be taken into consideration as well. To ensure that the
most urgent and significant problems in our society

are addressed, including deprivation, social exclusion

and disadvantage, the six signature programmes that |
mentioned earlier will contribute to the delivery of the child
poverty strategy. We are keen that further programmes are
identified as part of a rolling programme of initiatives.

We are currently considering a range of possible future
signature programmes for a second phase of the work to
be taken forward. That may include the development of
further interventions to specifically tackle child poverty.
Our Department has also commissioned work by the
National Children’s Bureau to develop a child poverty
outcomes model to help better understand the role of each
Department in addressing child poverty. The National
Children’s Bureau is assisting Departments to establish a
cross-governmental approach in which every Department
would understand its role in reducing child poverty and
make an effective contribution to improving outcomes.

The model, based on the key principles of outcomes-
based accountability, is designed to allow assessment
of which interventions are likely to produce the best
outcomes over the long term and assess the impact of
mainstream programmes already in place. The model,
which has a track record of delivering improvements in
outcomes, will be published shortly. The work on the
outcomes model will also help to address and inform the
third annual report on the delivery of the child poverty
strategy, which is scheduled to be laid before the
Assembly on March 2014.

The Child Poverty Act 2010 required the Executive

to publish a child poverty strategy and measure how
departmental actions impact on the numbers of children
living in poverty. The Act details four statutory measures
against which progress has to be measured and reported
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on annually. The overall target is the eradication of child
poverty by 2020. We are pleased with the progress made
and look forward to further progress in line with our
commitments in the Programme for Government.

Mr P Ramsey: | thank the junior Minister for her response.
Does she not agree that what is most worrying in recent
reports is the persistent level of poverty among families
and children, as she pointed out? What specific, direct
measures is the Office of the First Minister and deputy
First Minister going to take to make a difference in those
areas where there is the long-term poverty that we all
know exists in all of our communities?

Ms J McCann: The Member makes a valid point.
Research has shown that there is persistent poverty in
particular families. The ‘Children and Young Persons
Early Action Document’ identified where we need to focus
on tackling that “generational poverty”, which is another
term for it. Some of the added measures we are taking
— for instance, the child poverty outcomes model that

| mentioned — will look at the outcomes instead of just
measuring against outputs, which is what normally would
have happened. | think that we can see, tangibly, the
difference we are making as we go along.

Last week, junior Minister Bell and | launched the Bright
Start, part of the framework of the childcare strategy.
Within that there are a number of measures looking
particularly at rural childcare, childcare for children with
disabilities and creating new childcare places in areas of
disadvantage and need. That all adds to new measures
that were taken to try to actually deal with child poverty.

Mr Lyttle: | welcome the publication of the Executive
framework for childcare. How concerned is the junior
Minister that an early years organisation in Northern
Ireland has assessed that childcare provision is as much
as 10 years behind European standards?

Ms J McCann: We had a long consultation process when
we first went out with the framework document. The gaps
that we identified were for school-age children between
the ages of four and 14, children with disabilities and rural
childcare. So, we did have quite a lengthy consultation
around that. There are 15 key actions in the childcare
strategy that we are looking to put in place. Over the next
12 months, we hope to review the performance on those
15 actions, because, while you say that we may be behind
in our delivery on childcare, we are very keen to get it right
this time. We are trying to create new childcare places
where they are needed, and, as we go on, we will try to
measure and evaluate, as | said earlier, the outcomes of
that as opposed to the outputs.

Mr Copeland: | thank the junior Minister for her answers
so far on this important subject. Will she detail what
investigations have been carried out by the deputy First
Minister’s Department to assess the impact on child
poverty potentially arising from the Minister for Social
Development’s proposals to reform the welfare system?

Ms J McCann: The Member will be aware that there is
deep concern that child poverty is on the rise and that

the proposed welfare reforms — | know that you are a
member of that Committee — will make child poverty and
family poverty even worse. We have been looking at that.

| have met a number of organisations, including the Child
Poverty Alliance and others that represent families. We
are looking particularly at issues around universal benefits;

for instance, that the person getting paid those benefits
would be the prime carer of the child in the household, that
payments of benefits are more frequent, and the bedroom
tax. Those are all going to have a knock-on effect on child
poverty and family poverty in general. At the moment,
those are the types of issues that we are looking at.

Mr Agnew: | concur with the previous questioner on the
concerns about the impact of welfare reform. Does the
junior Minister agree that in-work poverty is a significant
element of child poverty? Will her office, in that regard,
support a living wage in public procurement contracts at
the Executive?

Ms J McCann: The short answer is yes. Public
procurement is something that we have discussed in
the Assembly on a number of occasions, and | know
that different Members have strong views about the way
that we deliver good services. In the public procurement
framework, we are looking to tackle disadvantage and
best serve the needs of our communities. For instance,
we need to ensure that the childcare strategy, which we
launched part of last week, looks at building childcare
delivery mechanisms in and around the social economy
sector. That means that it will employ local people and
regenerate local communities, because those childcare
services are very much based in the community. Certainly,
procurement is one issue that we will be looking at.

New York Investment Trip

4. Mr Buchanan asked the First Minister and deputy
First Minister to outline the benefits that their recent
visit to the United States will bring to the local economy.
(AQO 4648/11-15)

Mr M McGuinness: The First Minister and | travelled to
New York city on Monday 9 September to undertake a
number of engagements to promote the local business
message in advance of the economic conference that
will take place here on 10 and 11 October. Therefore,
one of the main benefits of our visit will be increased

US participation in the conference. We also had the
opportunity to consolidate relationships with existing
investors, who are our greatest advocates in encouraging
others to follow in their footsteps.

We began our mission by meeting senior executives at
Citigroup. It came here in 2004 with an original plan to
create 375 jobs by 2009. The company now employs in
excess of 1,200, and the Belfast facility is one of only
four centres of excellence in the world. We also met
Duncan Niederauer, who is CEO of the New York Stock
Exchange. Like Citigroup, the New York Stock Exchange
is an internationally recognised blue chip company. Both
companies confirmed that they would act as advocates
on our behalf at the October conference. We also met
Mayor Bloomberg at City Hall, where we discussed the
conference. We spent Wednesday morning travelling
outside the city to meet a potential investor. On Thursday,
we were guests at the World Trade Center memorial,
where we met Marcus Robinson, who is a Belfast-

based award-winning documentary film-maker. We also
met Larry Silverstein, who is the New York real estate
developer who has transformed the World Trade Center
site into what it is today. We visited Brooklyn Navy Yard to
meet executives at Steiner Studios to look at opportunities
to promote film production here, and we attended the Wall
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Street 50 event on Thursday evening, where we addressed
an audience of 250 financial services executives.

In summary, the visit allowed us to extend the invitation
to attend the economic conference to a wide range

of business executives. Furthermore, it provided an
opportunity to strengthen relationships with existing
investors and to begin relationships with potential new
ones. All in all, it was an extremely successful visit.

Mr Buchanan: | thank the deputy First Minister for his
response. Will he advise what steps are being taken to
ensure that these benefits will be realised throughout

all parts of Northern Ireland and that places such as my
constituency of West Tyrone, which is a rural area, will be
a beneficiary of this trip?

Mr M McGuinness: There is a huge responsibility on
Invest NI, working with potential investors, to ensure that
there is, as far as is practicable, foreign direct investment.
However, people have to bear it in mind that large
companies make their own decisions about what they think
is best for them. Invest is conscious of the point that the
Member has made not just in relation to his constituency,
as similar appeals have come from MLAs in other
constituencies. Invest Nl is conscious of the arguments
and is doing everything in its power to ensure as equal a
distribution of jobs as possible.

This was an extremely important and successful visit,
and we look forward to addressing the House in the
coming months with news of new inward investments
that were supported by our intervention. The duty then
falls on Invest, and | am sure that it will take on board the
comments that the Member for West Tyrone and other
Members have made consistently over recent times.

Mr G Kelly: Go raibh maith agat. Gabhaim buiochas

leis an LeasChéad-Aire as ucht an fhreagra sin. Will

the deputy First Minister elaborate on his view of the
importance of American investment at this time, especially
in the current economic situation?

Mr M McGuinness: It is hugely important. The First
Minister and | travel regularly to the United States, and |
can say without fear of contradiction that our travels there
over the past couple of years, particularly at a time of world
economic recession, have produced remarkable results
for inward investment for our people and for jobs. We are
all conscious that America remains our largest source of
investment, and we have a long history of US investment.
There are something like 165 US-owned companies here,
and they employ in the region of 19,000 people. | am
absolutely convinced that there will be more very positive
announcements in the next short while. Naturally, | hope
that the economic investment conference will be the
success that we expect it to be.

2.45 pm

Regional Development

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: We will start with topical
questions. The first Member on the list, Mrs Dolores Kelly,
has withdrawn her name, so | call Mr Michael McGimpsey.

Parking Schemes: South Belfast

2. Mr McGimpsey asked the Minister for Regional
Development, given the long-running saga of the provision
of residents’ parking schemes in inner south Belfast,
specifically at Stranmillis, the Markets, Sandy Row and
Donegall Pass, what progress has been made to allow us
to give an undertaking to those residents and communities
about such a provision. (AQT 132/11-15)

Mr Kennedy (The Minister for Regional Development):
| am grateful to the Member for his question and pay
tribute to him for his ongoing interest in the matter. He has
taken the opportunity to meet me along with interested
groups from areas around his constituency. Unfortunately,
it has not yet been possible to implement a scheme in any
of those areas, but | hope that we will continue to work

to resolve outstanding issues and ensure that a scheme
can be introduced. The schemes, once established in one
area, have the potential to be enacted in other areas. | am
aware of interest in other places where people want to see
progress. | am keen that there is progress, and | know that
the Member is, too.

Mr McGimpsey: | thank the Minister for his answer. There
seems to be some optimism there. Bear in mind that we
began this about 10 years ago when John Spellar was a
direct rule Minister. Roads Service appears to have fought
a very valiant fight for the provision of these schemes.
Conditions have deteriorated since the advent of Belfast
on the Move, and parking in these areas is absolutely dire.
This is critical for these communities. Given that the last
consultation finished a few weeks ago, can the Minister
give an assurance that we are on the cusp of getting this
provision?

Mr Kennedy: | am grateful to the Member and accept his
frustration — it is equally frustrating for me. As he rightly
says, this has been going on for years, way before my
tenure as Minister. Nonetheless, |, as Minister, am keen for
the schemes to advance. | will reflect again on the situation
in the areas that he has referred to and see whether
progress can be made at the earliest stage.

Mr Irwin: Can the Minister tell the House the cost to date
of the vesting of land for the A5?

Mr Kennedy: | thank the Member for his question. The
Member raised the issue of the A5 in topical questions
last time, so it clearly remains topical for him. The answer
is largely the same: approximately £60 million has been
expended on the A5 project to date. As the Member well
knows, the project is delayed for very well rehearsed
reasons that he, the House and the Executive have heard
before. However, it is delayed but not abandoned, and he
will know that it is an Executive priority.

Mr Irwin: | have spoken to farmers who have lost the
use of land and buildings for over a year now. Not only
have they not received any compensation but no one has
come near them to assess the losses incurred. Is that
acceptable? When can those farmers expect payment?

Mr Kennedy: | am grateful to the Member. | need to
challenge some of his assertions. There has been
ongoing contact with landowners. Decisions have been
made and agreed on whether landowners will carry
out existing accommodation works in the situation in
which we find ourselves. | am certainly aware that a
number of landowners who had applied for up to 90%
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of compensation for loss of land in the A5 scheme have
received their compensation. It remains a very fluid
situation and, in many ways, a challenging one, given the
legal and financial difficulties. We are working our way
through it, but | do not accept that Roads Service or my
Department have in any way been unhelpful to resolving
issues by mutual agreement with landowners in the
current situation.

Street Lighting

4. Mr Clarke asked the Minister for Regional Development,
following a previous question of mine in relation to street
lighting in residential areas to the rear of properties
whether he can tell the House exactly when that policy was
changed. (AQT 134/11-15)

Mr Kennedy: My understanding is that that policy was
changed a number of years ago. Certainly, the change
predated my time, and it may even have predated
devolution in this place. | understand the Member’s

point, but the policy is in place, and, currently, | have no
plans to have it reviewed. A number of Members have
written to me particularly on the issues of new lighting
schemes and where old lights are being made redundant.
| have sympathy for the position that many people find
themselves in, but the policy is such that | am not able to
show the flexibility that perhaps the Member would like me
to and which | may like to show too.

Mr Clarke: Given that you are Minister and, | am sure,
have the power to review any policy, are you suggesting
that it is acceptable that, where street lighting is being
upgraded, people are now left in fear, particularly at this
time of year with winter and the dark nights drawing in?
These people have, in the past, enjoyed street lighting.
The Minister should consult his Department because a
departmental official told me that the policy had changed
only within the last number of months, and hence those
street lights have been removed. Maybe it would be a
better use of money than the £60 million that has been
squandered on the A5 road scheme.

Mr Kennedy: | am grateful to the Member for his
supplementary question. As a Minister, you are not allowed
simply to conjure up changes in policy without proper
consultation and adherence to all the section 75 and other
equality issues. | understand the Member’s point. He
seemed to make a reference, at the end, to the A5 project:
| remind the Member that his party is fully supportive, at
Executive level, of the A5 scheme.

Local Trade Initiatives

5. Mrs Cochrane asked the Minister for Regional
Development whether, given the difficult economic
environment in which our businesses are operating, he
agrees that his Department has a role to play in supporting
initiatives run by local traders’ associations that promote
shopping locally. (AQT 135/11-15)

Mr Kennedy: | am grateful to the Member for her question.
Indeed, as a member of the Executive and someone in
charge of a Department, | believe that every effort should
be made to continue to support the local economy and
traders. We all know how difficult trading has been in town
and city centres. Last week, | was in the Ballyhackamore
area in the Member’s constituency, and | took the
opportunity to speak with traders and to learn at first hand

some of the problems that they are experiencing. Most

of their concerns related to the high cost of rates, which

is a matter for the Department of Finance and Personnel
(DFP). Nevertheless, | take on board their concerns, and
the Member knows that what | have tried to do as Minister
in respect of parking was not to implement on-street car
parking charges. Indeed, | have successfully argued

at Executive level for a moratorium on increases in car
parking charges until at least 2015.

Mrs Cochrane: | thank the Minister for his answer and
his support for small businesses. Can the Minister explain
the rationale that his Department used, which seemingly,
targeted the honest, hard-working business owners of the
Ballyhackamore traders’ association, when it requested
that the association remove its “Eat, Shop, Live” banners
from street furniture, while allowing tattered flags, which
surely distract from business opportunities, to remain on
the same lamp posts?

Mr Kennedy: | am grateful to the Member for her
supplementary question, but | am not sure that the
Alliance Party is in a particularly strong position to criticise
anybody, given the flags protest, which came about as a
result of its decision at Belfast City Hall, and the problems
that emerged from that. Therefore, | am afraid that | am not
going to take lectures on flags from the Alliance Party.

Street furniture is an issue. There are issues of public
safety that have to be adhered to, and the Member
should recognise that. Some discretion and flexibility can
be arrived at, and we are happy to facilitate that. | felt
that | had a very productive meeting with the traders of
Ballyhackamore last week. The Member was not present
at that meeting, and | do not know the readout that she
has got from that meeting. Nevertheless, | heard at first
hand the issues that were raised, and | was encouraged.
| was also encouraged to see the economic activity in
Ballyhackamore.

Doran’s Rock, Saintfield

6. Miss M Mcllveen asked the Minister for Regional
Development for an update on the possibility of bringing
forward the construction of road improvements at the A7 at
Doran’s Rock just outside Saintfield. (AQT 136/11-15)

Mr Kennedy: | am grateful to the Member for her question.
How topical it is | am not entirely sure, but it is clearly
topical in Doran’s Rock.

| think that | have discussed with Members, certainly in
response to questions, the possibility of bringing forward
a clutch of road improvement schemes that would make
a significant contribution to and give a lot of relief to

the travelling public in key areas. The scheme that she
mentioned could fall into that.

| had discussions with the Finance Minister recently. |
want to pursue those and encourage him that a line in

a budget can be created whereby we can bring forward
those schemes, because sometimes the big, grandiose
schemes, while important, can encounter difficulties, be
they legal or financial. On the ground, people would be
much more impressed by the work of the Assembly and
the Executive if we were able to create road improvements
that people could see were improving their area.

Miss M Mcllveen: Obviously, the inclusion of the A7 in the
October monitoring round would be very helpful. Without
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providing the specifics of the scheme, can he give me any
information on the A24 Ballynahinch bypass?

Mr Kennedy: | am grateful to the Member. We have
moved rather deftly from Doran’s Rock to the Ballynahinch
bypass. | have no difficulty in saying that the Ballynahinch
bypass is a scheme worthy of support. In fact, my party
leader, Mike Nesbitt, who is also a Member for Strangford,
has been keen to promote that scheme. As the Member
will know, | have met traders and local representatives in
Ballynahinch. We understand the issues that are prevalent
there. There are still a number of stages to be gone
through on the technical side of things, leading ultimately
to procurement, so it is likely that the earliest time for the
scheme would be in the new budgetary period.

A2/A8: Compensation

7. Mr Wilson asked the Minister for Regional Development
why his Department has allowed documentation from the
commissioner, which could help to decide compensation
levels for the A2 and the A8, to be destroyed.

(AQT 137/11-15)

| welcome the progress on the two road schemes in east
Antrim, the A2 and the A8, but there are many people who
still are unhappy with the way in which the Department
deals with some of the compensation issues.

Mr Kennedy: | am grateful to the Member for his question
and, obviously, for his support for the A2 and A8 schemes.
They will substantially improve travelling times and the
connectivity that is so necessary. The Member has

raised a particular issue, and, if he wishes to write to me
directly with the detail, | will be happy to give him a full and
detailed explanation.

3.00 pm

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: | am afraid that the time
for topical questions is up. We will move to the questions
for oral answer that have been listed for the Minister.
Question 6 has been withdrawn.

Blackrock Area, Newtownabbey

1. Ms Brown asked the Minister for Regional
Development if his Department has recently inspected
the roads, footways and street lighting at Blackrock
Square and Blackrock Park Avenue, Newtownabbey.
(AQO 4660/11-15)

Mr Kennedy: My officials carried out an inspection on

all the development in that area on 18 September 2013.
Since being served with an article 11 enforcement notice,
the developer has made significant progress. First, a
closed-circuit television (CCTV) survey of the sewers

has been completed within phases 1 to 3, and the results
are expected to be with NI Water representatives shortly,
confirming that repairs have been made. In addition, the
Department has approved in principle the street lighting
design, and officials await further technical documentation
from the developer in the next few weeks to allow adoption
of the street lighting to proceed. When all underground
services are adopted, a final surface course will be placed,
allowing the Blackrock development to be adopted.

Officials in my Department work continually with
developers so that developments are brought up to the
required standard for adoption. | advise the Member that,

in the greater Belfast area, which comprises the Belfast,
Carrickfergus, Castlereagh, Lisburn, Newtownabbey and
North Down council areas, my Department has adopted
33 sites in the period 1 April to 20 September 2013. Four
of those involved article 11 enforcement works by my
Department.

Ms Brown: | thank the Minister for his answer. | raised

the issue with him back in May, and | appreciate the work
that his Department has done on this case. A date in

early July was estimated for completion of the streets, yet
they remain unfinished. Will he provide assurances to the
residents of Blackrock that he will continue to pressure the
developer on this matter?

Mr Kennedy: | am grateful to the Member for her
supplementary question. Of course, Roads Service
officials have worked hard to progress this, and | am
confident that that will continue to be the case.

Mr Dallat: | assure the House that | have not moved

my abode to Newtownabbey. My question is about the
effectiveness of inspections in reducing the millions of
pounds in compensation claims that, prior to Mr Kennedy’s
appointment, the Department paid out.

Mr Kennedy: | am grateful to the Member for his
supplementary question. | am afraid to say that | am not
going to take responsibility for events that predate me,
and the Member will know that. However, if there are any
current issues that he wishes to raise with me, | am happy
to hear from him.

Johnston’s Bridge, Enniskillen

2. Mr Flanagan asked the Minister for Regional
Development what action he is taking to allay the concerns
of residents and business owners following the revelation
that Johnston’s Bridge, Enniskillen, has failed a European
strength test. (AQO 4661/11-15)

Mr Kennedy: | am aware of the recent media attention
suggesting that the Johnston Bridges over the east
channel of the Erne river, which runs through Enniskillen,
had failed a recent European strength test. | confirm that
there is no such thing as a European strength test, nor is
my Department aware of the source of such a claim.

The Johnston Bridges, like all bridges in Northern Ireland,
are subject to a regular programme of inspections every
two years. A more detailed inspection is carried out every
six years in which structural engineers closely inspect

all parts of the structure. The most recent inspection,
undertaken in July 2012, did not highlight any evidence
that would cause concern about the load-bearing capacity
of the bridge or the continued use of the bridges by
vehicular traffic. The bridges, which were opened in 1954,
will, however, require some minor repair works to ensure
that their condition is preserved. Officials will continue to
monitor all bridges, including the Johnston’s Bridges, and
will work to progress the bridge-strengthening programme.

Mr Flanagan: Go raibh maith agat, a Phriomh-LeasCheann
Combhairle. | thank the Minister for that clarity and for the
history lesson, which, | am sure, we all really enjoyed.

| hope that the Minister is not splitting hairs by taking
umbrage at my use of the phrase “European strength test”.
Is he in a position to clarify that Johnston’s Bridge has not
failed any kind of a test in the past few months?
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Mr Kennedy: | am grateful to the Member. | had hoped
that | had outlined to him that Johnston’s Bridge is not
regarded as being under serious threat nor an unsafe
structure. That is very good news, and it is important

that we convey that message, particularly to people in
Enniskillen and County Fermanagh. Of course, they will
remain on our rolling list for repairs, but | am assured there
is nothing of an unsafe nature about the Johnston Bridges
that warrants immediate remedial work.

The Member should bear it in mind that my Department
has to look after 5,800 bridges. | am pleased to say that
we do that on an ongoing basis and work hard to ensure
that they are looked after. Safety has to be the paramount
concern.

Mr Byrne: | want to ask the Minister about a bridge in
Newtownstewart that certainly has failed the test. We
are waiting for it to be upgraded and refurbished. | also
welcome the work that has been carried out by Roads
Service on bridges in Beragh, Victoria Bridge and, more
recently, a stone bridge at Mountjoy.

Mr Kennedy: | thank the Member for his detailed
knowledge of and guide to bridges in west Tyrone and
other areas. | am pleased that work to secure and maintain
bridges has been happening. Of course, if the Member has
further concerns about any of the bridges he mentioned

or any others, he should communicate those to the
Department as quickly as possible.

Mr Elliott: | will bring it back to Johnston’s Bridge in
Enniskillen. The Minister mentioned that it is part of a
rolling programme of bridge upgrades and maintenance.
Will he give us an indication of the timescale for the work
on Johnston’s Bridge?

Mr Kennedy: | am grateful to the Member for his
supplementary question. We certainly expect that work
to commence within a couple of years. My sense is that
the road surface and the deck waterproofing is likely to
need replaced at some point. Of course, the bridge plays
an important role in the life of Enniskillen, and it will be
important to carefully manage the programming of that
work so as to minimise any disruption to traffic flows. My
information is that the earliest that that work is scheduled
to be carried out is 2014-15. However, it is more likely that
it will be the year after.

By way of record, in January 1999, 955 bridges required
strengthening, but, because of the ongoing programme
of work — the rolling programme that | referred to — that
figure has now been reduced significantly to something
like 283. We have spent £85 million to achieve that,

and that indicates that we continue to take these things
seriously.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: Mr Mervyn Storey is not in
his place.

Kinnegar Lagoons Sewage Works

4. Mr Dunne asked the Minister for Regional Development
for an update on the Kinnegar Lagoons sewage works
improvement scheme. (AQO 4663/11-15)

Mr Kennedy: | have been advised by Northern Ireland
Water that the first phase of the £3-5 million project to resolve
the sewerage pollution at Kinnegar Lagoons is progressing
well. The project is at tender stage, and work is expected

to commence in spring 2014 with a construction period of
approximately 12 months. That phase of the project will
prevent further pollution to the lagoons. A second phase
will involve a scientific investigation that will determine the
best remediation options for the lagoons and, particularly,
for the odours that emanate from the mud at low tide.
Remedial work will be undertaken on the basis of the
scientific recommendations. The investigation is under
way, and it is estimated that the emerging findings will be
available in spring 2014.

Mr Dunne: | thank the Minister for his answer. Does

the Minister recognise that the ongoing stink and
environmental pollution, which have been experienced

by Holywood residents and commuters on the A2 Bangor
dual carriageway in particular for over 20 years, are totally
unacceptable? Will the measures that are now proposed
give us assurance that they will address the matter once
and for all?

Mr Kennedy: | am grateful to the Member for his
supplementary question. | can well imagine the frustration
and anger felt by a great many householders and business
owners who live close by. The Member knows that this has
been a historical problem over many years. | am pleased
that the scheme that is planned and is at an advanced
stage will be the first part in seeking to resolve the issues.
It is important that, as we carry out the works for the waste
water treatment plant, we await and assess the scientific
report, which will be crucial in dealing with the legacy
issues of the lagoon.

Mr Cree: | thank the Minister for his response so far. As
has been said, the problem has existed for at least 20 years.
| notice that, in 2010, the Northern Ireland Environment
Agency issued a warning letter to the DRD. Will the
Minister explain how the project will resolve the issue of
odours and prevent pollution of these important lagoons?

Mr Kennedy: | am grateful to the Member for his
supplementary question and his welcome for the work
that is about to commence. Phase 1 of the project will
divert the combined sewer overflow discharges to the
Kinnegar works and away from the lagoons, and it will
comprise the construction of a new interceptor sewer and
pumping station. It is hoped that phase 2 will address the
odours from the lagoons and undertake remedial work.

It is envisaged that, once both phases are complete, the
frequency and severity of the odours in the area will be
greatly reduced, if not eliminated. It is right that we are
cautious enough to say that the scientific investigations will
be key to making progress on phase 2 of the project.

Mr Lyttle: As a member for East Belfast, which is in

close proximity to the area in question, | am aware of the
seriousness of the issue. Is the Minister willing to meet
the Mayor of North Down, Alliance councillor Andrew
Muir, who has campaigned on the issue for a number of
years, and a cross-party delegation of councillors on this
important matter for residents and commuters in the area?

Mr Kennedy: | am grateful to the Member for his
supplementary question and for promoting his party
colleague, with whom | have had meetings on other issues.
| am generally receptive to elected representatives, and |
like to be known as a listening Minister. When requests
come in, | do my level best to accede to them, if appropriate.
That might encourage you to speak to your friend.
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Immigration Control: Strangford

5. Mr Wells asked the Minister for Regional Development
whether his Department’s plans to provide fenced areas
for immigration control in Strangford village have been
abandoned and will not be resurrected. (AQO 4664/11-15)

Mr Kennedy: | am conscious of the importance of
Strangford as a tourism area. The Member knows that
we are under pressure to make security arrangements,
for want of a better title, for the cruise ships that berth in
that area. Hence, at one stage, a planning application
had been submitted. | have taken action to have that
application withdrawn. | intend to make a special case
about arrangements for the area with the Department for
Transport in London, and | have asked to meet the relevant
Minister to put forward the unique circumstances that we
have here.

3.15 pm

Not many cruise ships berth there on a yearly basis.
However, that can continue to be developed, and | do not
want people to be put off for any reason. Nonetheless,
there are requirements that we have to meet, and we will
see where those discussions take us.

Mr Wells: | hoped that the Minister would say that the
project was shelved. | accept that there have to be special
arrangements for cruise liners, but could passengers not
be shepherded into a nearby building rather than building
a cage-like structure, which is totally inappropriate not only
for the village of Strangford but the village of Portaferry,
just across the narrows, which was equally going to have
one inflicted on it? It is simply just the wrong facility in the
wrong place.

Mr Kennedy: | assure the Member that | am on the same
side as him. In fact, | have been proactive in ensuring

that the current planning application was withdrawn by

my Department. We can resolve this through use of the
temporary structures or some appropriate structure. | will
approach the discussions with colleagues in London with
that in mind in order to resolve this issue to the satisfaction
of, hopefully, everyone.

Mr Hazzard: | thank the Minister for his answers thus

far. | welcome his withdrawal of what was an ill-advised
planning application at new quay, Strangford, this month,
which would have deprived local people of ongoing access
to the lough. Will the Minister now bring forward proposals
to develop Newry quay, in Strangford village, which is
owned by DRD, as a vehicle to service local tourism and,
perhaps, to service sea-based tidal and wind farms that
are being built off the coast in that area?

Mr Kennedy: The Member has wandered slightly off the
subject, | suppose to his own advantage. We will make
ourselves available to meet with and discuss further
initiatives with relevant and interested agencies such as
the local council and, perhaps, the Northern Ireland Tourist
Board or whichever government agency or Department
wishes to engage with us. There is much work to do to
resolve the current situation, but simply withdrawing the
planning application is a significant signal of my thinking
on this issue.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: Question 6 has been
withdrawn

Parking Charges: Magherafelt

7. Mr 1 McCrea asked the Minister for Regional
Development for an update on car-park charges in
Magherafelt. (AQO 4666/11-15)

Mr Kennedy: My officials are making the necessary
legislative changes via a new off-street parking order,
which will see the tariff in Central car park, Magherafelt,
reduced to 40p for three hours. The proposal is to be
advertised in the local Magherafelt newspapers on 30
September, which is today. The new arrangement is
expected to be in operation by November 2013.

Following a request from Magherafelt District Council,
my officials also visited the Rainey Street, Central and
Union Road pay-and-display car parks on 12 June 2013
to distribute information leaflets and speak to customers
to promote the benefits of using Parkmobile to pay for
parking. The Parkmobile cashless payment system is
available in all my Department’s pay-and-display off-street
car parks and on-street charge car-parking locations
throughout Northern Ireland. That system provides
customers with a method to pay for parking other than
using coins at the pay-and-display machines.

Usage of the Parkmobile system over Northern Ireland
stands at 4%, with 35,000 vehicles registered and 128,000
transactions since January. If local councils feel that local
economies would benefit from a relaxation of on-street
charges in Roads Service’s car parks, officials will be happy
to engage with them to explore what may be feasible.

Officials recently accommodated a request from
Newtownabbey Borough Council to introduce free car
parking in The Square car park in Ballyclare on Saturdays
during March 2013 and are considering a request for a
similar arrangement for Saturdays in December 2013 and
January 2014.

Mr | McCrea: The Minister has certainly been listening on
the issue. There is no doubt that businesses and residents
in the Magherafelt area will welcome his decision. However,
the decision to introduce charges in the Central car park
and to make approximately 50% of spaces pay-and-display
rather than free has had a knock-on effect and caused
difficulties in nearby streets. | have written to the Minister
on the issue. Will he ensure that, where the charges have
been introduced, footpaths are not obstructed for disabled
people or parents pushing children in prams?

Mr Kennedy: | am grateful to the Member for his
supplementary question. We will take those comments on
board, particularly in respect of safety issues. The issue of
car-parking fees can be challenging, but we have sought to
strike a reasonable balance. Such charges are necessary
to keep traffic moving and to ensure turnover so that shops
can benefit from more regular visits from people who want
to come into towns such as Magherafelt.

Mrs Overend: | thank the Minister for his action in
Magherafelt. | have met him a couple of times on the issue.
| place on record my thanks to him for that.

Will the Minister update the House on the progress with
Parkmobile since it was first piloted in Belfast?

Mr Kennedy: | am grateful to the Member for her positive
comments and for her role in bringing forward those issues
about Magherafelt.
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Parkmobile was first piloted in Belfast in 2011. By

2012, usage was at 4%, and by 2013, that had more
than doubled to 9%. Therefore, just shy of one in 10

of all payments in Belfast is now being made through

the Parkmobile system. The system was introduced
throughout Northern Ireland in November 2012, and
usage was around 4%. As anticipated, | hope that that
will increase over the next 12 months, as was the case in
Belfast.

The system is being promoted in towns throughout
Northern Ireland, and the public response from those who
have engaged has been positive. At this early stage, | am
pleased with the one-in-10 usage in Belfast and one-in-25
usage throughout Northern Ireland. We will continue to
monitor progress and hope that we can promote it further.

Mr Sheehan: Go raibh maith agat, a Phriomh-LeasCheann
Combhairle. Gabhaim buiochas leis an Aire as ucht a
fhreagra. | thank the Minister for his answers thus far.

Has he any plans to introduce machines in DRD parking
facilities that give change, and, particularly in parking
facilities close to the border, machines that accept euros?

Mr Kennedy: | am grateful to the Member for his
supplementary question. Machines that issue change
would add further cost to the overall cost of car-parking
services, and | would have to consider carefully whether
we were getting value for money. That is one of the
benefits of the Parkmobile system because you register for
parking and, on your return, you re-register, and it charges
you the exact amount. That is another encouragement for
people to use it.

Mr Byrne previously raised the issue of euros with me. |
will happily update the Member in writing on the current
situation.

Integrated Transport Pilot Scheme

8. Mr Lynch asked the Minister for Regional Development
for an update on the integrated transport pilot scheme.
(AQO 4667/11-15)

Mr Kennedy: Early work on the integrated transport pilot
project has focused on identifying opportunities for the
rationalisation of school services and public transport
services provided by the Southern Education and

Library Board (SELB) and Translink to a joint campus in
Dungannon. That work has resulted in integration on four
routes, which, from today, will mean pupils transferring
from SELB services to utilise spare capacity on existing
Translink services. The initial exercise shows that there are
clear opportunities to do things better. It also highlights the
benefits of Departments and transport providers working
collaboratively in local areas.

The next phase of work will involve examining
opportunities for rationalisation in the provision of special
needs transport in the Dungannon area, involving the
Southern Education and Library Board and the Southern
Health and Social Care Trust. The project team also plans
to consider what opportunities exist to utilise community
transport more effectively, possibly by involving it more in
meeting school transport requirements in rural locations
and by extending the collect-and-connect type services
that it currently provides for mainstream Translink services.

At this stage, the pilot project is scheduled to last for
about 12 months, during which time the Departments

involved will also take forward the monitoring and
evaluation arrangements. The evaluation will capture the
potential for operational efficiencies and customer service
improvements as a result of service integration, in the
expectation that further improvements can be implemented
over the period of a pilot early next year. The Departments
involved will also begin work on an economic appraisal to
inform the implementation of such integration on a wider
scale over the longer term.

Mr Lynch: Go raibh maith agat, a Phriomh-LeasCheann
Combhairle. Gabhaim buiochas leis an Aire. | thank the
Minister for his answer. Has the health service totally
assisted in the process of the pilot scheme?

Mr Kennedy: | thank the Member for his initial comment.
His supplementary seems to indicate some doubt, either in
his mind or on his behalf, that the health authorities are not
cooperating. That is not information available to me at this
point. If the Member has concerns, | would be happy if he
shared them with me.

Ms Lo: | understand that the pilot scheme is mostly about
public transport. What role does the Minister envisage that
cycling can play in the integration scheme?

Mr Kennedy: | am very pleased that the Member raised
the issue of cycling. She will know that | am a very keen
supporter and keen advocate of it. The time for cycling
is now upon us. Hence, | am in the process of creating
a cycling unit in the Department that can coordinate all
aspects of the policy and its outworkings in transport
arrangements. | am very pleased that there has been

a lot of positive feedback on that. | think that there is
widespread acceptance that cycling has been ignored for
too long and has been something of a Cinderella — not
now. | think that cycling will be actively promoted, and |
welcome the Member’s enthusiasm for it.

South-east Coast Master Plan

9. Mr Rogers asked the Minister for Regional
Development for an update on his Department’s
involvement in the south-east coast master plan.
(AQO 4668/11-15)

Mr Kennedy: Officials from my Department and Translink
are committed to assessing and developing the key roads
and transport aspects of the south-east coast master
plan, which was published by the Department for Social
Development in February 2013. They will engage with

all stakeholders, including the appointed consultants,

to ascertain which aspects of the plan my Department
can assist with. | am aware that meetings have already
taken place. My Department will continue to take note of
feedback from the consultation process and continue to
be available to discuss the key opportunities and issues
highlighted in the area of transportation.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: A quick supplementary,
Sean; we are running out of time.

3.30 pm

Mr Rogers: Thank you, Mr Principal Deputy Speaker.
Minister, what initial steps is your Department taking to
ensure that the road infrastructure is improved as part of
the south-east coast master plan?
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Mr Kennedy: | am grateful to the Member for his
supplementary question. On an ongoing basis, we seek to
improve the overall road network, both the strategic road
network and the local road network, in all areas. However,
it is useful that, where there are opportunities to share with
other Departments and be aware of their initiatives, we
can tie into those and either offer advice or indicate how
we would seek to proceed with road improvement. | am
certainly keen that, in the roads that we maintain and in
any roads that we propose to build, a coordinated, sensible
and logical approach is taken. That includes areas and
roads in the Member’s constituency and all through
Northern Ireland.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: Time is up. That
concludes Question Time.

Private Members’ Business

Exploitation of Children and Young People
Debate resumed on amendment to motion:

That this Assembly notes with concern the recent
revelations regarding the abuse and exploitation of
children and young people; calls on the Minister of
Health, Social Services and Public Safety to liaise with
the Minister of Justice to initiate an inquiry to ascertain
the prevalence of abuse and exploitation of children
both in care and elsewhere; and further calls on all
relevant Departments to outline the strategies that will
be put in place to safeguard and protect children and
young people in care. — [Ms Maeve McLaughlin.]

Which amendment was:
Leave out all after “protect” and insert
“all children and young people.” — [Mr Beggs.]

Mr Poots (The Minister of Health, Social Services

and Public Safety): | welcome today’s debate on the
exploitation and abuse of children, particularly the focus on
children in care and beyond. You will have heard a number
of voluntary organisations claim that what we know is only
the tip of the iceberg, and since the disclosure of a police
investigation into child sexual exploitation, attention has
focused on children in care, as many of you have in your
contributions. | can understand why, given the reported
statistics from the police of 18 young people in care
missing 437 times over an 18-month period.

| will take you back to the Barnardo’s report, because

we have known what it said for around two years now.

Its findings came from a sample of over 1,100 cases. We
wanted to get a measure of the scale of the problem, and
that is why we commissioned the report, which relates to
children known to social services, including looked-after
children (LAC). The majority of the cases, around 779,

are looked-after children, and of the LAC total, 618 were
in residential care, 34 were in foster care and 36 were in
kinship care. The remaining are in at-home placements.
Of the 1,100 cases, it was assessed that one in five was at
risk of exploitation and that one in five had been missing
overnight or longer within the past year. Three out of five
were from the residential care population, which leaves
two out of five in the non-residential care population. So,
although it is important to identify the issues and problems
in residential care homes, the problem does not end there;
we have a much wider problem that has to be addressed.
We should not seek to simplify things too much when we
look at this issue, because it is much more complex and
difficult and is not served well by simplification. Frankly,

it gives a very shocking and bleak picture of our care
system in that children can go missing and 18 young
people have been missing from care 437 times over an
18-month period. To me, that is not good enough and is
one reason why | want the review to take place and to be
wholly independent.

We should not be under the impression that staff just
stand idly by and allow these things to happen. That would
be grossly unfair. They try to stop young people leaving.
However, they are not always able to prevent them from
leaving. Not preventing something from happening is not
the same as allowing something to happen. | want to make
it very clear that we have many good staff in children’s
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residential care homes who do their best for young people
who have been badly damaged long before they have
become their responsibility. | want to say thank you and
pay tribute to those staff, who work under very difficult
situations, and | want to ensure that we make things easier
for them in identifying the best resolutions and the way
forward.

There has been an accusation made that we did not act
on the Barnardo’s report. | make it absolutely clear that
there have been quite a number of Assembly questions
on the subject. As opposed to my reading out all the
answers concerning the actions that have been taken,
which my 15 minutes would not allow me to, | encourage
those who make such an accusation to read the answers
to those questions. We have taken actions in every area.
For example, social services are embedded with the
PSNI; we are supporting safe choices; we did establish a
Safeguarding Board; and we have introduced additional
therapeutic care for children and young people. It is very
important that people recognise that and that we do not
get nonsense put out to the public that we have been
sitting on the Barnardo’s report from 2011and not acting on
it. It is not accurate, not true and not helpful to make those
suggestions.

Sexual exploitation is not a new phenomenon. In fact, in
the Victorian era, many people recognised that railway
stations were a magnet for those who wanted to exploit
children, because many children were running away from
bad situations. Often they were leaving a bad situation

to arrive at a worse one. To that extent, some things

have not changed, and | regret that. The issue will not be
addressed overnight and by one Minister acting on his or
her own. Today’s child sexual exploitation appears to be
more widespread and pernicious, with new dimensions to
it that are harder to grasp. Youth and celebrity culture —
reinforced through TV and media — portrays an image that
sex, drugs, alcohol, parties and disposable relationships
are the norm. That is hugely damaging. The fabric of
society is undermined by that constant portrayal.

Schools have a vital role to play, along with us, in our
efforts to address those broader societal issues, in raising
awareness about the risk of child sexual exploitation and in
identifying those at risk or who are being exploited. One of
the scary things about this is that young people do not
realise that they are being exploited. Even more scary is the
fact that some of the perpetrators do not even realise that
they are perpetrators. They are, and nobody should take
away from the Chamber that | am suggesting anything else.
However, some of them do not actually get that what they
are doing is criminal, wrong, evil and wicked. Nonetheless,
because they have been numbed to that reality by so many
things around them, they do not realise that.

We need to be sure that we are doing everything that we
can to prevent children from being sexually exploited. For
that reason, | made the decision to appoint an independent
expert in the area to conduct an inquiry into what we are
doing and how effectively we are doing it; to determine
whether there are barriers to doing things better; and to
make recommendations. The expert or experts, whom we
are still in the process of identifying, will be from outside
Northern Ireland and independent. | will bring a further
statement to the House, hopefully in the not-too-distant
future, on how we intend to progress that.

| am indebted to the Minister of Justice for agreeing to join
me in the exercise. With his full agreement, the review

will be supported and facilitated by the Regulation and
Quality Improvement Authority on my side working jointly
with Criminal Justice Inspection Northern Ireland. | have
suggested that it would be helpful for the Education and
Training Inspectorate to join us in the review and for

the Department of Education to be involved. If we are
looking at an issue in which 20% of the problem rests

with children in care and 80% elsewhere, schools are the
only place where you can pick up on those children. It is
fundamentally important that the Department of Education
join us in the review exercise in order to identify whether
there is more to be done on that front that can assist all of
us to arrive at the outcome that we want. To achieve that, it
is important that we receive that Department’s support.

| have already made a statement to the House setting
out the broad remit of the review and the detail of what
remains to be worked through. However, | have listened
carefully to what has been said this afternoon, and | will
consider all the points that were raised as we try to work
out the detail. As | said, | will make a full statement on the
inquiry.

| am mindful about previous investigations. | am not going
down the route of having a full-blown legal inquiry. Some
people may want that, but let me make it clear that we
are not doing that. One reason is that the hyponatremia
inquiry is ongoing. That inquiry started in 2004 and will
be finished and reported on, hopefully, next year. | am
not sure whether it will be, but, hopefully, it will. | cannot
wait for 10 years to respond to these youngsters’ needs.

| need to respond this year and next year, and we need
to get the details of any investigation kicking off quickly.

It must be well thought out and well balanced, but it must
kick off quickly so that we can get immediate feedback
and act very quickly on the recommendations. That is
what we did with the Troop review on pseudomonas, and
it proved effective. So, why would | go down the route of
having a long and drawn-out process when the learning
that we would achieve at the end of it would have already
been applied during the process? In truth, that has largely
happened with hyponatremia. Things changed long before
the inquiry report. So, for an inquiry to be useful and
effective, it needs to report quickly.

| am also directing the Safeguarding Board for Northern
Ireland to undertake a thematic review of the children’s
cases that triggered the current police investigation. Some
of the young people are now adults and cannot be subject
to a case management review. | am directing a thematic
review, as it is in my power to do so. | will meet the chair
of the SBNI next week to seek his counsel and to ensure
that the independence and objectivity are inbuilt into the
arrangements from the outset.

The motion also asks the Department to set out what it is
planning to do in strategic terms to respond to the sexual
exploitation of children in Northern Ireland. First, what we
do strategically —

Mr Allister: Will the Minister give way?
Mr Poots: Yes, certainly.

Mr Allister: Just before the Minister leaves the subject
of the Safeguarding Board, if he is leaving it, what is
the explanation for the fact that the enabling legislation
for the Safeguarding Board passed in February 2011,
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yet it appears not to have been until 19 months later,
in September 2012, that the Safeguarding Board was
appointed? Did that seemingly inordinate delay have a
negative impact on contributing to where we are now?

Mr Poots: OK. It is a new board, and it took some time

to set up and recruit people to post, including the chair.
Members may remember that there was a dispute about
remuneration for the chair, and with the intervention of
elected representatives, that amount increased. There
were problems in recruiting a director of operations, and
the post had to be re-advertised. Secondary legislation
had to be put in place, which required redrafting the
regulations, consulting on them and taking them through
the process of getting made. The Committee took
evidence from officials and the chair designate of the SBNI
prior to the regulations being made. Unfortunately, the
SBNI was not established as quickly as we would have
liked because of the issues that were beyond our control. |
accept that that was a failing on our part going back to the
original legislation and the problems that we encountered.
So, we need to recognise that, when we identify the right
thing to do, we must ensure that it happens expeditiously
and that we are not delayed unnecessarily. The Member
is quite right to identify that having a 19-month delay was
not good enough. However, the board is now in place, it

is carrying out the review and it has identified a strategic
priority. It will continue to coordinate the multi-agency plan
in response to children and young people in care.

If | am asked today whether we have failed these young
people, | would have to answer yes. However, we have
failed these young people for the past 15 or 16 years, not
just the past one or two. We need to act to help children
and young people, and that is why | support the hubs that
we are proposing to set up in conjunction with Atlantic
Philanthropies, other Ministers and the early intervention
fund. That is why | supported integrated services for
children and young people in west Belfast and did not think
that it was worth letting go. | know that others perhaps
thought that it was not worth saving. Given the vulnerability
of the children from the most deprived area in Northern
Ireland, | thought that we should not let it go. Others
thought that it might be a good idea to scrap integrated
services, which was hugely regrettable.

3.45 pm

| am absolutely committed to helping children and young
people in those early years. We need the full cooperation —

Ms Maeve McLaughlin: Will the Minister give way?
Mr Poots: My time has almost gone. | am sorry.

We need the full cooperation of every Department. It is
not about the Health Department alone. It is not about
the Department of Justice alone. It is not about the
Department of Education alone. If all those Departments
come together, work together and stay together, and we
do not engage in politicking or exploiting the issue, we will
come out of today much stronger on the issue and we will
offer better protection to children in the future.

Mrs Overend: | am making the winding-up speech on

the amendment tabled by the Ulster Unionist Party in the
names of my colleague Roy Beggs and me. This is a very
important issue before the House today. | commend Sinn
Féin for taking the opportunity to raise it. Ms McLaughlin
brought some vital points to the debate, including the need

to ensure that the laws dealing with child exploitation are
robust and that punishment is adequate. | thank the Health
Minister for his response this afternoon. We have a job to
do in ensuring that those who are exploiting our children
and young people know that they are in the wrong. That
behaviour, no matter how or where it is seen to be the
norm, must be recognised as being wrong and unlawful. |
welcome Sinn Féin’s support for the amendment. | agree
with Ms McLaughlin and the Member for Newry and
Armagh’s sentiments that it is vital that we get the right
messages to the community and not just young people

in care.

Child sexual abuse is surely one of the most awful crimes
imaginable. The recent revelations have been met with
shock and disgust. It was said that, in some respects,

the wording of the motion has been pre-empted by the
Health Minister. Last Wednesday, Mr Poots announced an
independent expert-led inquiry into child sex exploitation in
Northern Ireland. | welcome that step.

The Sinn Féin Members who spoke said that the inquiry
must be robust and independent and must look at failures.
| add that we need to ensure that, rather than just an
exercise in navel-gazing, there is action quickly. | note
that the NSPCC made it clear in the media that it believes
that it is not the right time for an independent inquiry

into the sexual exploitation of young people in Northern
Ireland. It believes that our focus should be on directing
scarce resources to ensure that children at risk of sexual
exploitation are being protected and kept safe here and
now. | understand and fully agree with that sentiment.
However, the terms of the inquiry include the remit to:

“determine the most pertinent issues that need to be
addressed that can help to prevent, tackle and disrupt
CSE;”

and to:

“examine the effectiveness of current measures aimed
at tackling, preventing and disrupting CSE;”

Those actions will ensure that children are protected in

the here and now. | also make the extremely serious point
that we, as politicians, must never act in a manner that
complicates or compromises police investigations. We
should be careful of our actions in that regard, whether
that be through the provision of information to the media or
otherwise.

| welcome the DUP support for the Ulster Unionist
amendment today. Mr Wells talked about that sort of
behaviour happening in many areas and being deemed
as normal. | share his concern about opportunities for
grooming in social media. His colleague Mr Dunne raised
the same issue. | hope that they will join me in urging

the Office of the First Minister and deputy First Minister
to respond to my pleas for progress on a departmental
strategy on internet safety. Indeed, as Mr Dunne said, it
is important that all Departments work together and look
at their role in addressing child exploitation. It is equally
important that grass-roots people in the community realise
how wrong those actions are.

| was rather disappointed by the political posturing and
one-upmanship expressed by the DUP’s Paul Givan. We
are not here to play the blame game; we are here to do
what is right for our children and young people and for
Northern Ireland.
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| also welcome the contribution to the debate by SDLP
Members. Mr McGlone rightly expressed the view that

any inquiry will not only bring answers but will raise many
questions. | share the view of Mr Maginness that the
immediate priority is that children and young people should
experience no further risk or distress. | join him in asking
for an accurate assessment.

| thank the Alliance Member Mr McCarthy for his support
for the amendment. He rightly recognised that this is a
multifaceted problem, with the Health Department taking
the lead. | agree that this should be a speedy and efficient
inquiry. | also thank John McCallister for his support today.
It is nice to see it, and long may it continue. Jesting aside,
Mr McCallister raised some concerns around resources,
which is a problem with all aspects of government
decisions. | thank him for that.

Returning to the Ulster Unionist amendment; it is the case
that child sexual exploitation is not confined to care homes
or children in care. Although, in this case, the information
suggests that the majority of children who were subjected
to abuse went missing from care homes, there were

and are other children outwith the care system, in this
particular police investigation and more generally.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: The Member’s time is up.

Ms Ruane: Go raibh maith agat. Cuirim failte roimh an
diospoireacht agus an tacaiocht 6 gach pairti. | welcome
the debate and the all-party support for the motion, and, as
Mrs Overend said, we are supporting the amendment.

Three decades ago, women'’s organisations created a
fundamental shift in understanding and acting to end
violence against women and children. In the past, gender-
based violence was confined to whispers and taboos. No
longer; it is now part of the public debate. Violence against
women and children is a crime, and it needs to be treated
as a crime. Rape is a profound violation of our bodily
integrity and our right to dignity, security and freedom from
discrimination. Rape is a weapon used by some men to
control and dominate women. Women, slowly but surely,
are naming the crimes against us and our children, and
we expect action where crimes are committed against us.
Women and children expect to be safe in our homes, our
workplaces, our social life, our health centres, our schools
and our universities. We do not want the lack of action

or failure to act to be dressed up as being because this

is complex or is a blame game or because it is difficult

or because we do not want to re-criminalise the victims
and survivors.

We do not want the juvenile games that we saw earlier
today from the Chair of the Justice Committee, Paul Givan.
He blatantly attempted to divert necessary scrutiny. Such
behaviour does no service to children and young people.
We want these crimes to be fully investigated. We want
the victims and survivors to get justice and to be provided
with the services that they deserve, and we will work with
all organisations that have a track record in safeguarding
children to ensure that children and young people will not
be criminalised or stigmatised in any way. There needs

to be a step change in our society regarding violence
against women and children, and every Department has a
particular role to play. We do not want excuses when they
do not do the work that they are supposed to do.

When | was in the Department of Education, | made
safeguarding children a top priority. During my tenure as

Education Minister, we engaged with Women'’s Aid and
developed and funded a very innovative programme to
train teachers in early intervention in relation to emotional,
physical and sexual violence against women and children.
It was called the Helping Hands programme, and it was
age appropriate. During my time, we put counsellors

into every single post-primary school, and, under John
O’Dowd’s leadership, DE is playing its role fully on the
Safeguarding Board. The Department has also established
a child protection support service for schools, which is a
helpline and structured training to enhance this work. John
O’Dowd continues to prioritise protecting children, and he
stands ready to learn any lessons from the inquiry and will
obviously work with all agencies and Departments.

Sinn Féin makes no apology in calling for an inquiry into
the rape and abuse of these young people. Sinn Féin
believes that it is the tip of the iceberg, and we understand
that only by carrying out a thorough inquiry — inquiry,
Minister; not a review — will we ensure that it is given the
priority it deserves.

| was at the detailed briefing at the Policing Board, and

| absolutely support Sandra Overend’s comments about
protecting police investigations. | went into the meeting
concerned and came out even more concerned. The
Barnardo’s report did not get the priority that it should have
by the Department of Health. Out of five recommendations,
it implemented one. The reality is that it did not do enough.
| would have much greater respect for the Minister if he
began implementing the recommendations, stopped

being so defensive and began to provide the necessary
resources now for the four recommendations that were not
completed. We do not need to wait for an inquiry for those
recommendations to be completed.

The PSNI has come out with its hands up. The issue did
not get the priority it should have in the PSNI at the highest
level of the organisation. This is not about denying the
work that goes on in certain sections of the PSNI. It is
about the failure of the senior leadership to prioritise it and
put it into the policing plan, despite the fact that there were
endless discussions about it at Policing Board meetings.
Recommendation 6 should have been implemented by
the PSNI, and Sinn Féin will continue to fight for that
recommendation at the Policing Board. Minister Ford
needs to ensure that that recommendation is carried

out fully.

| was also concerned to hear some Members, a few days
ago the House, use the issue of the British National Crime
Agency (NCA) as part of a political point-scoring exercise.
In particular, claims have been made that information

and analysis by other agencies to help the PSNI prevent
and detect child online exploitation will be lost unless

the British NCA gets to impose two-tier, unaccountable
policing in the North. | find it disappointing to hear people
use that in an emotive way on such an important issue as
online exploitation of children. Online child exploitation

is detected through an international network, which
includes the cooperation of industry and the role of the
North American-based National Criminal Intelligence
Resource Centre. That type of crime requires international
information sharing. In the current structure, early
analysis and risk assessment is carried out by the Child
Exploitation and Online Protection Centre (CEOP) and
then passed to the PSNI for executive action. It is incorrect
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and very misleading to say that work will not happen in the
devolved sphere without NCA in the North.

The Minister for Justice is claiming that information on
crime against children may be withheld from the PSNI

in the future by other agencies in the criminal justice
system. | believe that that is untrue. It is unfortunate that
the Minister is not here today, but | have no doubt that he
will read the debate, and | call on him to confirm to the
Assembly that the PSNI will be given any information that
it requires from wherever it requires in order to play its role
in child protection. The PSNI — lest there be any doubt
about it — is fully empowered and resourced to take action
against online predators and paedophiles.

| agree that there should be no political spat on this issue,
and | am concerned about some of the whisperings and
briefings behind the scenes. | hope that Members are not
saying that people in positions of responsibility such as
Maeve McLaughlin, as Chair of the Health Committee,

or me, as a member of the Policing Board, should

not be playing our role in scrutiny and accountability.
[Interruption.] The defensive people are muttering away
there. What needs to happen here is that children —

Mr Allister: Will the Member give way?
Ms Ruane: No, | will not.

Children must be safeguarded and protected, and there is
no justification when they are not. Society will have much
greater respect for people who stand up and say, “We

did this; we did not do that; we should have done it”. That
is what we need to hear. Let me tell you that Maeve will
continue in her role of scrutinising the Minister of Health
and working with him, and our policing team and | will
continue our role in holding the Chief Constable and his
team to account.

When they do good work, we will give them credit; when
they fall down, we will be the first to ask questions and
make no apology about it.

We understand. Sinn Féin takes its responsibilities on
safeguarding very seriously. We understand that predators
and abusers of women and children thrive in secrecy,

poor accountability and by shifting the blame. That is why
we called for and support a fully independent inquiry with
powers. That is why we will continue our work on this. We
will take our responsibilities very seriously.

4.00 pm

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

Resolved:

That this Assembly notes with concern the recent
revelations regarding the abuse and exploitation of
children and young people; calls on the Minister of
Health, Social Services and Public Safety to liaise with
the Minister of Justice to initiate an inquiry to ascertain
the prevalence of abuse and exploitation of children
both in care and elsewhere; and further calls on all
relevant Departments to outline the strategies that will
be put in place to safeguard and protect all children
and young people.

Farm Safety Investment Scheme

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: The Business Committee
has agreed to allow up to one hour and 30 minutes for the
debate. The proposer of the motion will have 10 minutes

in which to propose 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 Buchanan: | beg to move

That this Assembly expresses its concern at the
number of fatalities and injuries on farms; and calls

on the Minister of Agriculture and Rural Development
to build upon the good work of the Farm Safety
Partnership by, as a matter of urgency, providing
adequate funding for a farm safety investment
scheme to help protect people working on farms and
encourage real and practical investment in farm safety.

First, | express my sympathy to all the farming families

in the agriculture community who have lost a loved one,
should that be an elderly person or a child, as a result

of an accident on the farm. Many homes in the farming
community have had a loved one taken from them by an
accident that, in hindsight, could have been avoided by a
little preparation before work was carried out on a farm.
Today, we want to assure those families of our continued
thoughts and prayers for them as we debate the motion.

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

Farming is a vital part of the Northern Ireland economy,
providing employment to almost 47,000 people across
24,500 farms. Unfortunately, the safety record of farming
in Northern Ireland is poor and continues to represent a
disproportionate number of deaths compared with other
sectors. We have all withessed many fatal incidents on
farms and know of thousands more people who have
been injured or made ill while working in the farming
environment. The death toll is unrelenting. In proposing
the motion, | call on the Minister of Agriculture and Rural
Development to act swiftly by committing sufficient funds
to a targeted farm safety investment scheme to enhance
greatly the safety of the working environment on our farms.

The Health and Safety Executive for Northern Ireland
(HSENI) has confirmed that farm safety continues to be its
biggest challenge as it strives to improve health and safety
standards in workplaces across Northern Ireland. Until
three years ago, fatal accidents on farms accounted for
approximately one third of workplace fatalities. That has
since risen to almost 60%, with the number of work-related
fatalities in 2012-13 totalling 19. Again, the farming sector
dominated the fatal accident statistics, with 11 out of 19
deaths attributed to farm accidents. Considerable research
has been carried out in Northern Ireland, the Republic of
Ireland, Great Britain, Europe and worldwide to identify the
main and underlying factors contributing to accidents in the
farming sector. That work included careful analysis of the
main and underlying causes of accidents in the industry
and farmers’ attitudes to health and safety, as well as
research into slurry handling, work at height and machine
design. The research has been used to help to tailor the
Health and Safety Executive’s health and safety measures
and approach to enforcement for the farming sector. The
Farm Safety Partnership, which is made up of the Health
and Safety Executive, DARD, the Ulster Farmers’ Union,
the Northern Ireland Agricultural Producers Association,
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the National Farmers’ Union and the Young Farmers’
Clubs of Ulster has a particular focus on the safety of farm
workers and has employed a wide range of approaches to
securing health and safety improvements on our farms.

The partnership launched its first farm action plan in
November 2012 to look at ways to significantly reduce
work-related deaths, injuries and illnesses on farms and
drive up health and safety standards. The plan focused
on four key areas: the provision of information and the
promotion of a safe working area; health and safety
training; motivating good practice; and collecting and
analysing information. Everyone in the House appreciates
that there is a culture of risk taking in the local agriculture
industry; it is important that we work to change that
mindset and work together to encourage farmers to stop
and think about their working environment and the actions
that they take.

In March, the partnership launched a major farm safety
media advertising campaign, which, | am sure, we are all
aware of. The campaign includes TV, radio and newspaper
adverts that will run throughout the year. The main thrust
of the Stay Farm Safe campaign was to advise farmers to
Stop and Think SAFE — the main risks of slurry, animals,
falls and equipment — before starting any farm job. The
Stop and Think SAFE approach provides a process for
farmers to carry out risk assessments and implement a
safe system of work to manage risk based on the four main
causes of accidents. The multimedia campaign is hard-
hitting. It is designed to change the attitudes of farmers

to risk and target their family members to encourage the
implementation of safety measures.

Farming is an extremely tough profession, and the
challenges are immense. It requires huge determination,
tenacity and skill. However, it can be deadly. The
indications are that farmers are well aware of the risks
and what they should do. It is a matter of changing their
mindset so that they think about the risk before starting
any farm job and encouraging them to consider the
consequences of a major accident on the future of their
family and their farm business.

The Health and Safety Executive is committed to helping
to eliminate work-related accidents on the farm that have
resulted in children being killed. Being hit or run over by
farm machinery is the biggest danger faced by children on
our farms, and falling from tractors, drowning, being injured
by animals or being hit by falling objects are the other main
dangers faced. Through the Be Aware Kids: Child Safety
on Farms campaign, the Health and Safety Executive has
sought to explain the key safety messages in rural primary
schools across Northern Ireland. There are also rural Bee
Safe events targeted at 222 schools, and the aim is to
reinforce the three key safety messages: children must be
13-years-old, have completed a recognised training course
and have permission before they can drive a tractor under
supervision; busy farmyards are dangerous places to play;
and female animals with their young can see children as a
threat and may attack.

Many of our farming community are so familiar with their
individual cattle that it can lead to complacency, especially
when handling bulls. A number of accidents — some fatal
— happen every year because farmers fail to treat these
animals with respect. A familiar comment from individuals
injured by a bull is that they were astonished at the speed
of the bull during the attack. | am sure that we can all look

to people in our constituency who have been attacked by
bulls, and, unfortunately, some have even lost their life. It
is important that the farming community is aware that a
playful bull can kill just as easily as an angry one.

Many fatal accidents on Northern Ireland farms involve
the operation of machinery. Power take-off shafts have
been involved in many fatal injuries. Machines that are
used while stationary — such as slurry pumps, slurry
tanks, grain-roller mills, circular saws and standby
generators — present the greatest risk to users. Most
farmers know someone who has had a close shave with

a power take-off (PTO) shaft. Unfortunately, many will
know of someone who has been killed or has lost a limb
as a result of becoming entangled on an unguarded shaft.
Many accidents would have been prevented if the shaft
had been correctly fitted with a guard that was properly
used and maintained. The fact is that broken, damaged or
badly fitted guards can be just as dangerous as having no
guard at all.

The continuing high number of deaths, particularly among
the farming community, illustrates the need for the Health
and Safety Executive and the Department of Agriculture
to be constantly innovative and challenging. The research
shows that, while most farmers appreciate that there

are many dangers involved in everything that they do,

too many do not routinely assess the risks and take a
moment to think about what they are going to do and
make preparations that will help to avoid injury or death. A
startling statistic is that, on average, one farming family is
bereaved every month.

We need adequate funding for a targeted farm investment
scheme not only to enhance the safety of the working
environment on our farms but to act as an incentive for
our farming community to be more informed and to help to
avoid the accidents that occur. A lot of good work is being
done by the Health and Safety Executive, but that work
has to be built on through proper investment in a proper
scheme. There could be schemes such as providing
facilities to cover PTO shafts and blades on saws —

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

Mr Buchanan: — for slurry detectors and all of that type
of thing. We need investment from the Department to try to
cut the risk of further farm accidents.

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

Mr Milne: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann Comhairle. |
welcome this opportunity to speak on the important issue
of farm safety. Members will be aware that fatalities on the
farm account for over 50% of work-related deaths here in
the North. In real terms, in 2012-13, 11 out of 19 work-
related deaths were farm accidents. Behind each fatality
lies an immeasurable loss and a family devastated. There
are also the unknown statistics for serious accidents and
near misses, all of which can have a profound impact on
the lives of those affected. Injuries can be long-term and
debilitating and can mean an end to farm life. The nature
and severity of accidents can leave a lasting trauma.
Coming from a rural constituency, | am only too aware of
the high potential for accidents. | know personally many
people who have been injured as a result of such accidents.

The nature of a farm differs greatly from that of other
employment sectors. Home and work life operate side
by side. Every member of a family, regardless of age, is
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involved in some way or another. Training is very much

on the job, with methods and systems learnt from the
generation before. Busy seasons can see farmers work
from dawn to dusk with few breaks and under considerable
pressure, particularly in this economic climate. This can
lead to tiredness and lapses of concentration for anyone.
However, the risk is intensified given that those working on
farms work with powerful machinery and livestock that can
turn on you without warning.

The media focus on recent tragedies has brought home to
many the seriousness of the situation. Hard-hitting media
campaigns have gone some way to highlighting the fact
that farming is a dangerous business and a farm can be a
dangerous place. The partnership approach taken by the
various stakeholders, including DARD, the Department of
Enterprise, Trade and Investment (DETI), HSENI, which
has overall responsibility for health and safety in the
workplace, the Ulster Farmers’ Union, NIAPA, NFU and
the Young Farmers’ Clubs has been an important step,
but it is crucial that everyone works collectively. That is
the way to get real improvements in farm safety. Raising
awareness and changing attitudes and behaviours, as
well as devising new work methods and systems, are

all elements of that approach. If there is uptake and

a willingness on every level, there is real potential for
change. That is not to say that we should not continue to
look for other opportunities to improve safety for those
working and living on farms. | support the motion.

415 pm

Mr Deputy Speaker: Members, | am aware of some
background noise and interference. We have made the
broadcasting unit aware of it. We will have to persevere in
the meantime.

Mr Byrne: |, too, support this important motion and
commend the signatories to it for tabling it.

Farm accidents and fatalities have been a major concern
in the agriculture industry over the past number of years.
There have been many deaths involving farm machinery,
tractors, slurry tanks and slurry gas, as well as those
involving animals, particularly bulls. Quite a number of
older farmers have had accidents through falling from
roofs and many children have been killed as a result

of mishaps with machinery. Indeed, there were some
examples of that over the summer. Farm-related deaths
have a devastating effect on the families directly involved,
as well as on neighbouring communities. Many are also
killed or maimed by PTO shafts, which are very dangerous
if not properly used and monitored. However, a very good
initiative is being promoted at the moment on the use

of and need for investment in good-quality PTO shafts.
Many farm suppliers are involved in giving practical
demonstrations for farmers.

For some time, the big question has been this: how can
the number of farm-related deaths be reduced? The

Farm Safety Partnership was launched in May 2012 by
the Minister of Enterprise, Trade and Investment and the
Minister of Agriculture and Rural Development. It was very
welcome. Many stakeholders are involved in the safety
partnership, including the Ulster Farmers’ Union and the
Health and Safety Executive for Northern Ireland. An
action plan with the overall aim of eliminating work-related
deaths on farms across Northern Ireland was launched

in November 2012. At the time, the Health and Safety

Executive gave the following statistics: slurry accounted
for approximately 15% of farm fatalities; animals were
responsible for 27%; falls from sheds and so on and
things falling on people accounted for another 27%; and
accidents with equipment — tractors and machinery —
accounted for another 27%.

Better training and advice needs to be provided to
farmers and farm workers on the operation of tractors and
machinery and on other farm-related work so that good
practice in farming methods takes place in a farm safety-
conscious environment. Practical training and refresher
courses are needed so that the operators of tractors

and other farm machinery are confident and competent

in their machinery-handling techniques. The College of
Agriculture, Food and Rural Enterprise (CAFRE) and the
HSENI must become pioneers of planning and delivering
relevant and practical courses for farm workers. DARD
and DETI must place an emphasis on promoting those
courses and provide the necessary funding to resource
farm safety programmes. That means that more money
needs to be invested in a farm safety programme of
education and training. Modern tractors, farm machinery
and equipment are often large machines that come with a
large number of gadgets and controls as standard. There
is a need for tractor and machinery suppliers to provide
practical handling courses to the farmers and farm workers
who operate them. If a tractor costs between £40,000 and
£60,000, surely a handling course for the driver would
make sense as part of the purchase deal.

There needs to be investment in slurry gas monitors,
appropriate safety gate mechanisms and dedicated
practical courses in slurry handling. There have been too
many tragedies connected to slurry for the issue to be
treated lightly. It is a serious issue. We are all too aware of
the tragic farm loss where a father and two sons, members
of the Spence family of County Down, lost their life last year.

In Northern Ireland, farm deaths run at the rate of about
11-7 deaths for each 100,000 people; in GB overall, it is
11-1 for each 100,000; and, in the Republic, it is much
higher, at 31 deaths for each 100,000. Unfortunately, fatal
accidents on farms accounted for one third of workforce
fatalities until three years ago.

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

Mr Byrne: That has now risen to 50% of all workplace
fatalities. DARD- and DETI-sponsored action is needed,
and a partnership approach is vital for tackling the problem.

Mrs Overend: | welcome the opportunity to speak on
the motion. The Allen family from Moneymore and the
tragic death of Henry only a few months ago come

to mind. Although the family may be able to adapt to
new circumstances, they will never forget Henry or the
wretched way in which he lost his life. Unfortunately, that
is not the only farm accident that has touched my life in
recent times. | remember two other friends who lost their
life and two who survived to tell the tale.

Of course, when recent tragic events have brought farm
safety to the fore, we must remember that the problem

is nothing new and that farming families have had to go
through the anguish of farm fatalities for many years. It is
startling that, in the 21st century, agriculture has become
the most dangerous industry in the country. The agriculture
industry often accounts for well over half of the work-
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related fatalities in Northern Ireland. Think about that. Out
of all the occupations in the different sectors, one in two
workforce deaths occurs in our farming industry. If such

a rate existed in our manufacturing industry, it would be
addressed, and, if such a rate existed in our construction
industry, it would be addressed. Why, therefore, should
such a high rate be tolerated in agriculture?

Today’s motion rightly calls on the Agriculture Minister
to build on the work of the Farm Safety Partnership. As
we all know, the aim of the partnership was to increase
awareness of farm safety and to reduce work-related
fatalities on farms. Awareness is key, and | am sure that
the Minister rightly accepts that prevention is always better
than the cure. Statistics show that the highest number of
accidents on local farms occur with machinery. That is
followed by injuries caused by animals, then slurry and
then falls. Therefore, | hope that the Department starts
with those.

Although farming families know the dangers and although
the messages are often drilled into young people from an
early age, accidents do, unfortunately, happen. | grew up
on a working farm. | know the challenges that working with
livestock and machinery present, but | also understand
how it is not always possible to predict accidents from
what may otherwise be considered the routine. No matter
how timid an animal may be or how often you have worked
with it in the past, it does not mean that it is not capable of
seriously injuring its handlers. Tractors are also regularly
involved in farm accidents in which, tragically, children

are often caught up. Of course, it goes without saying that
children are naturally curious; they will climb heights or
get themselves into situations that would fill the parents of
young children in the House with dread.

| praise the work of the Health and Safety Executive,
particularly its effective leafleting campaigns and its work
with children and young people. However, | acknowledge
that, although we have unprecedented warnings of

the dangers on farms, too many people are still being
injured and killed on our farms. |, therefore, support the
call in the motion for a farm safety investment scheme.
Following the tragic deaths of the Spences, for instance,
my party called for research on the development of new
breathing equipment or gas detectors for farmers during
the dangerous task of mixing slurry. Funding through a
farm safety investment scheme, the farm modernisation
programme or whatever other source could be used

to develop straightforward yet life-saving equipment. |
encourage the Minister to explore all possible funding
opportunities. If and when such equipment becomes
available, it should be actively promoted throughout

the industry.

Mr McCarthy: At the outset, it is important to offer our total
sympathy to all those from the farming community who, in
recent times and, indeed, times past, have lost a loved one
or, in some cases, more than one member of their family
as a result of an accident on the farm.

We remain extremely grateful to our farmers and farm
workers for the work that they do to provide food for our
tables and for the contribution that they make to our
economy in general. It is a hard life, with long hours and
sleepless nights, yet our farmers are dedicated and love
the work that they do. In the course of that work, things
can happen totally unexpectedly but with serious and
sometimes fatal results. We never think that it can happen

to us; it is always someone else, if not here at home,
perhaps somewhere down south or across the water. The
loss is the same everywhere, and the distress to families
and communities remains unbearable, so it is important
that we always have safety at the top of our thinking. The
Health and Safety Executive for Northern Ireland must be
commended for the work that it does to inform people of
the dangers, and it is up to the community in general to
stop, think about and listen to good, sound advice so as to
avoid accidents. The Department of Agriculture and Rural
Development has been very active in promoting safety on
and around the farm but more needs to be done.

The motion calls for:

“adequate funding for a farm safety investment
scheme”.

This request comes on the back of the good work being
carried out by the Farm Safety Partnership. This partnership
involves the important groups that are engaged in the
farming industry; in other words, that group has the
experts. We have all seen the multimedia advertising
campaign that is designed to raise awareness of farm
safety, and it is certainly doing its job. Only time will tell
how successful or otherwise the campaign will have been.

Itis a fact of life — indeed, different Ministers have
acknowledged it — that farming is a tough profession. With
recent pressures on agriculture, safety may not have been
at the top of the agenda. It is more likely that shortcuts
were taken to save time and money, and with that comes
risk until something happens. It is then too late.

The Stop and Think SAFE campaign with slurry, animals,
falls and equipment to the fore has to be heeded to prevent
disasters on our farms. Getting the message of safety
across to children at an early age is a very welcome part of
the action plan. The HSENI will deliver key farm messages
to over 90 rural schools — perhaps that has been done,
but | hope that it will continue to be done — and it will hold
a children’s safety on farms poster competition annually.
This is a positive move that will give children a good start
in understanding safety on farms.

| understand that the Minister has given a commitment to
fund any proposal that may come from the Farm Safety
Partnership. | hope that she lives up to her promise.

Common sense tells us all, including the farming
community, that a farm has many areas where danger
lurks. Everyone must think safety when working in or near
a farm. The Alliance Party supports the motion and hopes
that no further disasters will happen on our farms.

Miss M Mcllveen: Like other Members, | welcome the
opportunity to speak about farm safety in Northern Ireland,
which has the potential to affect so many farmers, families
and communities right across the Province.

Everyone in the Chamber who represents a rural
constituency will be aware of the dangers and challenges
of rural life and, indeed, of those families who have been
affected by tragedy. There is no doubt also that there is a
need to protect people who work and live on farms across
Northern Ireland. That has never been more potent. The
reality is that, between January 2008 and August 2013,
there were 41 local farm-related deaths. The breakdown of
those figures is startling: 16 deaths as a result of accidents
involving farm equipment, including vehicles; 10 fatalities
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were caused by falls; nine animal-related deaths; and a
further six caused by lethal slurry fumes. Those statistics
translate into disproportionate losses for agriculture when
compared with other industries. It is staggering to think
that, in 2012-13, farming-related deaths accounted for
almost 60% of work-related deaths.

To a large extent, this situation reflects the nature of the
industry, which exposes people to high-risk situations, day
and daily. However, they should not be regarded as mere
statistics. They are fathers, husbands, sons and brothers,
and their loss is devastating.

4.30 pm

With the rising death toll, it is necessary for us to give
cognisance to the specific requirements of older farmers
and young people, who all too often fall victim to the
accidents and incidents that we have heard so much about
in recent times and, indeed, that have been explored in
the Chamber today. It goes without saying that, with an
ageing demographic, the risk ultimately becomes even
higher. | endorse Mr Byrne’s comments about the need

for education and training, how necessary that is and the
investment that needs to be targeted at that specifically.

For a long time, there was a perception that not enough
was being done to improve farm safety and encourage
greater caution among farmers across Northern Ireland.
| welcome the fact that the Farm Safety Partnership has
brought together various stakeholders, including the
Health and Safety Executive Northern Ireland, DARD,
the UFU, NFU Mutual and the Young Farmers’ Clubs of
Ulster in an attempt to better coordinate the action that

is necessary on this issue. As a body, it has built on the
positive work carried out in recent years, at times often in
isolation, by HSENI, and it has attempted to drive up on-
farm safety and reduce work-related deaths and injuries.
Certainly, the launch of the farm safety action plan is to be
welcomed, and | look forward to receiving an update on
its work.

The fact that farmers are now participating in awareness
meetings organised by the partnership is a positive
outcome. However, although we should continue this

work, we need to explore how to reach those who have

not attended the meetings. Raising awareness is key, and
it is a vital part of what we hope to do. Other Members

who spoke referred to the current television drive, which is
hard-hitting. Investment needs to continue to make farmers
and the general public aware of the relevant dangers.

As the motion highlights, there is an overriding need

to make more money available to invest in farm safety
across Northern Ireland. The Minister of Agriculture

and Rural Development could, perhaps, make funding
available for a farm safety investment scheme under

axis 3 of the rural development programme. The benefits
of such a scheme would be far-reaching. Practical
examples have been explored today, but we could look
at funding animal-handling facilities, safety applications
for machinery and training to increase awareness and
best practice. Given the continuing pressure on farm
profitability and the continuing operational pressures that
farm businesses in Northern Ireland face, that type of
investment is imperative. We must ensure that lack of on-
farm profitability does not render local farms and farmers
at risk due to limited opportunities to invest in greater farm
safety. To that end, | urge all Members to get behind the

motion, and | look forward to exploring the issue further in
Committee.

Mr McAleer: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Comhairle. | want to take this opportunity to speak in
favour of the motion and support the comments made
today about the importance of farm safety. The motion is
timely. It comes ahead of the Committee for Agriculture
and Rural Development’s planned review of farm safety
and its meeting with the representatives of the Farm Safety
Partnership, which is scheduled for the coming month.

All of us are aware of the dangers associated with farming
and of the human consequences when accidents happen.
As a councillor in Omagh District Council, | witnessed such
tragedy when my party colleague, and former chairman of
the council, Mickey McAnespie, tragically lost his life in a
farming accident on the last day of April 2007.

| commend the excellent work that has been undertaken
to date by the HSE and the Farm Safety Partnership in
bringing a focus to the subject. Their Stay Farm Safe
campaign, which advises farmers to think safe, has been
highly successful, and the continuing work of the Be
Aware Kids child safety campaign, which has included
presentations to over 11,500 children in 100 rural primary
schools, is to be highly commended.

| also want to acknowledge the role that DARD and DETI
have played in the Farm Safety Partnership. Although the
current action plan has a target date of 31 March 2014, it
is important that a focus continues on farm safety beyond
that date.

The HSE and the Ministers recognise that there is a
culture of risk taking in the farming community. Therefore,
any farm safety scheme must also target the mindset of
farmers if we are to avoid tragedies. It is essential that

we educate those involved in the industry of the potential
dangers and force them to stop and think about their
surroundings and the potential consequences of their
actions. Although | support the call for a focus on farm
safety, it is important to point out that a scheme in itself will
not be sufficient to prevent people being killed or injured as
a result of farming accidents.

In conclusion, | hope that today’s discussion and the
actions that will flow from it will help to prevent another
injury or fatality on a farm. | support the motion.

Mr McGlone: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. | welcome the motion and the opportunity

to highlight the widespread concern at the number of
fatalities and injuries on farms. As a representative of

a rural constituency, | am very aware of the dangers
faced by farmers almost daily. Other representatives will
be similarly aware of the high risk in the farmyard, and,
indeed, some of that has been highlighted today. We
have a responsibility to do everything we can to reduce
that risk. It remains one of the most dangerous sectors in
our economy. Up to 2012, the five-year average for fatal
accidents per 100,000 people at risk was 11-7, compared
to 0-8 per 100,000 for all employment in the North. It is

a high-risk activity across the world, with a comparable
figure of 11-1 in GB, 31 in the rest of the island and 30 in
the USA and Germany. Across Europe, the figure stands
at 12.

However, behind every figure is a human tragedy. Despite
the many individual tragic incidents that we are all
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aware of, we do not have a unique set of circumstances
here in Northern Ireland. There were 19 work-related
fatalities last year, and 11 of those were in the farming
sector. In recognition of the ongoing problem, the Farm
Safety Partnership was launched in May 2012. The
original partners — the Health and Safety Executive, the
Department of Agriculture and Rural Development and the
Ulster Farmers’ Union — have since been joined by the
National Farmers’ Union Mutual, Young Farmers’ Clubs

of Ulster and the Northern Ireland Agricultural Producers
Association. An action plan was produced and launched in
November last year to run from September 2012 to March
2014, supported by the Minister of Agriculture and Rural
Development and, of course, the Minister of Enterprise,
Trade and Investment, as the responsibility for health and
safety rests with the Department of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment. That action plan contained 44 specific actions
and four key areas: the provision of information and the
promotion of safe working; health and safety training;
motivating good practice and discouraging poor practice;
and the collection and analysis of information.

The purpose of the plan is to integrate managing safety
into the business of farming, in part by emphasising the
cost of not managing safety. The assessment appears to
have been that changing the mindset around risk taking by
farmers and those who work on the farm would be more
effective than providing capital investment to make the
processes of farming safe. That approach leaves farmers
burdening the costs of achieving any targets for improving
safety in the farming sector. Whether it is an accurate
assessment or one driven by departmental budgetary
concerns is a matter for debate. The absence of a fund
for farm safety improvements has been raised as a point
of concern in discussions during my time as Chair of the
Committee for Enterprise, Trade and Investment.

One measure of the current action plan is the number of
farmers engaged in the farm safety awareness campaign.
The target is for 3,000 participants in the safety awareness
sessions by March 2014. To date, two thirds of the way
through the plan’s timetable, just 1,000 have taken part.
The Minister of Agriculture and Rural Development may
have welcomed that as evidence of success. | suspect
that maths may not, essentially, be her Department’s
strong point. It is not clear how many of those farmers
who have engaged with the campaign have gone on to
introduce safer processes and safer equipment. However,
it would not be unreasonable for the Executive to provide
assistance to farmers wishing to improve safety on their
farm by at least part-funding the introduction of safety
equipment.

There is an argument to say that it should be up to the
Farm Safety Partnership to decide whether such a fund
should be part of the action plan and that the Assembly
should wait until the action plan for 2012-14 is completed
before considering whether additional measures are
needed. The question that the Assembly must answer
today is whether to wait for the action plan to fail or to
intervene now.

Mr McCallister: | declare an interest as a member of the
Ulster Farmers’ Union and the Young Farmers’ Clubs of
Ulster.

Like many colleagues, particularly those representing
large rural constituencies, | do not have far to go to recall
families and friends touched by fatalities and injuries on

their farms. Before being elected to here, | farmed full time.
| am aware of many of the issues that colleagues raised
about the pressures of time, the workload and the stresses
and strains.

It is stark when we look at and reflect on the figures,
constantly reminding ourselves that behind all those
figures are families facing difficulties, coping with
horrendous events that usually took place right in their own
farmyards, living with that and being there every day.

We should also look at other examples, and Mr McGlone
rightly pointed out that this is not just a Northern Ireland
problem. It is not even just a UK or Irish problem. It is

a European problem and a world problem. We need to
look at how a First World economy would respond to the
challenges that that throws up. We took on board the tough
messages of other industries and activities in our lives,
asking how we could change behaviour. Traditionally, the
construction industry was the most dangerous profession.
Look at some of the changes that that industry went
through and how seriously it now takes health and safety.

| say to the Minister that we need to raise the bar on health
and safety. Do we need to look at further regulations

or changes to legislation? | say to the Minister and her
colleague Mrs Foster that | sense support and willingness
in the House to look seriously at how we change mindsets
in our farming sector. We cannot continue with the level of
tragedy that we endured over the past number of years.

Road fatalities were significantly higher 20, 30 or 40 years
ago. | accept that for families who lost a loved one on

the roads, that is still one too many. However, look at the
strides that were made in that area. Look at the difference
that was made when all sectors got together and looked
at car safety, car design, road design, how we make
changes, driver awareness, and increasing driving test
regulations. That is the sort of mindset change that we
need to bring to the agriculture sector. We need to look at
how all the people are pulled together.

That will require funding. It is regrettable that we do not
have more movement on a farm safety fund. We need
that to happen. We need to look at how we might do that
or locate money from Europe. As | said, this is also a
European problem, and Europe should be looking at it.
We seem to get regulations from Europe about vibrations
on tractors without worrying about all the other safety
implications in farming. Europe would do better to look at
farm safety and such issues rather than worrying about
vibrations.

4.45 pm

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

Mr McCallister: We need to look at, for example, things
that damage supporting roofs and power take-off (PTO)
guards. | remind the Minister that we need a complete
change of mindset on the issue.

Mr Rogers: | thank the Members opposite who tabled the
motion. Agriculture is a major industry here, with nearly
50,000 people working on just over 24,000 farms. In recent
years, significant changes have taken place. An increasing
number of farms now have off-farm employment. Farm size
is increasing, and the number of labour units is decreasing.
An increasing number of farmers rely heavily on single
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farm payments and other schemes. That is particularly
true of dry stock farmers, especially hill men. Serious
economic pressures mean that they have not been able to
reinvest in new machinery and buildings, which, in itself,
causes major safety problems. Despite the increasing use
of technology and mechanisation in agriculture, farming is
a labour-intensive and, sometimes, dangerous occupation.
Farmers work in harsh weather conditions — sometimes,
24/7 — handle stock, operate large machinery and handle
dangerous materials and chemicals.

In 2012-13, there were 11 deaths on farms. As we debate
the motion, | am conscious of the many who are grieving
having lost a loved one in a farm-related accident. Our
thoughts are with them. In addition to those deaths, many
farmers have had accidents on their farm. Some have
made a full recovery; others have not and will live with

a reminder of their accident for the rest of their days.

The main causes of death and injury lie in the farmyard
and buildings. The danger of working with slurry is well
documented. When agitated or pumped, high amounts of
hydrogen sulphide are released. Many tanks are around
old houses. The farmer puts his stock out, but as the tank
is usually under the cattle house, he has to go in to operate
the machinery. Falling off a ladder or through a roof is also
a killer. Farmers just do not have the financial capability to
replace shed roofs that have corroded over the years. That
had devastating consequences for farmers and their stock
during the heavy snow earlier in the year.

With livestock, bulls are a primary concern. Animals with
newborns also pose a risk. Farmers use stock-handling
facilities that are, perhaps, 40 years old. Machinery deaths
are frequent, caused by crushing or entanglement. PTO
is a major cause of deaths and injuries. Farms are a high-
risk environment for children and older people. A farmer
uses an array of tools from chainsaws to welders. These
are lethal if proper precautions are not taken. Of course,
there are many fatalities as a result of using substandard
or poorly maintained electrical equipment or catching
overhead cables.

There are the occupational health issues associated with
farming, which include lung disease, perhaps as a result
of too many fusty bales of hay over the years or asbestos,
and serious back pain as a result of poor lifting techniques.
Coming from a farming family, | am only too aware of

the dangers and the close shaves. What of the future?
First, future farm modernisation schemes must have farm
safety at their core. There is definitely a need to update
electrical installations, and so on. | certainly acknowledge
the work of the Farm Safety Partnership. The Stay Farm
Safe awareness campaign is a great idea, but it must be
readily available to more farmers. Focus farms are the
vehicle of delivery. However, there are not enough focus
farms, especially in my area, where there are very few

on the hills. Farm safety needs to be promoted at every
opportunity — in schools, markets and at agricultural and
vintage shows. DARD must take the lead in developing
comprehensive health and safety training for all farmers
and farm workers. Last week, there was a very successful
PTO shaft awareness week, but we really need a cross-
departmental approach to an annual farm safety week.

In recent years, we have experienced urban renewal

in cities and many towns. There are many examples of
that in South Down, whether it be the streetscape or the
fabric of buildings that has been improved as a result of

Executive funding. | believe that DARD needs to take the
lead to utilise rural development moneys in a farm building
improvement scheme in order to improve stock handling.
Our winters are such that stock can no longer be out all
winter, especially on the hills.

Mr Deputy Speaker: Will the Member draw his remarks to
a close, please?

Mr Rogers: Research and development needs to be
ongoing to ensure that every attempt is made to minimise
death and injury on our farms.

In conclusion, our farming industry needs investment to
ensure that its health and safety standards are comparable
with those in other industries and, consequently, to ensure
that it sees a reduction in death and injury on our farms.

Mr Dallat: Being probably the last contributor, | have had
loads of time to reflect on my past. Although | spent most
of my time as a teacher, | began my working life on a farm.
My father was a farm labourer, and he brought me along
to the farm. In no time at all, | discovered how to start the
Grey Ferguson and began improving my trailer-reversing
skills. That is the sort of culture there was. | have to say
that that mostly happened when the farmer was away.
This is a serious subject today, and | do not want to sound
flippant, because | am very aware that many people
looking in have lost loved ones.

Investment, | think, runs parallel and is synonymous with
safety. Other industries, roads, building sites and, indeed,
homes have all needed investment. | feel very privileged
that | was introduced to the farm. | was not a farmer’s son,
but through that experience, | gained an immense amount
of education in respecting the environment, appreciating
animal welfare and all the other good things that farmers
are responsible for. | certainly want to see that continuing.
When the Minister is summing up, perhaps she will tell us
whether she has had any discussions with CCEA, because
| believe that there is a place in every subject taught in
school to at least touch on and raise awareness of farm
safety.

Some of our farms are open farms, and | do not want to
see them becoming like building sites where there is a
plethora of signs that say you are not allowed in. It is about
striking a balance between allowing people to appreciate
what is there and, at the same time, protecting them. That
is what is necessary.

| see this really as a cross-departmental issue. | hope that
the Minister of Agriculture has the support of the Minister
of Enterprise, Trade and Investment and the other relevant
Ministers who can make this a success.

| was told that the home is one of the most dangerous
places to be, and | just want to mention in passing the
novel idea of the hazard house in Ballymoney. Young
people are brought to that dwelling to experience all

the dangerous things in a home. | would love to see a
hazard farm, not necessarily one covering 100 acres or
anything like that, but a project, perhaps developed by the
partnership, that would allow, particularly, young people
and other farmers to come along to see the endless
number of hazards that can exist on a farm. | have no
doubt that that would contribute to saving lives.

This is an important subject for every Member of the
House. Although we might wish to score political points
occasionally, on this occasion, | hope that we are all
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with the Minister in setting a pattern that will transform
an industry that is so dear to all of us, whether or not we
live on farms. If we do that, perhaps we will not have the
tragedies that we have had in recent years, which have
upset everybody, particularly the families and relatives
affected. | hope that this debate will, in fact, provoke the
development of a serious plan that involves investment to
improve safety and, above all, to raise awareness of the
subject. This is not a one-day wonder but something that
needs to continue forever and a day.

Mrs O’Neill (The Minister of Agriculture and Rural
Development): Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. | thank the Members who secured today’s
debate. | welcome the fact that we are having this
discussion, because we all welcome anything that we can
do to raise the profile of awareness on farms and farm
safety. It goes without saying that | share the concerns
that have been raised by all Members about the ongoing
number of fatalities and injuries on farms and the need

to improve safety standards on our farms so that they
become safer places for farmers and their families. All
Members have recognised that responsibility for the
promotion of health and safety rests primarily with the
Health and Safety Executive, but farm safety is a key area
of importance and a priority for my Department as well. |
am fully committed to the challenge of improving health
and safety standards and am striving to reduce fatalities
and injuries on our farms.

| fully support my Department’s involvement in the Farm
Safety Partnership along with the Health and Safety
Executive and key stakeholders. | also fully support

the farm safety action plan that has been agreed by

the partnership. The action plan covers a wide range

of actions that are aimed at improving awareness and
safety standards on all farms. All the indications are that,
although farmers are aware of the dangers that are posed,
there is a culture of risk taking on farms. We really need

to focus on that. It is about how we change that mindset
and change the attitude to taking risks. We have a lot of
work to do on that. The ongoing Think SAFE campaign is
very important, particularly given the fact that there are so
many children on farms. We really need to drive home that
message. DARD has already taken a range of actions to
improve awareness, change attitudes and generally help
to improve safety on farms, and it will continue to do so. |
am, of course, actively considering what more we can do
to enhance the ongoing efforts.

A specific target for my Department in the farm safety
action plan is to lead on the delivery of a health and
safety awareness training course to 3,000 farmers and
farm family members by 31 March next year. That is

a challenging target, but | am absolutely committed to
achieving it. Although uptake from the farming community
has been slow, we are confident that the target can be
achieved within the time frame set out. To date, over 1,000
farm family members have registered for the FarmSafe
Awareness training sessions. To engage with more farm
families, we are focusing on getting more established
farming groups to register for the training sessions, which
are available at 38 focus farms and at various community
venues across the North.

In addition to promoting FarmSafe Awareness training
at farming events, roadshows, farming conferences
and meetings, my Department is taking actions to

encourage the uptake of the awareness training, including
the distribution of 250 FarmSafe Awareness DVDs to
community groups, churches and women'’s institutes; a
specific FarmSafe Awareness session to rural support
networks, young farmers’ clubs and other rural community
stakeholders; and distribution of a FarmSafe Awareness
leaflet to 38,000 farming households. As a further
encouragement to farmers to act on the messages that
they learn at the training, attendees receive a self-risk
assessment form. They are encouraged to be proactive
and complete their own risk assessment shortly after the
training concludes. Further work is continuing to improve
that process and help farmers to make risk assessment a
routine part of their daily working life.

The work of the Farm Safety Partnership is ongoing, and
it is about to review the outcomes of its action plan. | will
encourage the partnership to maintain its momentum and
take forward that important challenge. Although a target
date of 31 March next year has been set for the current
action plan, we do not intend to stop there. We will look
beyond that date, and | believe that consideration now
needs to be given to what further steps can be taken to
enhance training delivery and to encourage farmers to
change their attitudes and behaviour with regard to farm
safety. | will be guided by the Farm Safety Partnership,
and | have asked my officials who are involved with the
partnership to report to me on what further actions DARD
can take to improve the understanding of farm safety
issues in the industry and to develop and enhance the
existing action plan. | am also exploring the potential to
repeat the farms and farm families social survey to update
me on information on non-fatal farm accidents and to help
us to build up better information on farm safety awareness
and training issues. As | have outlined, the Department is
already doing a lot of work to help to ensure that farmers
are better informed about safety on their farm. A key
message to farmers has to be about thinking safe. Getting
that message across will promote good practice and result
in a reduced risk of accidents on farms.

5.00 pm

Capital funding from DARD is available under the
existing rural development programme through the farm
modernisation programme for items of plant, machinery
and equipment that will contribute to the competitiveness
of farm businesses by modernising holdings and improving
production techniques. That is a small-scale grant
programme with a maximum grant of about £4,000 for

a farm business. Although the primary aim of the farm
modernisation programme is to modernise farms, under
the third tranche there are 37 items eligible for financial
support that have the potential to directly enhance the
safety of the working environment for farmers.

The items eligible for assistance in the scheme were
drawn up in conjunction with industry stakeholders and
with input from professional advisers from the Department
and HSE. They include items such as cattle crushes,
calving gates and sheep rollover crates that promote safer
animal handling; cranes for handling bulk bags to reduce
manual handling and improve the safety of transporting
heavy loads; a range of fans to aid ventilation in farm
buildings; and weed wipers, which help to reduce exposure
to pesticides. Over the three tranches of the programme,
£4-2 million of financial support for those safety-related
items has been awarded in letters of offer to successful
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applicants. That is obviously a good outcome that | will
come back to a wee bit later.

Although the simplified format of the farm modernisation
programme has proved popular, with over £10 million
already paid to farm businesses, it is not possible in this
format and in the time constraints of the existing rural
development programme to accommodate larger structural
capital items such as reroofing old farm buildings, installing
outside mixing points for slurry tanks or even constructing
permanent livestock handling facilities that may further
enhance farm safety. | have, therefore, asked my officials
to develop proposals for a scheme in the next rural
development programme that would support larger capital
investment to improve health and safety. DARD is currently
consulting on the draft rural development programme,

and | am pleased that that includes a proposal for a farm
business investment scheme that would allow for much-
needed investment in larger items, including those that

will help to improve health and safety as part of farm
competitiveness. That consultation is ongoing and will be
open until 21 October. | obviously encourage individuals
and organisations to submit their views on the proposed
health and safety content of the new programme.

Subject to the responses to the consultation and to the
agreement of the European Commission, the new RDP
will incorporate the proposed farm business investment
scheme. That has the potential to provide support to
upgrade or replace buildings and equipment, including

for health and safety; to improve animal husbandry

and biosecurity; and to establish renewable energy
technologies. That is a good prospect, and | hope that

the scheme can be implemented as early as we would
want. It is my intention to have the new capital support
available very early in the new programme, not least given
the importance that we attribute to addressing safety

on farms. However, | am conscious that the new RDP
provision remains some way off, and | am seized with

the need to continue to support investment in farm safety
equipment. So, | plan to extend the current tranche of the
farm modernisation programme, subject to receiving the
necessary funding. That will provide financial support for
farm businesses that applied but just missed out under
the first allocation of tranche 3 funding earlier this year. It
will provide those applicants with an opportunity to access
grant aid for items to help to modernise their farms. As

| said, those include items that promote safer working
practices on farms. So, once | know that the funding has
been secured, | will be pleased to announce this extension
to the scheme.

Of course, | emphasise that, as has been recognised here
today, safety equipment is only one part of the solution.
Recent tragic events only confirm my belief that health
and safety practices must be incorporated into the day-
to-day activities of the entire farm family so that there

are real improvements in behaviour and attitudes to risky
practices. We have already taken significant action to
help improve the safety record on our farms and to reduce
fatalities. However, | absolutely recognise that much more
work is required by government authorities, stakeholder
organisations and farmers themselves. Along with our
partners in the Farm Safety Partnership, we will continue
to engage fully with the review of the farm safety action
plan and will consider what other actions can be taken
forward. | will not be found wanting in bringing forward any
support that my Department can give in the time ahead.

The message is clear: Think SAFE. Let us get a change
in attitudes and put practical measures in place to assist
farmers.

Mr Frew: | am heartened by the response that we have
had to the motion today, not least the Minister’s comments
but also the fact that Members from every party — not
just members of the Agriculture and Rural Development
Committee or the Enterprise, Trade and Investment
Committee — who come from a rural background or
constituency have spoken well on the motion. | thank you
all for being here and applaud you for contributing to the
debate, which | believe to be a very important one. We all
need to do more not just to save lives but to make sure
that lives and livelihoods do not become broken. | am
heartened by the response that we have had tonight.

| can compare the farming industry with one that |

was steeped in for 20 years, which is the construction
industry, which has been alluded to tonight. Over the

past generation, mindsets and methods were forced to
change in the construction industry. That is because the
lowly apprentice spark was no longer allowed to stand on
his toolbox to change a lamp; the brickie was not allowed
to stand on a stepladder to form a row of bricks; and the
plumber was not allowed to use a ladder to work at a high
level. The symbols that everyone in this room visualises
when the construction industry is mentioned are no longer
used. On most sites nowadays, ladders and stepladders
are banned, and you will hear the constant moan from
artisans that common sense has been completely taken
away from the construction industry. That could well be the
case, but it is no less a feat because it has saved lives.

The onus has been taken away from the worker, and the
responsibility has now been placed on the employer.

If I go to do a job and cannot achieve it with the tools

and machinery that | have, | put my hands up and ask
someone to get me up to that height. | ask the builders to
do something so that | can achieve the task safely. The
onus was shifted from the person who held the tool to
the person who employed them and the person who was
running the job. Unfortunately, that cannot happen on the
farm because it is only the farmer or the worker who are
there. It is not his employer, and there will not be a health
and safety manager about the farm as there is in the
construction industry, so there are differences. However,
there must be hope that we can change the mindset of
the farmer.

Itis a very lonely role in the farming community and the
farming business. Most farmers nowadays do not have

the capacity or the capital to employ people. It is usually
just them or their family; their wife, daughter or son might
work alongside them on the farm. There is a mindset

that says, “This will not happen to me”. People may think
that something that happened last month was a tragedy
and will not happen to them, but, in some cases, it does
happen to them. That must stop. It is not just about deaths
but serious injury or injuries that, in later life, have a
devastating effect on that person’s body in that they cannot
cope or cannot work any more and they lose income and
are in constant pain. It is about raising awareness; it is

not just about throwing money at the problem. Throwing
money at this will not solve everything. It will help, as long
as the money is spent in the right areas, but it will not solve
everything. There have to be awareness campaigns. There
even has to be shock and trauma. We have seen the road
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safety campaigns over the years, and we have seen it in
the construction industry. There should be a shock/trauma
element to make people think that they must stop certain
practices and do certain things to prevent a serious injury
happening to them or their loved ones. If we can do that,
we can go some way to solving what is, in most cases, a
tragedy in our homes and for our families.

| commend the work that this Minister and the Minister of
Enterprise, Trade and Investment have done with the Farm
Safety Partnership. The farmer, on his own, does not have
an employer putting pressure on him to think safe, so it
really is for the farmer or the Minister to do so. The Minister
must rely on everybody in between, whether it be the
Ulster Farmers’ Union, NIAPA or any of the organisations
that can assist in any shape or form. The Minister should
rely on those bodies to come up with reassurance and
assistance to help her in her task of raising awareness.

It is true that the farm safety awareness programme has
delivered locally on 37 focus farms with 1,000 farmers
attending. That is good, but we must do better. We must
hit that target of 3,000. We, in the Committee, will not be
found wanting when it comes to helping the Minister to
achieve that. Straight after this debate, the Committee for
Agriculture and Rural Development hopes to do a mini
review of farm safety, with, of course, the acceptance

and support of the Committee for Enterprise, Trade and
Investment, which has the primary responsibility for safety.
We hope to undertake that very soon. Perhaps, in six
months’ time, we will have another debate on the same
issue. It is so important.

Tom Buchanan proposed the motion. He mentioned the
statistics, as did most Members who spoke. It is fair to
say that the numbers are horrific. However, as many
people said — John McCallister was one of them — when
you look at each statistic and each life lost, there is a
harrowing story to be told behind that. Families will never,
ever recover. They will have to step out their doors and
see where their loved one perished. They will recount and
relive that moment over and over again. Not only that;
those families are under severe pressure every day to
earn a living because they have lost their loved one. We
must support that and be aware of that when we sit in this
Building.

lan Milne welcomed the opportunity to speak in this
important debate. He supported the motion. He said that
there needs to be a will on everyone. | agree 100% with
that: everyone must take responsibility to make it better.
Joe Byrne, the Deputy Chairperson of the Committee

for Agriculture and Rural Development, talked about the
various schemes out there and the stats. He talked about
the programmes that could be put in place when buying
machinery or using certain materials. That is a very good
point. As | said, health and safety on the building site and
in the construction industry became an industry on its own.
People saw that they could make great money from safety
equipment. That is OK, but, if they would concentrate more
on farm machinery, we could save lives. | do not care who
makes money from the issue so long as we save lives.
That should be the most important thing.

Sandra Overend talked about the suffering that families
go through, the legacy left behind, the hurt and the pain
and the remembrance. She said that prevention is always
better than cure, and she urged the Minister to explore all
funding opportunities, even from Europe.

| am running out of time. | urge the Minister to do all

she can to draw down funding from Europe for this very
serious and important issue. | support all her moves on
farm modernisation. However, £4,000 of a ceiling is only a
drop in the ocean when it comes to modernisation. It is not
all about making profits and making your farm modern to
make profits. It is also about safety, raising awareness and
saving lives. Four thousand pounds just will not cut it.

We need to do something to extend that to make real
differences to people’s sheds, people’s barns and people’s
roofs so that they do not have to go up onto the roofs to
fall off them or be knocked down by the weather. Minister,

| will assist you in any way that | can to support you in your
efforts over the next couple of months and years on the issue.

Question put and agreed to.
Resolved:

That this Assembly expresses its concern at the
number of fatalities and injuries on farms; and calls

on the Minister of Agriculture and Rural Development
to build upon the good work of the Farm Safety
Partnership by, as a matter of urgency, providing
adequate funding for a farm safety investment

scheme to help protect people working on farms and
encourage real and practical investment in farm safety.
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515 pm
Motion made:

That the Assembly do now adjourn. —
[Mr Deputy Speaker.]

Adjournment

Newry Southern Relief Road

Mr Deputy Speaker: The proposer of the topic will have
15 minutes, and all other Members who speak will have
seven minutes.

Mr Brady: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann Combhairle.
First, | tender apologies from my colleague from

Newry and Armagh Megan Fearon, who has another
engagement. | welcome the Minister and thank him for
being here. | welcome the announcement that he made on
27 September of £1-6 million for additional resurfacing in
the Newry area. That is very welcome. Bessbrook has not
been mentioned, but | am sure that it will get part of that.

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

The ‘Banbridge/Newry and Mourne Area Plan 2015’ includes
a proposal for a Newry southern bypass as a long-term
strategic road improvement to link from the A1 Dublin Road,
a key strategic road, to the A2 Warrenpoint Road, a trunk
road heading to Warrenpoint port. The Department’s
consultation document on proposals to expand the ‘Regional
Strategic Transport Network Plan 2015’ includes the
Newry southern relief road as a scheme that performed
well in assessment. After representations, the Department
agreed to undertake a local transport study of the southern
side of Newry to assess the impact of the southern relief
road and the possible lines of a new link from the A1

Dublin Road at or in the vicinity of Cloughoge roundabout.

In October 2006, Roads Service engaged consultancy
support to assist its southern division to undertake

a transportation study to assess a range of road
improvement options to provide relief to traffic in the

Dublin Road, Bridge Street, William Street, Abbey Way
and Warrenpoint Road area of the city of Newry. That work
included a review and assessment of the possibility of
options to provide a new road link from the A2 Warrenpoint
Road to the A1 Dublin Road, establishing the potential
benefits, costs and impacts of a new road link. | am sure
that anyone who has driven through Newry, particularly

in Dublin Road, Bridge Street, Dominic Street and the
Ballybot area in general will immmediately recognise
particular problems in that area. Two years ago, | asked
road traffic management to do a survey of traffic use on
Dominic Street, which is a relatively small street in Newry.
It was found that 5,000 vehicles a day use that road, and
that is a lot of traffic for a street that was not built for it.

The feasibility study report published in 2009 concluded that,
on the basis of the information available and presented in
the report, the provision of a new road link between the A2
Warrenpoint and the A1 Belfast-Dublin key transport corridor
was feasible and would be expected to provide significant
economic benefits. That report also recommended that all
options be taken through a wider consultation process to
explore and assess the wider benefits with key stakeholders
in the area. At the presentation of the report at a meeting
of Newry and Mourne District Council in September 2009,

when the current Minister was possibly still a councillor — |
think he was — Minister Conor Murphy welcomed the
findings of the feasibility study into the Newry southern
relief road. The Minister said:

“I welcome the positive findings of the report on the
feasibility of the scheme and the transport benefits
that a new road link, between the A2 Warrenpoint
Road dual carriageway and the A1 Belfast/Dublin
Key Transport Corridor, would bring to this area. This
scheme would provide a new strategic transport link
to support the economic growth of the city, improve
transport links to Warrenpoint Harbour, increase road
safety and contribute to a reduction in congestion
within the centre of Newry. The report takes account
of traffic demands on the main road network, in the
southern part of Newry city centre, together with the
constraints presented by existing development, the
challenging topography and sensitive environment of
the area.”

On that basis, the Minister asked Roads Service to
proceed with further environmental and engineering
assessments and to engage in a wider consultation
process considered necessary to identify a preferred
corridor for the Newry southern relief road.

The feasibility study prepared for Roads Service by
consultants Scott Wilson provided a comprehensive
assessment in which options for providing a strategic

road link between the A2 Warrenpoint Road dual
carriageway and the A1 Dublin key transport corridor
were developed and costed. Several environmental and
technical issues require further attention. There is the
Carlingford shore special area of conservation in the south
and the Carlingford special protection area in the north.
Environmental issues associated with tree ring features on
the slopes of Fathom Mountain and with crossing Newry
canal require detailed investigation. | will point out that
Newry canal, which was opened in 1742, is the oldest
inland waterway in Ireland or Britain. | just thought | would
put that in for posterity.

The need for the road becomes increasingly urgent. In 2012,
DOE confirmed that air quality at Trevor Hill and Canal
Street was the worst in the North. At that time, DRD, under
the present Minister, said that the southern relief road project’s
development was dictated by numerous factors, not just air
quality. Air quality is one of a number of environmental
factors considered at each stage in the development and
assessment of a major road improvement scheme. DRD
said that, in particular, the benefits identified in the scheme
include an alternative route for heavy goods vehicles travelling
to and from Warrenpoint port and a regional gateway to the
A1 Belfast/Dublin dual carriageway, avoiding the
congested urban network in the city of Newry. A southern
relief road would be expected to provide a measure of
relief to the Dublin Road, Bridge Street, Abbey Way and
the Warrenpoint Road area of Newry.

Newry Chamber of Commerce and Trade has said that
delivery of the road would bring numerous benefits to the
greater Newry area. A southern relief road will not only
alleviate traffic congestion but have other financial spin-
offs, including providing alternative access routes for the
Albert Basin, increasing its development potential, freeing
up land for development at the Greenbank estate and
opening up tourist links between County Down, County

43



Monday 30 September 2013

Adjournment: Newry Southern Relief Road

Louth and south Armagh, as well as reducing emergency
service vehicle response times and reducing air pollution
in Newry city centre.

The Minister also represents our constituency of Newry and
Armagh, and I urge him to take on board what | have said.
| truly appreciate that he has a limited budget and many
priorities. However, there is nothing wrong with being parochial
sometimes, and | am sure that | have spotted the Minister
going to Omeath for cheaper diesel. He can correct me if |
am wrong. As | said, there is nothing wrong with being
parochial sometimes, and there is no doubt that a southern
relief road would bring great benefit to our constituency.

Mr Wells: | support the call for a southern relief road in
Newry. | frequently travel from Kilkeel to Banbridge, and |
would not like to add up the hours that | have spent waiting
in Kilmorey Street, waiting to cross the bridge into Newry
or waiting to go through to the Quays shopping centre. It is
the ultimate bottleneck.

To be fair to the Department, Newry has received some
good road infrastructure news in recent years. The dual
carriageway that links the Banbridge dual carriageway with
the motorway that starts at Dundalk was completed, and
that has greatly speeded up travel on that side of town.
There has also been some progress on the Narrow Water
bridge project, although we do not know exactly where we
stand. First, that bridge is far from certain, and, secondly,
even if it were built, it would not relieve much of the traffic
that we are dealing with. It would certainly not relieve

the large number of juggernauts coming through from
Warrenpoint harbour.

One of the great successes of south Down is that,
throughout the recession, Warrenpoint harbour has
prospered. It has met great challenges, has overcome
them, is in profit and is doing well. It is a fulcrum of
economic development in that part of south Down. Its
chief executive tells me that it is very frustrating for him
that large lorries coming from Warrenpoint have difficulty
accessing the port and getting away from it, particularly
to markets in the Irish Republic and in the Belfast area.
One is very mindful of the fact that, when you stand close
to the Irish-language primary school — the nearest point,
| suppose — you can see lorries spewing out fumes and
getting absolutely nowhere. Not only is that an expense to
the harbour authority and those who take consignments to
and from it but it is leading to a reduction in air quality.

Over the years, | have asked the Minister to bring me up to
date on the cost of the scheme. | think that the last figure
he quoted was between £150 million and £200 million. |
have no doubt that, today, he will bring us right up to date
on the exact figure. Everyone must accept that that is a
huge amount — there is no question about that — but |
ask him to check a couple of funding possibilities. First,

is there any way that cross-border EU moneys could be
obtained? | accept that the scheme would link, dare | say
it, one part of the United Kingdom with another part of the
United Kingdom, in the sense that it would not transgress
into the Irish Republic. However, being serious about

it, | think that it could be argued that it would be a very
important cross-border development. Obviously, a lot of
the traffic to and from the southern part of Newry is going
into the Irish Republic. Therefore, there may be merit in
trying to access European money, though | know that that
is difficult. Secondly, if | may be the first to mention the
elephant in the room, the A5 is on hold. That was a £400

million scheme, and | understand that there is still money
in the kitty allocated for that. There may be a pot of gold

at the end of the rainbow, as it were, that could be used

to start the scheme. | accept that it is expensive, but the
cost would be spread over quite a few years. Thirdly, |
wonder whether, when the economic conditions improve,
a joint venture between us and the Irish Republic would

be possible. Undoubtedly, this would bring great economic
benefits to traffic coming from the Republic as well as from
Northern Ireland. Those are the various models.

Some have suggested that there could be a toll bridge.
Experience shows that it is highly unlikely that any private
investor would build this massive project with any realistic
prospect of redeeming the cost through tolls. We all

know the success of toll bridges in parts of the Republic’s
motorway system. However, it is noticeable that, in other
parts, where the traffic projections were clearly wrong, the
Irish Government now pay money to private contractors to
make up the shortfall. The only successful ones are at the
Boyne and on the Dublin ring road; the rest lose money.

| cannot honestly see how anyone could redeem such a
huge amount through tolling. However, if the Minister has a
crystal ball and can advise me otherwise, | would be very
interested. People would not pay a toll; they would simply
continue to congest that very busy part of Newry.

It is important to keep this up to date. The area plan
recognises that we need it. Frankly, | see it as the last
piece in the jigsaw of Newry’s development. | hark on
about this, but | used to say that | was elected before some
people in the room were born. Looking around, | do not
think that that is the case today — Mr McCallister may
claim otherwise, but | doubt it — but | recall that, when |
was first elected in 1982, Newry was in South Down. It

is not untrue to say that there was practically sagebrush
blowing down the main street. The town was a basket case
economically. As a result of the work of people such as Mr
Haughey and Gerard O’Hare, Newry has been pulled up
by the bootstraps, and its economic output has increased
enormously. That is a remarkable testimony to indigenous
entrepreneurs working hard to revive their economy.
Having done that, Newry deserves support, and the
southern relief road would be the last piece in the jigsaw of
its ultimate regeneration. Of course, there is also the canal
basin redevelopment, which really would make Newry an
exemplar to the rest of the country for what can be done.

| support what Mr Brady is saying and am sure that others
will join me in that. | have my doubts about whether the
Minister will announce today that he is about to cut the
first sod or is planning the cutting of the ribbon. It may

be slightly further off than that. However, | would like to
think that, as a result of today’s debate, he can give us an
indication that progress is being made on achieving this
much-needed project.

5.30 pm

Mr D Bradley: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. Ta athas pairt a ghlacadh sa diospéireacht

seo ar bhothar faoisimh theas an Iuir. | am glad of the
opportunity to participate in today’s debate on the southern
relief road at Newry. At the outset, | state that the SDLP
strongly supports the provision of the road. Indeed, |
raised the issue with the previous Minister several times

in the House and just last year during the debate on the
investment strategy.
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Our party locally has conducted a vigorous postcard and
petition campaign in support of the road. The Members
who spoke highlighted the importance of the project for
tourism and for the economy, and | very much agree with
that. The project will benefit south Armagh, the city of
Newry and south Down. The traffic congestion in Newry is
a problem, especially with huge lorries coming to and from
the harbour at Warrenpoint. That traffic congestion creates
a problem and puts people off coming to shop and to do
business in Newry. The project is supported by the greater
Newry vision group, and | think that all parties represented
here have signed up to that greater vision. The Minister,
as a local representative, will be aware that the proposal
is well supported in the business community and the wider
community in the greater Newry area.

The road can be constructed in a way that respects the
built heritage and natural environment of the area. Mr
Wells referred to the importance that the road will have
to the harbour at Warrenpoint. It is a busy harbour, and,
as | said, there is much traffic to and from it. The road
would add to the competitiveness of Warrenpoint harbour,
in so far as it will increase access and egress times from
the harbour and, therefore, make it more competitive

in relation to other similar harbours North and South.
The relief road would be a key strategic road for future
economic and tourism development in the region and,
indeed, the whole east coast of Ireland.

| assume that the Minister will tell us that the feasibility
study report, which was published in August 2009,
concluded that the provision of the new road between
the A2 Warrenpoint Road and the A1 dual carriageway
is feasible and would be expected to provide significant
economic benefits. That was one of the significant
outcomes of the feasibility study.

The Department for Regional Development’s strategic
transport network plan has included proposals for the Newry
southern relief road. As we know, Newry has a proud history
at the heart of the island’s economy, and Mr Wells outlined
how local people — some of whom he mentioned in his
speech — were instrumental in advancing the economic
viability of Newry and making it into a prosperous city. | will
mention the contribution made by a local co-op with Work in
Newry (WIN). Having viewed the dire unemployment figures
and economic prospects, that group was instrumental in
ensuring that the economy of Newry was revived and that
the city became a vibrant force once again.

That group and other local groups are very much in
support of the project. | hope that the Minister can give

us an update on a preferred route for the road and tell us
when he expects to announce that. | also hope that the
Minister is lobbying among his Executive colleagues to
obtain the necessary support for the project. It would be
good if the Minister were in a position to tell us when some
sort of announcement will be made about the future of the
road. As | said, there is tremendous support for the project
in the city of Newry, south Down and south Armagh, and

| think that it is one that deserves the type of resources
needed to bring it forward. | hope that it will become a
reality in the not-too-distant future.

Mr Rogers: | support the motion. The draft ‘Banbridge/
Newry and Mourne Area Plan 2015’ includes a proposal
for the Newry southern relief road to link the A1 Belfast to
Dublin road with the A2 Warrenpoint Road. Although the
scheme has performed well in the DRD’s assessment, it

has been deemed not affordable at the moment. Minister,
| do not whether this is take two or take three, but we
have sat on opposite sides of Newry and Mourne District
Council discussing the issue in the past. It was important
then, and it is even more important today.

As other Members have said, the creation of such a road
would have significant economic benefits for the whole
south Down, south Armagh and Newry area. Narrow Water
bridge is merely a tourist bridge, but the relief road would
take heavy goods vehicles off the streets of Newry, reduce
traffic congestion and attract even more shoppers to the
city. Heavy goods vehicles would also have a direct route
to Warrenpoint port, increasing trade in the port area.
Warrenpoint port currently ranks third in Northern Ireland,
significantly behind two other east coast ports. As Mr Wells
said, Warrenpoint Harbour Authority has ambitious plans
for the development of the port, including its becoming a
visiting destination for cruise liners next year.

The road would also act as a gateway to the development
of tourism in south Down. There are ambitious plans for
the development of Warrenpoint, Kilkeel and Newcastle as
part of a south-east-coast master plan. However, we must
get people to turn off the main A1 and into Mourne country
and St Patrick’s country. There also great potential with the
development of the Cooley and Slieve Gullion tourism area.

We see similar schemes when we travel around Ireland,
England and the rest of Europe. | listened to Mr Brady say
that we had the engineers, and so on, around to construct
Newry canal in 1742. What is holding us up today? Where
there is a will, there is a way. | hope that Mr Kennedy,
along with his Executive colleagues, finds that will.

Mr McCallister: Colleagues present are conveniently

all from the constituencies of South Down and Newry

and Armagh, so | do not expect the Minister to announce
anything but good news. | always get a bit anxious and
worried when Mr Wells reminds us that he was elected in
1982. It is high time that he was retired, but, thankfully, he
still has had a contribution to make in the past few years. |
agree with some of what he said about Newry.

| do not live that far from Newry. The changes that

have happened there over the past 25 or 30 years are
enormous. The city’s regeneration and vibrancy, the drive
of the Newry business community despite some very
difficult times, and the enthusiasm of different groups in
the city are all to be commended.

As with other major towns and cities, one of the hugely
limiting factors in Newry is congestion. Travelling into, or
parking in, the city has become so difficult that it could
start to stifle business there. Travelling into and around
Newry is very difficult at times, particularly for those
coming from the Warrenpoint side. The traffic also has a
detrimental effect on the potential growth of the harbour
at Warrenpoint. We should be mindful of that, because the
port is an economic driver there. It is hugely important to
the south Down economy, as well as to the wider Northern
Ireland economy, as the trade that goes through the

port is vital to us. The southern relief road would have a
huge impact and bring advantages for both Newry city, in
relieving congestion there, and Warrenpoint port. It could
make a huge contribution.

| know that the Minister has visited Warrenpoint harbour
on numerous occasions and will be familiar with it. We will
have to bear that in mind, along with all the other things
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that a project such as this could do for south Down and the
wider Northern Ireland economy.

Mr Wells: | thank the Member for giving way. | do not want
to disappoint him, but although | have been around this
Building for a very long time, | started very young, and | am
certainly nowhere near retirement age.

The Member and | have both attended meetings in
Warrenpoint where Newry and Mourne District Council has
unveiled exciting proposals for cruise liners to be brought
into Warrenpoint. The water depth is sufficient, and | know
that the harbour authority is very up to it. However, does
the Member accept that it will be very off-putting if we
bring lots of wealthy tourists into south Down and then
when we try to take them anywhere beyond that immediate
area, they will get logjammed in Newry in their bus going
absolutely nowhere?

Mr MccCallister: | agree with that.

The only reason why the Member is not so near retirement
age is because the Government keep moving it.

| agree with the serious point that he made. | think that
bringing that type of tourism into Northern Ireland and
south Down would be hugely beneficial. | remind him of
the successes that there have been in Belfast with bringing
in cruise ships. That is having a huge impact, and it is
something that | would like to see and encourage in south
Down. It could have a huge impact and be very valuable
for the economy, both locally and in the entire surrounding
area. The impact that it would have across the board on
business would be enormous. So, it is a project to which
we are all very committed.

| look forward with great interest to what the Minister has
to say. He may perhaps shed some light on whether, at this
stage, he has spent the A5 money about 10 times over.
Certainly, he will have had demands for it to be spent.
Does he still have the A5 money, or has it gone back to
DFP? We might need to make sure that Simon Hamilton is
as enthusiastic about the southern relief road as | expect
the Minister to be.

Mr Kennedy (The Minister for Regional Development):
Thank you, Mr Deputy Speaker, and | thank the Members
who have remained for this important debate.

One of the consequences of attending the debate is

that | will not be available for the opening of Markethill
Livestock and Farm Sales in my constituency this evening.
However, | take the opportunity to place on record my
congratulations to Mr Hampton Hewitt and everyone
concerned. | wish them well in that relocation, given the
importance of that business to the local economy in mid-
Armagh and further afield.

| asked my officials to take note of issues so that if | do not
have time to pick up any of the points that Members raised,
| can write to them following the debate. | have, of course,
listened with care to Members’ comments, and it will come
as no surprise at all to you to hear that | am a very strong
supporter of the southern relief road and project.

| am very familiar with the peak-time traffic conditions in
the city of Newry, especially on Kilmorey Street, William
Street, Bridge Street and Dublin Road in the southern part
of the city. | also understand the benefits that a southern
relief road might be expected to provide.

The expanded strategic road improvement (SRI
programme) makes specific reference to the Newry
southern relief road in a list of schemes that performed
well in the assessment but that were not affordable in the
investment strategy for Northern Ireland (ISNI) budget to
2015. |l inherited the situation in which only a feasibility
study had been undertaken, albeit that the findings were
positive, as we expected.

As Members recall, the study assessed a range of options
for a new road link between the key strategic A1 Belfast

to the border dual carriageway and the A2 Warrenpoint
Road dual carriageway, which is a trunk road leading to
Warrenpoint harbour. Much has been made of the need
for improvements to that road for the harbour traffic, and |
accept that entirely.

The study took account of the Government’s five main
objectives for transport: environment, safety, economy,
accessibility and integration. The report concluded that

a southern relief road would be feasible; would create a
more strategically connected road network; would provide
a measure of relief to traffic in the city; and could be
expected to demonstrate value for money. At that time,
construction costs in the range of between £100 million
and £211 million were indicated. That remains the case.
Those costs reflect the challenges presented by the
topography and constraints of the area through which the
proposed road would pass. That area includes the Newry
river and canal, which was opened in 1742. If you wait

a moment or two, you will hear me going back slightly
further than that. It also includes the steep slopes of
Fathom Mountain, the Belfast/Dublin railway line and the
environmentally sensitive areas in Carlingford lough, which
are downstream of the location.

5.45 pm

Traffic surveys undertaken in 2007 indicated traffic levels
in excess of 24,000 vehicles per day on parts of Bridge
Street. That included a significant proportion of heavy
goods vehicles travelling to or from Belfast and Dublin to
the port at Warrenpoint. Also, at that time, Newry traders
were benefiting from visitors from the Republic of Ireland
who were attracted to shop in the city by the relative
currency values. Peak traffic demands in excess of the
available road capacity led to delays and congestion on
the local and strategic road network. Although we no
longer have the same volume of southern shoppers, peak
demand continues to exceed capacity. In that respect,
the feasibility report concluded that the provision of an
alternative route for strategic traffic would create a more
strategically connected road network, while providing a
measure of relief to traffic on the Dublin Road, Bridge
Street, William Street, Abbey Way and Warrenpoint Road
areas of the city of Newry. The report went on to make
clear, however, that it should be recognised that the
significant volumes of local traffic would continue to create
delays and congestion in the city, particularly during the
morning and afternoon peak periods.

Recognising Warrenpoint harbour as a key stakeholder for
the Newry southern relief road, the feasibility report also
concluded that significant disruption was experienced by
heavy goods vehicles going to and from the port, which
pass through the city of Newry, and that the provision

of a new road would create an alternative route for that
traffic and provide relief to traffic delays and congestion.
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| am also aware that the feasibility report noted that the
future expansion of the port was largely influenced by the
efficiency of the transport links to and from the port.

The traffic modelling reported in the feasibility study
indicated that over 5,000 vehicles per day may be
attracted to a southern relief road, with more than 22,000
continuing to use Bridge Street. Nevertheless, the traffic
and economic assessments that have been undertaken
indicate that the proposed scheme would be expected to
provide value for money with transport benefits, including
safety benefits, exceeding the costs involved in providing
the relief road.

The feasibility study recommended consultation with

the Northern Ireland Environment Agency and identified
the need to undertake an article 6 assessment under

the terms of the European Union’s habitats directive.
That assessment would test the likely significance of the
proposed scheme on the two Natura 2000 sites within the
wider study area; namely, the Carlingford shore special
area of conservation in the Republic of Ireland and the
Carlingford lough special protection area in Northern
Ireland. | can confirm that that has been progressed.

This is quite technical, but it is very important.
Environmental issues associated with tree ring features
on the slopes of Fathom Mountain, which is likely to

be affected by the proposal, are the subject of a more
detailed investigation, which includes consultation with
the Northern Ireland Environment Agency (NIEA). | am
advised that NIEA believes those features to be potentially
significant early 17th-century sconces, rather than the
more recent tree ring landscape features. | need hardly
remind Members of what sconces are, but they are
rudimentary artillery fortifications comprising small circular
earthen banks. They date back to November 1600 and the
latter stage of the nine-year war of 1594 to 1603, which
involved hostilities between the High King of Ireland, Hugh
O’Neill, and the forces of Baron Mountjoy. Of course,
Members will be very familiar with all that.

Should the NIEA assessment prove correct, this would
represent a category of site that has not been previously
identified in Northern Ireland. Accordingly, my Department
is continuing to work with the NIEA with a view to
determining conclusively the precise origins of those
features. A solution is likely to come at some cost whether
the site is excavated and recorded by archaeologists or the
line of the proposed road is moved.

A more detailed technical investigation of the specific
options for crossing the Newry canal was also
recommended, given the sensitive nature of this important
heritage feature. It is expected to require at least the
provision of a bascule, or lifting bridge, to allow the
passage of tall ships on the canal. The width of the Victoria
lock already limits the size of ship that can enter the

canal and it is expected that any bridge would maintain a
navigation channel that matches the width of the sea lock.
My Department will continue to consult with NIEA on how
the impact of the proposal on the canal might be mitigated
and an appropriate design developed.

Future progress remains dependent on a number of
factors, including the development process and the
proposal clearing the statutory procedures, which will
involve formal public consultation. It must continue to
have a satisfactory economic appraisal and, given other

competing priorities, progress to construction will be
dependent on the funding made available in future Budget
settlements.

Members will know that | am a strong supporter of this
project. | have asked officials to move the scheme forward
and proceed with the various environmental and technical
investigations relating to the tree ring features on Fathom
Mountain and Newry canal, which will assist in identifying
a preferred corridor for the Newry southern relief road.

| welcome all the contributions to the debate. Mickey Brady
set out the case. Jim Wells mentioned the importance

of the harbour authority and other funding opportunities
including from the EU and from tolls. All those things will
be explored. Dominic Bradley and Sean Rogers expressed
strong support for the proposal. Road building is a lengthy
and detailed process. John McCallister recognised the
economic driver of Warrenpoint port. There is substantial
political support, and | know that there is substantial
community and business support for the road. There are
technical issues, which are important environmentally

and otherwise. We will continue to progress the matter as
quickly as possible.

Adjourned at 5.53 pm.




48



Northern Ireland
Assembly

Tuesday 1 October 2013

The Assembly met at 10.30 am (Mr Principal Deputy Speaker [Mr Mitchel McLaughlin] in the Chair).

Members observed two minutes’ silence.

Assembly Business

Committee Membership

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: As with similar motions,
the motion on Committee membership will be treated as a
business motion. Therefore, there will be no debate.

Resolved:

That Mr Kieran McCarthy replace Mr Stewart
Dickson as a member of the Committee for Regional
Development; that Mr Stewart Dickson replace Mrs
Judith Cochrane as a member of the Committee for
Social Development; that Mr Trevor Lunn replace Mr
Kieran McCarthy as a member of the Committee for
Agriculture and Rural Development; that Mr Trevor
Lunn replace Mr Stewart Dickson as a member of
the Assembly and Executive Review Committee;
and that Mr Kieran McCarthy replace Mr Chris Lyttle
as a member of the Committee on Procedures. —
[Mr McCarthy.]

Executive Committee Business

Local Government Bill: Second Stage

Mr Durkan (The Minister of the Environment): | beg to
move

That the Second Stage of the Local Government Bill
[NIA 28/11-15] be agreed.

Go raibh maith agat, a Phriomh-LeasCheann Combhairle.
First, I would like to thank my Executive colleagues for
their support in bringing this Bill to the Assembly. We
have a once-in-a-political-lifetime opportunity to shape
the future of local government so that it delivers improved
outcomes for everyone. My key priority is to continue the
important work that was taken forward by my predecessor
Alex Attwood, which built on the extensive programme
started in the previous Assembly mandate.

| want to acknowledge the commitment of everyone,
including elected representatives, local government
officers and departmental officials, whose direct involvement
has enabled us to reach this significant stage. In addition
to developing the policies to be given effect by this Bill, a
major reform programme is being delivered through the
structures that were put in place by my predecessor.

Councils and councillors have a key role to play in addressing
issues that affect the lives and the life experiences of all
our people. The Executive’s vision is one of strong,
dynamic local government, creating communities that are
vibrant, health, prosperous, safe and sustainable and that
have the needs of all their citizens at their core. Councillors
play a unique role in delivering that vision by linking the
delivery of services with local people’s needs and ambitions.
Working together, they have a clear role in providing strong
civic leadership and acting as a consistent advocate for
their area.

The Local Government Bill provides the legislative
framework necessary to give effect to the Executive’s
decisions on the future shape and function of local
government. The provisions are comprehensive and will
impact on all aspects of the operations of the new councils.
Taken together, they represent the most significant shake-
up of our system of local government in over 40 years.

Before | go into some detail on the Bill’s provisions, | want
to say a few words about what is not included. The Bill
does not provide for the operation and functions of the new
councils during the shadow period. That will be provided
by way of a programme of subordinate legislation using
enabling provisions of the Local Government (Boundaries)
Act (Northern Ireland) 2008 and the Local Government
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(Miscellaneous Provisions) Act (Northern Ireland) 2010,
and the power to make supplementary and transitional
provision conferred by clause 123 of this Bill. It is my
intention that all the necessary regulations will be made
before the local government elections take place in May
2014. Elections are an excepted matter, so the Secretary
of State will make the necessary legislation to provide for
the terms of office of existing councillors to be extended
until 1 April 2015 and for cooption arrangements to
continue until 1 January in that year.

The Local Government Bill has 128 clauses, 16

Parts and 12 schedules. It introduces strong, modern
statutory governance arrangements that will provide

for proportionality in the allocation of positions of
responsibility and protections for the interests of minority
communities, and it will improve the transparency in the
operation of councils and their business. It will establish an
ethical standards regime, which is to include a mandatory
local government code of conduct for councillors and
others appointed to take part in council business. The code
will be supported by mechanisms for the investigation and
adjudication of alleged breaches of the code. A bar will be
placed on those holding a publicly elected representative
position from being elected or acting as a councillor, in
order to end the dual mandate.

The Bill will also introduce council-led community planning
to provide a statutory framework for councils to work in
conjunction with other public sector service providers

to deliver on our objective of improving outcomes for
everyone. The delivery of community planning will be
supported at council level by the introduction of an updated
performance improvement framework that focuses on the
delivery of continuous improvement in service delivery
against more strategic aspects. It will also be supported
by the introduction of a general power of competence for
councils, which will enable them to act more innovatively
in addressing issues. Recognising that the various
Departments will continue to have responsibility for the
delivery of a wide range of services and retain the overall
policy responsibility for functions and responsibilities
transferring to councils, the Bill will establish a partnership
panel between Executive Ministers and elected
representatives for the new councils.

The reorganisation of the councils and the transfer of
functions from Departments to councils will result in the
transfer of staff, assets and liabilities to the new councils
from existing councils, from other local government
bodies, and from Departments and other organisations
that are transferring functions to the new councils. The
Bill makes provision for the development of schemes to
effect those transfers. Those relating to staff will provide
for the protection of contractual employment rights and
of terms and conditions of service and pensions, and will
apply statutory protections, including those enshrined in
the Transfer of Undertakings (Protection of Employment)
Regulations (TUPE).

Linked to the transfer of functions from Departments, the
Bill will extend to all Departments the supervision powers
that are available to my Department.

The opportunity is taken in the Bill to address a small
number of technical issues, including those necessary to
reflect the current organisational structure of the Northern
Ireland Audit Office.

Part 1 deals with councils as entities, specifying how the
names are to be formed, and provides a mechanism for
the name of a council to be altered. It also introduces the
first aspect of the arrangements to enhance openness
and transparency in the operation of councils by requiring
each to publish a constitution. A council’s constitution will
set out how it operates in terms of its political governance
structure and organisational structure and how decisions
are reached, including details of those decisions devolved
to council officers. It will also provide a single reference
source for the range of procedures and codes of practice
that govern a council’s operation.

Councils are, of course, made up of elected
representatives, and Part 2 and schedules 1 and 2 set

out the requirements for an individual to be elected or

to be a councillor, unless they are disqualified by virtue

of specified conditions. In relation to the disqualification
conditions, | am taking the opportunity in the Bill, with the
agreement of my Executive colleagues, to place a bar on
MLAs, MPs and MEPs from being councillors. | am also
removing, for human rights purposes, the blanket bar on
council employees being councillors. The ban will continue
to apply to those officers who are in positions in which they
work directly with and provide advice to a council or one of
its committees.

As | stated, there will be a mandatory Northern Ireland
local government code of conduct for councillors as part
of the new ethical standards regime. Currently, councillors
are required to sign a declaration of acceptance of office
before sitting as a councillor. The Bill will amend that
declaration to state also that they have read and:

“will observe the Northern Ireland Local Government
Code of Conduct for Councillors in the performance of
their functions”.

A similar declaration will be required to be made by others
appointed to take part in council business — for example,
members of committees of councils — prior to sitting on
that committee.

Although a number of councils have arrangements for

the sharing of power, | am committed to ensuring that the
sharing of power and responsibility is the cornerstone

of the new councils. Recent experience in the formation
of some statutory transition committees highlighted and
reinforced the absolute need for these new arrangements.
Through Part 3 and schedule 3, the new councils will have
a choice of methods to achieve that. Those include the
d’Hondt process, with which we are all familiar; the Sainte-
Lagué approach, which is similar to d’Hondt in that it uses
a formula to allocate positions to political parties based on
their level of representation on a council and the number
of positions already allocated to a party; and the single
transferable vote.

The d’Hondt process is the default position if the parties on
a council cannot agree a method. To ensure consistency

in the application of the alternatives, the operation of

each is specified in the Bill. | am indebted to, and wish

to thank, the members of the policy development panel
who formulated the proposals. The panel comprised
representatives of the five political parties represented in
the Executive, and the provisions we will debate today are
a testament to their work.
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Some Members will say that the use of a formula-based
approach favours political parties with higher levels of
representation on a council to the disadvantage of those
with lower levels of representation, and independents.

| acknowledge that, which is why the method selected

by a council will be applied at the start of a council term,
following a local government election, for all the positions
to which it will apply. The selection of a position of
responsibility, and the year for which it will be held, will be
a matter for the selecting political party to determine. In
other words, as the process is being run, a political party
may, if the position has not already been taken, select the
position of a particular committee in year 3 of the council’s
term. The adoption of this approach should provide the
opportunity for elected representatives from all political
parties and independents to hold a chairperson or vice-
chairperson position, whether that is of the council or one
of its committees. | believe that that will go a significant
way towards mitigating the drawbacks of a formula-based
approach.

10.45 am

Members who serve or have served on a council will know
that its range of responsibilities and functions is such that
it is unrealistic to expect it to discharge all of them at its
monthly meetings. Part 4 enables a council to arrange

for its functions, other than the making of the district rate
or the borrowing, acquiring or disposing of land, to be
carried out by a committee, subcommittee or officer of the
council. Councils are also able to establish a committee
jointly with one or more councils to discharge a function

if they consider that to be appropriate and beneficial. The
provisions are a re-enactment of those contained in the
Local Government Act (Northern Ireland) 1972, with the
modifications necessary to cater for the alternative new
political governance arrangements that are to be available
to the new councils.

Part 4 and schedule 5 also add to my commitment to
the sharing of power and responsibility by putting in
place arrangements to ensure that the membership of
council committees reflects, as far as is practicable, the
political make-up of a council, as the House does for its
Committees.

The reorganisation of local government, the transfer of
functions and responsibilities to the new councils from
Departments and the provision of brand new powers and
responsibilities will have a significant impact on the work of
councils. As | have just indicated, to support the councils
in the delivery of their responsibilities and respond to
changing circumstances as effectively as possible, |

am introducing a small number of alternative political
governance arrangements. They are set out in Part 5

and include the committee system, which is currently
operated by all bar one of the councils, and executive
arrangements under which certain functions of the council
will be devolved to the executive, which will be responsible
for decisions on the delivery of those functions within a
policy and budgetary framework agreed by the council. |
am also including a mechanism to enable a council, at any
stage, to propose an alternative to the methods specified
for consideration.

A council that chooses to adopt executive arrangements
may establish a single committee or more than one
committee of the council to be responsible for the devolved

functions. The latter option would allow a council to
share direct responsibility for decision-making across a
wider range of members. The introduction of executive
arrangements does not do away with a council’s need to
form committees to discharge functions because a range
of functions, including those of a regulatory nature, such
as licensing, will remain the responsibility of the council.
Part 6 provides the enabling power for my Department to
specify which functions will or may be the responsibility
of an executive. It also sets out the arrangements that

an executive may put in place to discharge its functions,
including by a subcommittee, an officer, or jointly with one
or more other councils.

Some Members may question devolving decision-making
to a small number of councillors without the requirement
for ratification by the council and the opportunity that this
would provide for further consideration of a matter. That
is why Part 6, in addition to setting out how an executive
will operate, requires a council that adopts executive
arrangements to establish one or more overview and
scrutiny committees. Those committees will have the
power to review or scrutinise decisions made or actions
taken under executive arrangements or otherwise. They,
therefore, provide part of the system of checks and
balances that | am putting in place to protect the interests
of minority communities.

As is the position in the House, it is normal for a publicly
elected body to have in place standing orders for the
conduct of proceedings and meetings. Although each
existing council has standing orders in place voluntarily, |
am making that a mandatory requirement in Part 7. | am
also taking a power for my Department to specify matters
that must be included in the standing orders. | am taking
that action to provide the mechanism that is necessary to
set out the practical operation of the two further aspects of
the checks and balances that this Part also introduces.

The first of those aspects is qualified majority voting,
where the support of 80% of the members of a council
present and voting at a meeting will be required for

a specified decision or resolution to be agreed. The
decisions, to be specified by my Department, will include
the permitted form of governance to be adopted and the
method to be used for allocating positions of responsibility.

The other aspect is the provision of a call-in procedure.
That will enable 15% of the members of a council to
request that a decision of a non-regulatory nature is
reconsidered. The procedure can be used if the members
consider that the decision either was not arrived at after a
proper consideration of all the relevant information or that
it would disproportionately affect adversely any community
in the district.

As | indicated, the new councils need to be open and
transparent in their operation and in the transaction of their
business. In addition to the publication of a constitution,
Part 8 updates the statutory framework for access to
meetings and documents of a council. The presumption
will always be that a meeting of the council or a committee
must be open to the public except in certain limited
circumstances. The circumstances under which the public
must be excluded and those under which the council may
exclude the public are more clearly specified in the Bill.

This Part also expands on the extent of the information to
be made available to the public in advance of a meeting
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of a council and subsequently on request, including the
report and any associated background material for any
item that is on the agenda for discussion at the meeting.

| know that a large number of councils, particularly

in response to the requirements of the Freedom of
Information Act, currently publish the minutes of meetings
on their websites. That will become a statutory requirement
for the new councils. | am also taking the opportunity to
clarify the information that must be available to members
of a council.

Part 9 will address the conduct of councillors. It will
establish an ethical standards regime to include a
mandatory local government code of conduct for
councillors and others who are appointed to take part
in council business. The code will be supported by
mechanisms for the investigation and adjudication

of alleged breaches of the code, which will be the
responsibility of the Northern Ireland Commissioner for
Complaints.

The Bill makes provision for the investigation and
adjudication processes that should be undertaken by

the commissioner, and it applies relevant provisions of

the Commissioner for Complaints (Northern Ireland)
Order 1996 to the ethical framework. Where, following

an investigation, it is found that a person has failed to
comply with the code of conduct, the commissioner may
decide to censure, partially suspend, suspend or disqualify
the person. In addition, the commissioner may make
recommendations to a council about any matter relating to
the exercise of a council’s functions.

The mandatory code of conduct will be consistent with

the seven Nolan principles of selflessness, integrity,
objectivity, accountability, openness, honesty and
leadership, as well as the four additional principles of
equality, promoting good relations, respect and good
working relationships that are already adopted by the
Northern Ireland Assembly code. The code will detail the
standards of conduct that are expected when acting as a
councillor and conducting council business, including, very
importantly, the discharge of the council’'s new planning
functions. A draft of the code must be laid before and
approved by resolution of the Assembly before it can come
into force.

Itis intended that the ethical standards framework should
be reviewed after three to four years to assess how it is
working and to consider whether any modifications are
needed, such as the setting up of standards committees in
councils.

Critical to the delivery of services that respond to local
people’s needs and ambitions will be an effective, statute-
based community planning process that the new councils
will lead and facilitate. Effective collaboration between
service providers is in everybody'’s interest, and that is
what Part 10 of the Bill sets out to achieve. Community
planning is not about overriding or circumventing the
existing responsibilities of those service providers; it is
simply about local partners determining the broad and
strategic context in which their responsibilities can best
be exercised to deliver an agreed vision for the economic,
social and environmental well-being of a district. Ensuring
the successful implementation of community planning

will be on the basis of joint working between a range

of organisations and effective engagement with the
community and the organisations that represent it.

The statutory framework is, of necessity, high level

and considers the key principles to provide appropriate
flexibility for individual councils that are likely to face
different circumstances. However, my Department will be
publishing statutory guidance for councils and others in a
wide range of areas to ensure the proper implementation
of community planning. The guidance will provide practical
advice on using the framework to best regional and local
advantage. The guidance will expand on the detail of the
arrangements in the Bill.

In fulfilling its role as a champion for the district and
responding to local people’s needs, a council may want to
take action on issues that arise but may be unable to do so
within its statutory framework. | am sure that Members
could point to occasions in the past when they have been
advised by a council’s legal experts that an action they are
proposing is outside their legal vires. In broad terms, that
may not be the situation in the future, as | am introducing,
in Part 11, a general power of competence for councils.
That power will fundamentally change the way a council
behaves. Instead of having to find a statute that would
allow them to act, councils would be required to satisfy
themselves that there was nothing to prevent them using
the power. In broad terms, it would enable a council to act
with similar freedom to an individual unless there is a law
to prevent it from doing so. That will expand the breadth of
actions that a council can take and broaden the power
base of local government. It is intended to deliver increased
confidence, enable innovation and unlock creativity. In
turn, that should lead to greater efficiencies, improved
partnership working and the ability to help communities,
which was previously outside a council’s remit.

To support the delivery of high-quality services, Part

12 overhauls the statutory provision for council service
improvement. It aims to introduce an effective performance
improvement regime that is better coordinated and more
responsive to local needs and circumstances. It creates
opportunities for councils to serve citizens better, which is
vital if we are to secure sustainable improvements in our
public services.

| accept that the provisions are detailed and, in places,
complex. The subject itself is fairly complex, and many of
the areas that | am striving to deal with have never been
dealt with in legislation here. However, every effort has
been made to ensure that it is not overly prescriptive. It
introduces and confers on councils substantial flexibilities
in the way in which they define, monitor and account for
improvements. A power is included for Departments to
specify performance indicators. My intention is that any
such indicators would be developed in partnership with
local government.

The Bill provides for an external assurance that a council,
in preparing its improvement plan, has complied with

the requirements of the performance improvement
framework. That role will be undertaken by the local
government auditor. The role of the local government
auditor will also be strengthened to enable the auditor to
make recommendations on performance improvement in
councils both individually and collectively, if appropriate.

Recognising that the aim is to deliver improved services,
a power is provided for Ministers, individually, to intervene
in the operation of a council if it is shown that the council
is failing to deliver its services, or a specific service,
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as required, to meet appropriate standards within that
Minister’s area of responsibility.

That is particularly relevant where a Department has
transferred a function to the new councils but retains
overall responsibility for the overarching policy.

11.00 am

Delivering the Executive’s vision for local government
and improved outcomes for everybody will best be
supported by partnership working between Ministers and
their Departments and councils. That is why, in Part 13,

| am establishing a partnership panel that will consist

of Ministers and an elected representative from each of
the new councils to formalise the relationship between
Departments and councils at a political level. The panel
will provide a forum for discussion of matters of mutual
interest and concern.

Sections 127 t0129 of the Local Government Act (Northern
Ireland) 1972 contain powers enabling the Department

of the Environment to supervise councils in the exercise

of their functions. In recognition that other Departments
currently have a responsibility for functions delivered by
councils and that this will increase following the transfer

of functions as part of the local government reform
programme, Part 14 of the Bill extends the supervision
powers to enable any Department to make use of them.

As | highlighted in my opening remarks, the Bill addresses
a technical issue in relation to the structure of the

Northern Ireland Audit Office. At the request of the Chief
Local Government Auditor, with the agreement of the
Comptroller and Auditor General, Part 15 amends the audit
provisions in the Local Government (Northern Ireland)
Order 2005 to facilitate proposed changes to the structure
of the local government audit section of the NIAO, which
will bring it into line with arrangements for audit in the
NIAO as a whole.

In addition to addressing a number of technical issues,
the final part of the Bill — Part 16 — makes provision in
two important areas connected with local government
reorganisation. The first of these relates to expenditure
by the existing councils in the run-up to the establishment
of the new councils. Concerns have been voiced that

the existing councils may act irresponsibly in their use

of ratepayers’ money during this period. By existing
councils entering into sizeable or long-term contracts or
loan arrangements, the new councils could be burdened
with financial commitments that were not of their making.
The Local Government (Miscellaneous Provisions) Act
(Northern Ireland) 2010 provided the statutory transition
committees with controls over the existing councils’ land
disposals and capital and non-capital contracts. Provisions
in Part 16 will extend those controls to cover the incoming
councils during the shadow period and ensure that the
existing councils act in a responsible and prudent manner
in that period. Controls will also be introduced during the
statutory transition committee period and the shadow
period in relation to the treatment of council reserves and
borrowings.

The reorganisation of the councils and the transfer of
functions from Departments to councils will result in the
transfer of staff, assets and liabilities to the new councils
from existing councils, from other local government bodies
and from Departments that are transferring functions to the

new councils. Provision for the development of schemes to
effect these transfers is included in Part 16. This approach
is consistent with that adopted for previous large-scale
reorganisation in public administration; for example, in the
health sector.

The schemes relating to staff will provide for the protection
of contractual employment rights, terms and conditions of
service and pensions and will apply statutory protections,
including those enshrined in the TUPE regulations. Those
relating to assets and liabilities will ensure the smooth
transfer of the legal title of the assets and the liabilities
associated with those assets to the new local government
structure, without incurring any costs to existing or new
councils. Provision is also made in Part 16 in relation to
the payment of compensation to an individual who loses
employment or has a reduction in remuneration as a direct
result of the reorganisation programme.

In summary, | believe the Bill has numerous benefits for
local government as it provides considerable opportunities
for councils to actively engage with their community to
shape their district and provide improved services for the
community that they serve. It also provides the opportunity
to invigorate local democracy by involving all sections of
the community. The Bill will ensure that councils operate
within a statutory governance framework with the high
standard of behaviours that the public expect from their
elected representatives.

| see the Bill as a necessary and highly desirable step

in developing the capacity of local government. The
greater freedom that councils will have under the Bill will,
of course, place additional responsibilities on elected
members and officers in local government regarding
sound and accountable forward planning and decision-
making as they work with the community in shaping their
district for the coming years and beyond.

Ms Lo (The Chairperson of the Committee for the
Environment): As Chairperson of the Committee for the
Environment, | welcome the next stage in the Assembly’s
scrutiny of the Local Government Bill. The Committee has
been kept updated by the Department on the progress

of the policy underlying the Bill. Members received a
synopsis of the responses to the public consultation

in June 2011 and the final synopsis, together with the
Department’s response, in July 2012. At its most recent
meeting last week, departmental officials briefed the
Committee on the Bill, which has been amended from
the original proposals to reflect the responses to the
consultation, representations from stakeholders and
developments in other jurisdictions.

Members understand that the Bill will provide the
legislative basis for the reform of local government.
That will include statutory governance arrangements to
provide for proportionality in the allocation of positions
of responsibility; an ethical standards regime, to include
a mandatory local government code of conduct for
councillors; council-led community planning and a
general power of competence for councils; an updated
performance improvement regime; the extension to all
Northern Ireland Departments of the supervision powers
currently available to the Department; the establishment
of a partnership panel between Ministers and elected
representatives from councils; and the transfer of

staff, assets and liabilities as part of the reorganisation
programme. These are comprehensive reforms that will
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impact on every aspect of the operation of councils, and
the Department has informed the Committee that, as well
as the large Bill in front of us today, there will be a raft of
subordinate legislation and guidance to follow.

There are aspects of the Bill on which the Committee
will require further information, particularly where these
will represent a radical change from existing practice. An
example is the removal of a bar on council staff being
councillors as a result of a European Court of Human
Rights ruling that such a blanket ban is unlawful. The
Department proposes that council officials who work
directly with and provide advice to councillors, such as
chief executives or directors, will still be banned from
standing for election, but members asked which other
staff should also be debarred. The Department was
unable to clarify that but indicated that it plans to go

out to consultation to determine the appropriate level at
which staff could not stand for election. On behalf of the
Committee, | look forward to scrutinising the outcome of
the consultation.

Departmental officials outlined the new ethical standards
framework that will form an integral part of the Bill and
explained that it had been amended significantly following
stakeholder consultation. The Committee welcomed the
requirement for the new mandatory code of conduct to be
laid before the Assembly but was concerned to hear that
there would be no appeals mechanism following a decision
by the Commissioner for Complaints. The only recourse for
a councillor affected by such a decision will be by way of
judicial review. Members expressed reservations because
a judicial review can be conducted only on limited grounds
that relate mainly to procedural issues. Departmental
officials have agreed to consult the Ombudsman and
Commissioner for Complaints on how appeals are handled
in other jurisdictions, and we look forward to hearing

more about that at Committee Stage. Members also
inquired about the costs of handling complaints. We were
informed that costs will be met by local government and
will probably be apportioned on the basis of council size,
which seems fair.

The Bill introduces a new system of checks and balances
in council decision-making through the use of a call-in
procedure to provide a review mechanism and qualified
majority voting to determine the number of votes to be
cast in favour of specified proposals. Members queried
the level of support required to trigger a call-in: 15% of
the council’'s membership. We asked officials which other
options had been explored by the Department, but we are
content that various aspects of the call-in procedure will be
specified under standing orders and will be subject to the
affirmative resolution procedure.

The Local Government Bill will also introduce community
planning. Although that has been in operation in England
and Wales for some time, it will be a totally new concept to
Northern Ireland. Members requested further information
on how the list of those involved in community planning
will be drawn up. We await the guidance and subordinate
legislation that will identify the organisations eligible to
engage in the process.

Members also raised the issue of capacity building to
ensure that community planning is delivered effectively.
Departmental officials indicated that a working group
had been set up to deliver a programme with an initial
focus on councillors and staff. Community planning is a

new concept so it is vital that there is active and informed
participation not just from other Departments and statutory
bodies but from voluntary and community organisations.

As | mentioned, the Committee is well aware of the
quantity and complexity of the regulations and guidance
on which the Bill will rely. Much of the Bill might even be
considered enabling legislation. Accordingly, departmental
officials have given an assurance that they will endeavour
to provide the Committee with draft guidance and related
subordinate legislation as soon as possible so that
members can carry out well-informed and timely scrutiny.

When the House refers the Bill to the Committee, we will
immediately issue a call for evidence. Members will welcome
the views of interested organisations and individuals. We
also look forward to maintaining an effective working
relationship with departmental officials to bring the next
stage of the Bill to a successful conclusion. On behalf of
the Committee, | support the principles of the Bill.

With your indulgence, Mr Principal Deputy Speaker, |

will now say a few words as an MLA for South Belfast. |
am glad to see the Bill finally before the House. We have
waited for some time for it, having been promised it almost
weekly since April. That has left us with a timescale that is
workable but very tight.

11.15 am
Mrs D Kelly: Will the Member give way?
Ms Lo: Yes.

Mrs D Kelly: | share the Member’s concerns about the
timescale, but | am sure that she will agree and indeed
confirm that the delay has been a direct consequence of
the chaos in the Executive and the fact that the Bill has lain
on the desk of OFMDFM since April. That has not been the
fault of the Environment Minister or his predecessor.

Ms Lo: | thank the Member for her contribution. Yes, | am
aware of the delay in the Executive. We must all now work
together with the best interests of local government reform
at heart and not narrow party political interest.

From a departmental briefing to the Committee, | know
that the Department hopes to have the Bill’s Final Stage
completed by the end of March. That would allow for a
formal handover of functions to shadow councils in May. |
am aware that elections to the shadow councils can take
place without the Bill being finalised, but | think that we
would all agree that that would be far from ideal. | would
also like to hear from the Minister clarification of the
proposed date of the election to shadow councils.

The Alliance Party strongly supports the formal
entrenchment of proportionality for the allocation of

civic posts such as chairs, vice-chairs and so on. | am
relieved to see that the Bill clearly sets out the process to
be undertaken for nominations to positions of authority.
Expressly setting out how a system of proportionality
should be applied will ensure that we do not see any of the
undemocratic appointments similar to what we have seen
in appointments to the statutory transition committees,
particularly in Castlereagh, where my party colleagues
have been denied a seat on the STC that is rightfully
theirs. However, d’Hondt brings with it its own problems.
It is inherently inflexible and may well unintentionally
institutionalise the dominance of particular sections of
the community in certain areas. The Alliance Party’s
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preference, where local agreement cannot be reached,
would be for the use of a different mechanism such as
the single transferable vote or Sainte-Lagué. D’Hondt is a
blunt form of proportionality; it skews outcomes in favour
of bigger parties and favours sections of the community
that have a less fragmented number of political parties.
The single transferable vote system would overcome that
fragmentation. For instance, if we were to use d’Hondt to
allocate the post of mayor, we could see in Lisburn and
Castlereagh unionists holding the post for all four years
of the electoral cycle, despite being less than 70% of the
population there.

Mr Weir: | thank the Member for giving way. | appreciate
the point that the Member makes, and | suppose that that
is why there are options for allocation and, in that sense,
the Bill is not prescriptive. STV is mentioned as one option
for allocation. The issue was looked at fairly extensively

in the policy development panel, and people were
sympathetic to that being included as an option. If you ring-
fence the use of a system purely for the allocation of the
position of mayor, for example, and you are allocating four
positions over a four-year period, d’Hondt is reasonably
workable. The problem is that, to have a fair allocation
across the board for all positions in the initial round of the
allocations from the list, you may well be dealing with up
to 100 positions. At that point, d’Hondt massively breaks
down and is not really applicable. It is very hard to work.
Furthermore, in those circumstances, with d’Hondt and
other means, whatever quirks there are at the very top end
tend to level out with proportionality at that point. There is
a specific problem with applying STV when you have , in
most cases, an electorate of 40, which is the number of
councillors, and you are electing to perhaps 100 positions.
STV kind of breaks down and is fairly unworkable at

that point.

Ms Lo: | thank the Member for his contribution. | know that
Mr Weir has been a long-term councillor, and | certainly
look forward to hearing his input during Committee Stage.
In response to what he said about STV, | say that | have
never been a councillor myself, but I still think that locally
agreed positions would be the best among councillors. That
would be the most democratic way of dealing with issues.

| have lost my place now. Similarly, no unionist would
hold office top office in Derry, Strabane or Newry, despite
making up a significant minority of the electorate. |
believe that those outcomes run contrary to the spirit of
proportionality, which is critical in what continues to be a
deeply divided society.

| note the opportunity in the Bill for councils to reach local
agreement. | recognise that that happens well already in a
number of councils, although, sadly, as with appointments
to STCs, there are examples of councils where the political
maturity to reach fair and equitable decisions based on
the will of the electorate, clearly demonstrated at the ballot
box, is lacking. Unsurprisingly, again in Castlereagh, my
party has been denied positions of authority unfairly, and
the same has happened in Ards. For the Alliance Party,
what would be delivered if the single transferable vote
mechanism were applied would be the minimum that we
would settle for under local agreement. Where councils
seek to give greater representation to parties that have
smaller numbers, we may support that; where those with
large numbers seek to dominate and bully, we will not.
Local agreements and the numbers necessary to agree

to them are parts of the legislation that will need much
greater scrutiny in Committee, and | commit to doing that.

| strongly welcome the commitment in the Bill to a statutory
code of conduct for councillors, something that we could
have done with in the not-so-recent past. Currently, unlike
for MLAs, there is no one a councillor can be referred to
if they do not act as one would expect them to. | am glad
to see that anomaly being changed by the legislation.
There are several things that the code of conduct must
cover. In my view, it must include councillors’ behaviour
both inside and outside the council chamber. | would like
to see a commitment to goodwill included in any code of
conduct — councillors working with each other in a way
that introduces goodwill to the council setting. Unlike
many others who will speak in the debate, | have never
been a local councillor, as | said. However, viewed from
the outside and according to examples | have heard from
party colleagues, goodwill can often seem to be sadly
lacking in council chambers across Northern Ireland,
perhaps particularly in recent times. If councillors can form
that with each other and set a positive example in that
respect, it can flow from there and enable communities
and individuals to engage in thinking and behaving that
cultivates goodwill and positive relationships in various
forms and scenarios. There should be a commitment

to dignity in how councillors work with each other and
everyone in their constituencies.

A third thing that, | believe, is essential in any code of
conduct is a commitment to civic leadership. | accept

that councillors will undertake a declaration in which they
commit to fulfilling the duties of the office to the best of
their judgement and ability. However, | believe that, if

the code of conduct were to contain a commitment to
civic leadership, that would go one step further, affirming
councillors’ roles as civic leaders with a common purpose
to improve our city and the lives of those within it.

In discussions at Committee level, we have already noted
that there is no appeal mechanism in the Bill for when
councillors are reported to the commissioner. That is
something that we may need to return to. There are also
a few issues around the sanctions that may be applied

to councillors who are found to have breached the code
which will require greater scrutiny at Committee Stage.

It is no secret that my party policy in respect of the national
flag at council buildings is that the flag should be flown

on designated days at all councils. We firmly believe, in
line with the majority of councils in England, Scotland and
Wales, that that is the most appropriate mechanism to
represent the constitutional position of Northern Ireland
and the special circumstances that we have here. | realise
that the ongoing Haass talks seek to deal with issues

like that. | am hopeful for an outcome. However, | seek
assurances from the Minister today that, if that turns out
not to be the case, he will consider including it at a further
stage. Without placing this on a statutory footing, | am
sure that we could all predict the first agenda item on
many of the new councils. We would see trouble ahead.
Proving, perhaps, that not a lot has changed from the old
days would not be a good way to start. There are merits

in a standard approach across Northern Ireland. It would
show that all space is truly shared and operates within

the framework of regulation. However, perhaps more
importantly than the merits, | believe that this is too divisive
an issue to be taken on by each council on its own on 11
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separate occasions. It is up to us in this Chamber to show
some real leadership.

The inclusion of community planning in the Bill is very
welcome. The system works well elsewhere. | am hugely
in favour of the community being involved in shaping
health and well-being provisions in their area. Coming from
many years in the voluntary sector, | certainly think that it
has a great role to play in this area. Much work is needed
on capacity building for local community and voluntary
groups, as well as councillors, to enable everyone to take
part in the process, to fulfill their potential to the best of
their abilities and to be meaningful. People spend a lot of
time and effort thinking ahead about what they want for the
community. It is important that their efforts come to fruition
and they feel that they have the power and participation

to shape the future. Efforts must be made to engage
communities in the process at every available opportunity.
Councils and councillors must facilitate and encourage
this. It cannot be allowed to be a power grab by councils
because they believe that they know best.

In closing, | reaffirm my support for the Bill. | look forward
to scrutinising it closely and thoroughly with my Committee
colleagues. | commit to working with each of them in

an open manner, and hope for similar in return. | also

look forward to working closely with the Minister and

the departmental officials. | support the Bill moving to
Committee Stage.

Ms Brown: As Deputy Chair of the Environment
Committee, | support the Bill in its Second Reading.

At the outset, | declare an interest as an elected member
of Antrim Borough Council. | declare that, as a newly
appointed member of the Environment Committee, there
is much in the Bill that | am still familiarising myself with.
I, perhaps more than most, am looking forward to the
Committee Stage, when we will be able to scrutinise
fully many aspects of the Bill. As a further brief opening
comment, as Deputy Chair of the Committee, | formally
welcome the Minister to his new role and wish him every
success in carrying out his duties.

11.30 am

| do not think that anyone in the House will argue that,

at 26 councils, Northern Ireland’s local government is
overdue for reform and streamlining. During my time as
an elected member of Antrim Borough Council, | have
been lucky enough to work with the chief executive,
senior management teams and council officers, who
have consistently delivered the highest levels of service
to all members of the community. | pay tribute to them.
In my opinion, they have set the standard to which newly
reconstituted councils must live up.

A key benefit of devolution is empowering local people to
have a voice in the decisions that impact on their lives. |
believe that it is right that the Bill is seen as a further stage
of the devolution process, which should see not only more
local accountability but greater community involvement

in decisions on funding, planning, roads, housing,
regeneration and community development.

Sometimes, in Northern Ireland, using the words
“residents” or “community” has negative connotations,
given our troubled past and recent difficulties, but for all
the negative headlines, there are dozens upon dozens of
hard-working community groups and dedicated individuals

who never make the headlines but nevertheless make an
incredibly positive contribution in their areas. | hope that
the new frameworks for local government, as outlined in
the Bill, particularly with community planning, will allow
those in the community to have a greater say in how their
council delivers for them and the entire community.

Given the scale of reform that we are undertaking, it is only
natural that there may be more questions than answers

at this stage in the process. However, | will make one or
two observations before leaving the Floor open to other
Members who wish to speak.

Although transitional committee meetings have been
taking place across the Province in preparation for the
changes, | wonder whether the Department has fully
considered how to maximise the opportunities that

the reform provides. Let me give one example. The
establishment of the improvement, collaboration and
efficiency (ICE) programme seems to be a very sensible
initiative that aims to identify opportunities for collaboration
and efficiency across local government. However, at
present, it appears that a council can choose whether

or not to be part of the programme. | am happy to be
corrected if that is not the case, but it strikes me as one
area in which it might be better to have everyone on the
same page from the outset, identifying shared systems
and savings at the outset rather than managing several
different systems for, for example, our payroll systems.
Surely encouraging that degree of coordination can lead
only to uniform best practice across all council areas rather
than just some of them.

One aspect of the Bill that | particularly welcome is the
transferring of a number of functions from Departments to
the new councils. It is a common criticism or perception
that the Assembly does not do enough to deliver on the
ground. Therefore, this measure should go some way to
ensure that local people can have a real say in many areas
of policy that were previously centralised — in particular,
local planning, especially in relation to town centres,
community relations, rural development and tourism.

To fully realise the potential of those possibilities, it is
essential that councils carry out their functions openly and
transparently, recognising that their duty is to deliver for
everyone in the community.

Sadly, in our past, we have seen times when councils have
taken decisions that have been divisive and not in any
way beneficial to wider community relations. | hope that
the new arrangements for scrutiny and decision-making
will ensure that no one section of a council can act in

a way that damages the good work that goes on in the
communities that | referred to.

| believe that the Bill constitutes the most significant set of
reforms that we have seen in recent times. It recognises
the role that councils play in the community and empowers
them to deliver social, economic and environmental
change. That can be only a good thing for Northern
Ireland, as we strive to build on devolution and deliver real
change for all our constituents.

Mr Boylan: Go raibh maith agat, a Phriomh-LeasCheann
Comhairle. Failtim roimh an fhaill labhairt ar an Bhille. |
welcome the opportunity to say a few words on the Bill.
Although mindful that we will go through a long period

— in fact, a relatively short period — of dealing with this
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138-clause Bill over the next couple of months, | welcome
the opportunity to do that.

| would like to pay tribute to the people on the policy
panels, who put a lot of work into this. | see the previous
Minister here today. Through the reference groups and
everything else, he, too, put a lot of work into it, so | want
to pay tribute to him as well. | wish the new Minister every
success with his first legislation.

We, as a party, have always been very supportive of
reforming, improving and delivering more responsive
services to the needs of local ratepayers and, in general
terms, making local government more democratic and
accountable to the citizens whom we represent.

This is one of the most important pieces of legislation that
will ever be introduced in the Assembly. It will facilitate the
establishment of 11 new councils, the biggest change in
local government in over 40 years. In this mandate, more
functions will transfer from the control of Departments to
local government. In many cases, local government will
be best placed to deliver and roll out those services at
ground level.

In this part of the island, local authority is responsible
for administering only approximately 4p or 5p in the

tax pound. Common sense suggests that that needs to
change. We are significantly out of kilter with many EU
states that see localism as best. We, as a party, are also
strong supporters of the principle of subsidiarity, in that,
where possible, certain functions can and should be
delivered most effectively at local level.

All that said, from an historical perspective, my party
has been reluctant to load on to local government

any significant additional responsibilities until it can
demonstrate that it can deliver such responsibilities in a
fair and equitable manner. Unfortunately, one does not
have to delve too deep into the recent past to see how
some councils failed to exercise in a fair and equitable
manner the powers given to them.

Ms J McCann: | thank the Member for giving way. On that
point about fairness and equality, does the Member agree
that Lisburn City Council has refused to use any method

of proportionality to ensure that two Sinn Féin councillors
would sit on the statutory transition committees? Despite
the Minister having written to the council on two occasions,
it still refuses to use the d’Hondt system.

Mr Boylan: | thank the Member for the intervention. |
agree with her, and | will touch on that later. Guidance has
been issued, and guidance has not been followed. The
Minister is well aware of it, and Members will discuss it. If it
is the case that some will not follow the guidance, we need
to look at regulation and legislative powers to ensure that
such things do not happen again and that there is proper
representation. | was just about to mention that very point.
There has been abuse of housing powers in the past, and
we see problems with the likes of the STCs at the minute.

| am keen to ensure that, in the transfer of additional
functions and responsibilities, we establish a firm bedrock
of checks and balances to ensure effective scrutiny and
accountability of the decision-making process and the
decisions made therein. The key to providing greater
democratic accountability in the workings of local
government is providing it in the construct and make-up of
the administrative body itself.

Mr Givan: | appreciate the Member’s giving way. | am sure
that he would want it clarified that Lisburn City Council
made clear that, if Sinn Féin wanted to take up a position
on the statutory transition committee, we would support

it in taking one of those positions. | am sure that the
Member would want to make sure that the minority unionist
community of Dunmurry also has representation, which is
secured through the locally elected DUP councillor for the
area. The first situation has now been addressed because
the SDLP’s John Drake — maybe he is not a member of
the SDLP any more — has taken up the position. We have
ensured that there is a nationalist representative on that
committee.

Mr Boylan: | thank the Member for the intervention, but
to my knowledge he does not represent the people of a
certain area over there. However, the key element in all
this — [Interruption.]

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: Order. | think that putting
this debate into its proper context is useful; however,
describing in minute detail issues that are in the immediate
past is not. The Bill will deal with a new beginning, if you
like, and | think that it is correct to indicate where improve-
ments can be made. However, there is no purpose and
benefit in going into the entrails of decisions that were
made elsewhere and under different legislation. So, can
we just stick to the purpose of this debate, which is about
the new beginning for local government and the legislative
basis on which it will be delivered?

Mr Boylan: | will take your guidance on that, Mr Principal
Deputy Speaker. My point is that we need to deal with
things through regulation. | think that that is the key
element. It is a new start, and | think that we have an
opportunity in this Bill to do that. However, | will take your
advice and concentrate on the principles of the Bill on the
protections for minority groupings. | would like the Minister
to expand a wee bit on the call-in procedure, which is set
at 15%. | believe that that will provide an opportunity for
the reconsideration of certain decisions. Will the Minister
indicate whether, if the percentage were to be changed,
that decision would go back to the Executive or whether
councils would deal with it?

| welcome the introduction of community planning. The
new function will, for the first time, compel many of the
local statutory agencies to work in tandem with local
councils and representatives from the community and
voluntary sectors. | would wish to see the final community
plan legislation sufficiently strong to ensure that the
statutory partners fully engage with the new council
authorities. | hope that those partners will provide senior
officials to attend meetings and resources and expertise
to assist in the effective delivery of programmes that
must have at their heart the genuine intention to improve
the social, economic and environmental well-being of
our citizens.

That should go a long way to putting local communities at
the heart of the agenda. There cannot, and should not, be
any ceiling to the remits, scope, partnership opportunities
and potential of effective community planning to deliver for
our communities. The key to good community planning is
building on partnership arrangements and building trust
among participants.

| ask the Minister to comment on the role of the border
corridor groups. Is there a role for them in ensuring the
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well-being of people in the border areas? Clause 77(3)
says that a council and its community planning partners
“must have regard to” guidance. Does the Minister
consider that language strong enough? Perhaps he will
comment on that in his response.

| also welcome the councils’ general power of competence.
That is an important departure and an improvement on the
earlier, muted power of well-being. The general power of
competence will empower councils to carry out functions
that fall outside the responsibilities of the other statutory
bodies. | hope that that will go some way to bridge gaps
where issues in the past have been passed between
Departments with no one Department wishing to take
responsibility. That said, there also needs to be clear
regulations — | mentioned guidelines — to determine the
extent of such a power and to mitigate any potential issues.
As | mentioned, it is important that proper partnerships
take effect between the citizens and those bodies that

are charged with delivering services, whether they are for
central or local government. Equally, there needs to be
strong partnership between central and local government.

| ask the Minister to expand a wee bit on what will trigger
the 80% qualified majority and how he sees it working in
the decision-making process.

11.45 am

| want to talk a wee bit about the subordinate legislation
that is coming forward in relation to the Bill. Will the Minister
expand on some of the subordinate legislation that we will
need to bring forward, because, clearly, we are going
through the process of bringing forward the Bill? Does he
feel that the subordinate legislation needs to run in tandem
with the Bill? Perhaps, he could touch on some of that.

| want to raise a couple of other points. | have general
concerns about the transfer of functions, obviously. There
has always been a concern within local councils about

the costs and funding of that. Perhaps the Minister could
touch on what other issues have come forward with regard
to what is needed for the transfer of functions and how he
believes he will see that being funded.

| am aware that some of my colleagues will pick up on
some of the other principles in the Bill, but | have a final
point. | want to talk about the transfer of assets and
liabilities and what proposals are in place to ensure that we
maximise the assets of the council areas for the benefit of
the whole area.

Sin a bhfuil le ra agam. That is all that | have to say for
now. | support the principles of the Bill, and | look forward
to the scrutiny in Committee. Go raibh mile maith agat.

Mrs D Kelly: On behalf of the SDLP, | too welcome the
Second Stage of the Local Government Bill and support
it, in the main. However, there are a number of points on
which | seek further information and on which | wish to
make comment.

There are a few issues in relation to ending the dual
mandate, and | think that that is important. There is,

of course, an issue in which some Members are also
members of the House of Lords, and the issue of whether
that would bar an individual from being a councillor has not
been referred to. The Minister might want to reflect on that.

It is an important Bill, and | think that we all know the
importance of service delivery to the local ratepayer and
the role that local councils have.

In his comments, Mr Boylan said that localism is the

best. Given that, | have been somewhat puzzled when, in
the past, Sinn Féin insisted on there being seven super
councils and finally settled for 11, when other parties
wanted to see a reduction to 15. However, we are used to
having contradictory messages coming from Sinn Féin on
the matter.

There are issues that | have been concerned about for a
long time in relation to local councils, not least protection
and safeguards for minority communities. | have also
been concerned about the power and function of the local
government auditor. Over many years, | know that the
auditor has issued management letters to local councils,
and, year on year, we see the same recommendations
not being complied with by them. In other words, lack

of regulation and authority has been given to the local
government auditor in the past, and he or she has largely
been ignored by local councils across a wide range of
recommendations. | therefore seek further clarification
on the suggested increase in powers and authority for
the local government auditor and | will be scrutinising

the Bill more closely when we see its progress through
Committee.

It is also important that there is greater openness and
transparency, and | welcome the Minister’'s commitment
to put that into statute. In the past, the SDLP in some
councils called for the press to be allowed to attend
committee meetings, but that was voted down by our
unionist colleagues in Craigavon. | can speak with

some authority on that happening in the past. It is a sad
reflection on the members of that time. | believe that
ratepayers should have full access to information, and that
it is provided to them, by those who are making decisions
on their behalf. Therefore, | welcome the improvements in
those matters that are promised in this Bill.

| welcome the suggestion of delegated authority. | am
somewhat concerned, however, about the executive
function. In my experience, some chief executives, though
not all, tend to restrict information going to all members of
councils and all elected representatives. | hope that those
councils that choose to have the executive power and
Cabinet-style control will share the widest possible range
of information among all elected representatives. After all,
they all have the same mandate.

| also welcome the greater ethical standards that are to be
required of local councillors through the code of conduct.

| note the appointment of a commissioner; it would be
interesting to hear how that commissioner’s office is going
to be funded. It might be useful to require local elected
representatives to have some mandatory training in line
with the good relations commitments. It would be useful,
in the interests of transparency, to require each elected
representative to sign a register of interests rather than
having a voluntary system. That helps with the wider
public’s perception that it is an open, transparent and
accountable form of governance.

| want now to refer to a case in which | was involved in
the past in Craigavon Borough Council. Mr Gardiner
was also involved in it. The council’s management was
making certain decisions and was disbarring aggrieved
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employees of that council from seeking representation
from their local representatives. We felt very strongly about
that, particularly where there was a closed atmosphere

of decision-making and some employees were adversely
affected.

| can understand how, from a management point of view,
employees cannot go running to public representatives
at the drop of a hat on every issue, but nonetheless, |
feel strongly that people who have genuine grievances
should be able to have representation and to have their
case heard. | know that there are instances currently

in some councils across the North where employees
have been very clearly told that they are not allowed to
seek representation. Despite that, this Bill allows some
employees to put themselves forward for election. There
seems to be some level of disconnect between those
two sorts of rulings, so | would be interested to hear the
Minister’s views on that particular scenario.

| welcome the qualified majority voting and the safeguards

and protections. The SDLP has been exercised about that

for quite some considerable time. | welcome the methodology
and the powers that the Minister is introducing in the Bill.

| want now to refer to comments that have been made by
other contributors about the experience thus far of the
statutory transition committees. The previous Minister
introduced guidance because there was a greater sense
of partnership, power sharing and representation in the
voluntary transition committees than is proving to be the
case in the statutory transition committees. In Craigavon,
Banbridge and Armagh councils, for example, the SDLP
has only one representative on the statutory transition
committees but had three on the voluntary transition
committees. That does not send out the right message if
all the parties in this Chamber are signing up to a better
Northern Ireland with a shared future and partnership and
power sharing. The STCs thus far do not exemplify the
best of that ethos of partnership and power sharing.

| do not know whether the Minister has any power to
redress some of the imbalances that were highlighted by
Ms Lo and Ms McCann in their contributions.

| take with a pinch of salt the Alliance Party decrying
d’Hondt when it has served it more than well. It was not
too worried about d’Hondt when it came to the selection of
Ministers to sit around the Executive table. Our party lost
out on an additional Minister, and the Ulster Unionists lost
out. So, | take with a pinch of salt some of those comments
from the Alliance Party.

| welcome the community planning aspect of the Bill,
though it is something that we require further information
about. Community planning offers real and exciting
opportunities for local people and for local partnerships
to work and deliver in the best interests of the citizens
they serve. Like Mr Boylan, | have some concerns that
although it might start out with the right people around
the table — the decision-makers — as we saw in the
past, with the peace and reconciliation partnerships and
the community safety partnerships, what happens is that
the other agencies quite often send staff who are not the
decision-makers, which dilutes the power and authority of
a partnership.

Neighbourhood renewal in my area is something that |
am concerned about. Some community organisations
are represented around the table and others are not.

Neighbourhood renewal is one partnership that needs

to be examined, but | recognise that that falls under the
Social Development Minister’s functions. There have been
some good practices in neighbourhood renewal, but we
need the right people around the table, and they are the
decision-makers. If people are signing up for community
planning, that ought to be the case.

| also welcome the general power of competence. It is
right and proper that local authorities can mix and take
what some might refer to as brave decisions in the best
interests of the people. If we do not take a risk sometimes,
we fail our people. We have to weigh up that decision. It
is also about people being confident in their professional
judgement and in their ability to deliver. The power of
general competence is something that all parties have
largely welcomed.

| congratulate the Minister on trying to promote the

idea of greater flexibilities in councils in some of their
decision-making processes and the relationship between
Departments, Ministers and councils, which is important to
get right. We need a lot of clarification, and some Ministers
have rolled back on some of the previous commitments

on the powers and functions to be transferred. This whole
reform process was about strengthening the power and
function of local councils and, regrettably, some Ministers
have rolled back on some of their commitments.

The expenditure of existing councils is a matter of
concern for many existing councils, local businesses

and ratepayers. That the oversight of expenditure power
can fall to the new shadow councils is to be welcomed.
There is evidence to suggest that some local councils are
disposing of some of their income to make the decisions.

| can understand why some of that happens, particularly

if a council looks over the road and sees another council
that is engaged in high spending, has little in reserve and
is going to ask the ratepayer in the new district to pick up
the tab. So, we need to settle people’s anxieties around all
that. This is one method that will hopefully resolve some of
the difficulties that some are experiencing.

The Deputy Chair of the Environment Committee made an
important contribution on the ICE programme and its
voluntary nature. There have been far too many individual
fiefdoms created amongst some but not all officers in local
councils. They have been reticent in picking up the
challenge and the opportunity that the ICE programme
offered. If there is a way to force their hands, so that they
go much faster and further than has been the experience
to date, that ought to be welcomed. However, the message
from the House to individuals who are blocking progress on
these matters should be that political parties will be watching
very closely when they fail to pick up those opportunities,
and | am sure that they will not forget those contributions.

12.00 noon

It is important that the majority of front line service
deliverers know that their terms of employment will be
honoured. There is a lot of low morale and concern,
particularly among staff who are employed in middle
management and on the front line. They are valued
workers and have been valued workers for many years.
Indeed, they have been valued workers over many difficult
years, and some had to go out to areas and provide a
service through the worst of times. | think that it is right
and proper that their contribution to public service is
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recognised and that their concerns and worries about their
jobs are allayed. | believe that the Bill will do that for the
vast majority of staff.

Finally, on behalf of the SDLP, | welcome the Bill and look
forward to its progress through Committee.

Mr Elliott: At the outset, | would say that there are aspects
of the Bill that | obviously agree with. However, there are
others that | and, | am sure, most other people do not
agree with. One of the difficulties is that elements of the
Bill will be hugely difficult to implement and control.

Also at the outset, | want to say that local government
needs the recognition it deserves. For many years
throughout the Troubles, it was the only form of
government in Northern Ireland — the Assembly and
Parliament Buildings did not operate, we did not have a
Government and there was nothing between the local
councils and Westminster. | think that it needs that
recognition and credit. That is particularly the case for

many people who served through those very difficult times.

Indeed, some of them gave their lives for it. | do not just
mean that they gave all their work commitment to it; they
gave their lives. A number of people were murdered, and |
think that that needs to go on record.

Today, we are talking about the principle of the Bill and
taking it forward to its next stages. First, | want to deal with
the bar on existing Members of Parliament, Members of
the European Parliament and Members of the Assembly
from standing as councillors, or rather, | should say, from
serving as councillors. That provision is contained in
schedule 1. | put on record our support for that principle,
and parties should have been big enough to have
accepted that some time ago and should have carried it
out voluntarily instead of requiring legislation. However,
that is where we are at the moment.

When the Minister gets to his feet, | would like him to
clarify the timing of the Bill. My understanding is that the
Bill is not required to be in law before next year’s proposed
local government elections on 22 May. That being the
case, if it is not in law at that stage, | assume that that
provision will not apply, and MLAs, Members of Parliament
and Members of the European Parliament will be permitted
to contest that election and serve as councillors until

the legislation comes into being. | ask him for some
clarification on that.

Part 5 of the Bill is on permitted forms of governance.
Again, | would like clarification on that. Different
governance arrangements are set out in that part of the
Bill. One of those is the committee structure, which, as the
Minister indicated, most councils utilise at the moment.
However, the executive structure is also mentioned, and

| would be grateful if the Minister would go into a little
more detail on that. | know that there is a section on that.
However, | would like him to explain how he sees that
operating and working in different councils and which
councils would operate it. Would it be the bigger ones?
Would it be better for the larger councils, such as Belfast
or the causeway grouping, or would it be better for the
smaller council groups? | note that the chair and vice

chair of councils would not be permitted to sit on that
executive committee. That is like saying that we have the
Executive Committee of the Assembly, and we would not
have the First Minister and the deputy First Minister on that
Executive Committee. Some people might say that it would

work much better. | do not know. However, some people
might take that view, although | am not for one minute
suggesting that. | am only asking whether that is how it
would work — that the two main people on the council
would not be permitted to sit on the executive committee.

Mr Weir: | thank the Member for giving way. There are two
points to that, and it might truncate what the Minister has
to say later. With regard to the formation of an executive,

if there were an executive, | suspect that it would be more
like the model used in England, for example. | suspect
that relatively few, if any, of the councils would embrace

a full executive model, certainly at the start. However,
there would be an opportunity for any council to set the
parameters with regard to who would sit on that, and that
could involve a mayor or a deputy mayor. The distinction to
be drawn, and where the differences tend to be between
what happens in England and an executive situation here,
is that the mayor and deputy mayor become ceremonial
positions and the political leadership of the council form
the executive. | think that that is what is intended to be

the case here. That is where the circle could be squared.
However, there would not be any bar on a mayor or deputy
mayor sitting on an executive, if that route were chosen.
That is where the distinction lies.

Mr Elliott: | thank Mr Weir for that. When we do not have
the civil servants on the Floor of the House to explain
something, we can always be sure that Mr Weir will give
us a reasonable Civil Service explanation of those points.
We appreciate the expertise that he brings to the House. |
accept what he said, and | know that he has put that point
over before. However, the legislation clearly says that the
chairs and vice chairs would not be part of the executive.
| am wondering whether there are certain aspects of
each council that could be run by the executive, and other
aspects by committees and the full council.

Mrs D Kelly: | thank the Member for giving way. A further
concern that was raised with me recently involved the
Minister’s council area of Derry, where the chief executive
believes that she has to deal only with party leaders. The
message has to go from this House and from the parties
on council that the chief executives report to all members
of council. Does the Member agree with that?

Mr Elliott: | certainly do agree. | am surprised to hear that
the chief executive or any council official would suggest that
they have to deal only with party leaders or group leaders
on council. Every councillor should get the recognition that
they deserve; every councillor is elected to their position
and should be given that recognition by the officials. Again,
| am throwing out some of the queries that the Minister
might pick up, or we might pick up at a later stage.

| move on to clauses 44 and 45, which deal with the
qualified majority and the power to require decisions to be
reconsidered. Clause 44 states:

“Standing orders must specify decisions which are to
be taken by a qualified majority.”

Will direction be given in subordinate legislation, or will it
just be guidance as to what those decisions will be, or is
it entirely up to the councils to take that decision? At the
Committee last week, officials indicated that we would
have sight of all the draft secondary and subordinate
legislation before we get through the final stages of the
Bill and that we would also see all the guidance that will
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come forward. If we got that, | would welcome it, as it
would be extremely helpful to the Committee and to the
entire House. However, there is a question around how the
decision will be reached where that 80% qualified majority
is needed. If it is left to councils alone, those decisions

will be made only on the basis of what the majority of
councillors decide. They could decide not to bring in some
of those aspects under the qualified majority. That is why

| am keen to hear the outworkings of that. The legislation
also states that the regulations may amend those
percentages, so we might not end up with 80%. We might
end up with 60% or 70%, so, again, the regulations will be
vital. Why would that change from 80%?

With regard to the powers that require decisions to

be reconsidered — or, as | call it, the call-in of 15% of
members of the council — the Bill states that a barrister or
solicitor would be consulted. What direction would be given
by the Department or the councils to a barrister or solicitor
for that legal opinion? Where would the direction, guidance
and legislation come from that he or she would be required
to look at? Will it be only section 75 equality issues or will it
be much broader? There are so many unanswered issues
in the legislation. It is a large Bill with a lot of information so
it throws up far more questions than answers.

In Part 9, which relates to the conduct of councillors,
clause 56(3), for example, states that the principles “may
be”, and clause 56(4) states that the code of conduct “may
include”. Again, it is very woolly. As other Members said,
there have already been issues around the appointment of
statutory transition committees. | also see specific issues
with the appointment of selection panels for the new chief
executives. That is a major hurdle for you, Minister, and
members of councils in the not-too-distant future. Positions
will be divvied up and carved up between certain parties
so that they have huge numbers or a vast majority on one
side or the other. It is unfortunate that we have that carve-
up at the moment.

Mrs D Kelly: | appreciate the Member giving way. We
heard contributions about Lisburn and Belfast and the
representation on that statutory transition committee.
Would the Member be surprised to learn that in the new
council of Derry and Strabane, Sinn Féin opted to take the
chair and vice-chair of the statutory transition committee?
That also breaches the spirit of voluntary power sharing.

Mr Elliott: Sinn Féin opted to do that in not only the
Londonderry/Strabane statutory transition committee.

| understand that Sinn Féin opted to do that in other
areas and, indeed, has taken the chair and vice-chair of
the Fermanagh/Omagh statutory transition committee,
S0, again, there is a lack of a reasonable sharing out of
power and positions. | note in the code of conduct that it
is up to the Department to issue guidance on that rather
than the councils themselves. It will be interesting to see
what guidance it comes up with and what will be in the
legislation that they are required to adhere to.

In Part 11, clause 82 relates to a council’s general power
of competence. | heard a ringing endorsement of that from
some Members. | have to tell you, friends, that | am afraid
that it is not coming from this side because | do not believe
that that is a good part of the Bill. It will be open to huge
levels of gerrymandering and a lot of people putting their
own perspective on it. You have only to read the first line of
clause 82:

“A council has power to do anything that individuals
generally may do.”

That will be open to huge abuse from those who have

the majority on a council. At some stage, they will say
that something does not require a call-in or a qualified
majority. That aspect needs quite a lot of scrutiny. It needs
to be amended. Actually, it needs to be withdrawn. | am
concerned that it will be open to significant abuse. | heard
the Minister say that it will give greater flexibility; | accept
that point, but, with that, comes a balance. You can give
too much flexibility, and you can give too much power,
which is then abused. Dear help us — over recent weeks
and months, have we not been very aware of the abuse of
such powers?

1215 pm

Part 16 deals with transitional rate relief. | welcome the
provision for rate relief, but | do not believe that it will
mitigate totally the overall financial shortfall from council
reorganisation. Previously, Members have heard me
mention the PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC) figure of £118
million. On several occasions since, | have asked whether
there was any update on that figure. No one has been able
to give me any update at all, nor have | been told whether
the money could have been saved in a different 15-, 18- or
26-council model. Nobody has come up with a satisfactory
resolution.

Members need to hear about some of the difficulties with
rate convergence. How far the Bill can go with transitional
rate relief will, obviously, be dictated by the amount of
finance that the Minister can direct to it. | know that the
Minister of Finance recently said that £30 million might

be available, and | have to say that that is very welcome.
However, look at Fermanagh and Omagh: in Omagh, local
council rates — | am talking strictly about local council
rates — are 50% higher than Fermanagh for domestic
rates and 28% higher for non-domestic. The convergence
of those rates will mean a huge imbalance for Fermanagh
people compared with those in Omagh. We need to ensure
a satisfactory resolution to that.

That brings me on to the other aspect. | talked to the
previous Minister about it several times, and | am sure that
| will have the same conversation with the current Minister.
It is about the transfer of functions, the finance that follows
that, how that finance will be derived and how to ensure
that councils are not short-changed. Ratepayers could
start to pay for functions that have come back to local
councils without being followed by any central funding, so
we need to be absolutely sure that the finance will follow
from central government.

| suppose that many will be concerned and disappointed at
the number of functions and powers that will be devolved
to local councils, with planning, obviously, being the main
one. How planning will be delivered by local government
also presents a challenge.

| have already had a discussion with the Minister of
Enterprise, Trade and Investment about trying to devolve
some finances to local government for tourism marketing
in particular. Local councils and tourism marketing
authorities could do a much better job of using that spend
to market their area than NITB can do regionally.
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A huge number of questions are unanswered, and | look
forward to further debate.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: Before | call Lord Morrow,
| just want to say that the Business Committee has agreed
to meet at 12.30 pm. Therefore, | regret that | may need to
interrupt you, Lord Morrow. However, if so, you will be the
first Member called to speak when the debate resumes
after Question Time, which will allow you to complete your
contribution.

Lord Morrow: Thank you, Mr Principal Deputy Speaker.
It may well be that even | will finish my comments before
that. We will have to wait and see.

First, | welcome the fact that we are at the stage that we
are with what is deemed to be very hefty legislation. It
seems a long time since we started this journey. | know
that there has been an attempt to blame one person
after another, but | am not going to go down that road
today, because it has been well covered. Some blame
the Executive, some blame past Ministers, some blame
present Ministers, and, | suspect, some will blame future
Ministers. However, as the saying goes, we are where we
are.

At the outset, | make it clear that | am a member of a
council, namely Dungannon and South Tyrone Borough
Council. One of the many good things that can be said
about that council is that it seems to be able to achieve
what no other council is capable of achieving, which is
not increasing rates in four years. | ask all those who

are members of councils to take note of that. It seems
that every council automatically increases its rates every
year, year on year, and some use a clever tactic of not
increasing the rates in the year of an election, which, to
me, is a wee bit deceptive. So, we do not do rate increases
in Dungannon, and, if you want to know how that works,
speak to me privately after the debate, and | will go
through the whole thing with you.

As | said, the Bill is hefty legislation, and | look forward to
when it comes to the Environment Committee, of which |
am a member. It is in that Committee that the real scrutiny
will take place.

It is proper and right — Tom Elliott touched on this — that
we pay tribute today to councils and local government,
because, during the worst of the Troubles in the history of
this Province, it was local government that had to stand tall
and it was councillors who had to put their head above the
parapet when it was unpopular and, at times, extremely
dangerous to do so. However, there were those in our
society who felt that they had something to offer their
community, so they put their name forward and stood for
election. As a member of Dungannon and South Tyrone
Borough Council since autumn 1973, | know the difficulties
that that entailed and brought to many families. As Mr
Elliott has said, some even paid the ultimate sacrifice
when their life was taken. That was scandalous: when
democracy is attacked, everybody in society and in our
communities is attacked. We are moving on, so, hopefully,
we have seen the worst of it and will not go back to those
days. The Bill and the reform of local government are

an attempt to take society to a new place and to move
forward.

| will not go through the Bill clause by clause today — the
Minister gave a good overview of it — because, as | said,
the real work will start when it comes to the Committee. |

suspect that we will take our time there. | have concerns,
however, about the timing of the whole operation. | am
concerned that we will not be in a position to have the Bill
in statute by the time that the reform of local government
is scheduled to be complete. | am sure that the Committee
Chair will give due diligence to that, because we as a
Committee have some responsibility to ensure that the

Bill is treated in a way that means that it can go through
as quickly as possible but not, | add, in haste. That

would be the wrong way to go. We would be better to go
slow and get it right than to go quickly and get it wrong,
because there are big issues at stake for the future of local
government.

There are a number of issues, and Dolores Kelly touched
on one that |, too, have some real concerns about. That
issue is the powers of the auditor. We will want to look
very closely at that when the Bill comes to the Committee.
That is paramount, particularly when we bear in mind that
we will go into a different scenario altogether from that
whence we have come. The auditor’s powers should be
very powerful, because there could be issues that would
leave councillors or chief executives vulnerable. Our chief
executives will have a big task here. They are responsible
people who bring professional action to their post, but they
will also welcome the auditor having strong powers.

| have a concern about the present debt in local
government. That has been touched on by some
Members. If my figures and memory are right, the present
debt of local government runs at somewhere in the region
of half a billion pounds. When | look at the debt in the

new mid-Ulster councils of Cookstown, Magherafelt and
Dungannon, | discover that it is minimal. For instance,

one council shows no debt, and two of the other councils
show very little debt. Those three councils attribute, | think,
about 1-3% or 1-4% of the total debt in local government.
When | look across the spectrum of local government, |
see that other councils have considerable debt, but, by
the same token, it is a valid point when they say, “We have
considerable assets to set beside that debt”. | want to see
if, in fact, the two do sit beside each other and how one
council’s debt sits in relation to its assets and how that

will all work out. Furthermore, | want the Minister to tell us
today whether there is a statutory obligation on a council
to have a certain amount of reserves. | have heard both
arguments. | have heard it said that there are guidelines to
say that you should have certain reserves but no statutory
obligation to have x pounds in your reserves. Some
councils work consciously on that and are particular about
having reserves. | am not saying that there is anything
wrong with what other councils do, but | would like to see
the logic behind it when they say, “No, we do not have

any reserves or a statutory obligation to have any and,
therefore, we will carry on merrily”. | have concerns about
that, and | want the Minister to tell us, either today or on
another date, the legal position on that.

| also find it slightly contradictory that the Minister has told
us today that council employees will now be able to stand
for election. This is not a straightforward one, no matter
what way you look at it. | listened carefully when he said
why that was the case. In the very next breath, he spoke
about those who are MPs and MLAs. | want to make it
clear that | am not speaking from a selfish point of view; it
is no secret that my days on Dungannon council are in the
yellow leaf, and, therefore, it will not apply to me. However,
| fail to understand how you can say that it is all about
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equality and we must give equality, when someone who is
an MLA or MP might feel that there is not much equality
for them. | am not trying to put up the argument for it; |

am simply trying to put forward the equality issue that we
seem to always want to concentrate on when we legislate,
understandably so. Those are some of the issues that |
want the Minister to tackle and give more clarity on.

12.30 pm

| also have concerns about the community involvement
provided for in clause 76. There is now a tendency

in society as a whole and when we legislate that we
sometimes run the risk of bypassing those who are
elected and go for strong community involvement. |

am not opposed to a strong community, but the best
representatives of a community are those elected by the
community. There seems to be an attempt to say, “Well,
we have the elected representatives sitting there, but we
will have another tier who will be as much consulted or
have the same degree of influence”. That needs to be
carefully looked at.

| also think that other parts of the Bill will take quite a

bit of scrutiny. Clause 45 relates to the power to require
decisions to be reconsidered. | am not sure that it comes
out clearly here how that will go forward. The clause states:

“Standing orders must make provision requiring
reconsideration of a decision if 15 per cent. of the
members of the council (rounded up to the next highest
whole number if necessary) present to the clerk of the
council a requisition on either or both of the following
grounds”.

The “following grounds” are not clear to me. The clause
states:

“(a) that the decision was not arrived at after a proper
consideration of the relevant facts and issues;”

and:

“(b) that the decision would disproportionately affect
adversely any section of the inhabitants of the district.”

It goes on to state that the clerk of the council shall or may
— | am not sure which it says — consult a lawyer.

| mean no disrespect — we have plenty of lawyers in this
place and very able ones too — but, at the end of the day,
a lawyer’s view is but one man’s opinion. You could go

to another eminent and skilled lawyer and he would give
you a totally different point of view. This has to be a bit
clearer as to what exactly this is and what we are trying
to say here. | believe that it is not clear and is open to
interpretation. However, | suspect that most legislation is
open to interpretation.

Part 8 makes provision for access to meetings and
documents. Clause 46 states:

“A meeting of a council must be open to the public
except to the extent that they are excluded”.

Now, that is clear to a layman, but it continues:

“(whether during the whole or part of the proceedings)
under subsection (2) or by resolution under subsection

4).”

It then goes on to give the reason why it would be like
that. Those of us who serve on a council often know

the reasons that will be given. It may be that there are
some sensitivities around a business transaction, which
sounds fair enough. Sometimes, councillors are a wee bit
sceptical; | would not be among the sceptics. They feel
that that is abused and that it is a euphemism for saying,
“No, you can’'t have the answer because it doesn'’t suit”.
Therefore, there has to be real clarity around that, and

| hope that the Minister will perhaps also take on board
and deal with that issue when he sums up today or in
Committee, where | suspect that he will be with us at some
stage. Clause 128 —

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: Lord Morrow, | must
interrupt you at this point, with regard to the Business
Committee. You will be the first Member to speak

when we resume the debate. The Business Committee
has arranged to meet immediately after the lunchtime
suspension. | propose, therefore, by leave of the
Assembly, to suspend the sitting until 2.00 pm. The first
item of business when we return will be Question Time.

The debate stood suspended.

The sitting was suspended at 12.34 pm.
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On resuming (Mr Deputy Speaker [Mr Dallat] in the Chair) —

Oral Answers to Questions

Social Development

Housing Executive: Chief Executive

1. Mrs Overend asked the Minister for Social Development
to detail what discussions he had with John McPeake
before, during and after his resignation from the post of
chief executive in the Housing Executive. (AQT 141/11-15)

Mr McCausland (The Minister for Social Development):
| have had no discussions with Mr McPeake on that matter.
Mr McPeake is employed by the Housing Executive and,
as the Member is well aware, the Housing Executive has
its own board, its own chairman and its own chief executive.
Therefore, his resignation was tendered to his employer,
the Housing Executive. | was made aware of the fact that
he was resigning, and the matter rests there. The chairman
indicated to me that Mr McPeake will probably step down
at the end of the financial year or, possibly, at the end of
the calendar year. That matter is somewhat unclear.

Mrs Overend: Will the Minister detail whether his much-
vaunted overspend figure of £18 million, which now

looks decidedly inaccurate and for which this House and
the companies concerned might eventually be owed an
apology, played any role in any discussions that he had or
that others may have had on his behalf with Mr McPeake
prior to his resignation?

Mr McCausland: | find the supplementary question
somewhat surprising in so far as | said that there
were no discussions with Mr McPeake. Therefore, the
supplementary is somewhat irrelevant.

Help-to-buy Scheme

2. Mr Hilditch asked the Minister for Social Development
to outline the help-to-buy scheme, which the Prime
Minister announced at the weekend, to state whether

he believes it will work and whether it will be available in
Northern Ireland. (AQT 142/11-15)

Mr McCausland: Next week, the help-to-buy mortgage
guarantee scheme, originally announced by the Chancellor
in Budget 2013, will be open to applications. That scheme
will operate right across the United Kingdom and will see
the Government and lenders guaranteeing up to 15% of a
property’s value. It will allow potential buyers to purchase

a home with a 5% deposit, with the balance covered by a
mortgage.

Several high street banks will be offering the new help-
to-buy mortgages to customers. So far, RBS and Lloyds
have confirmed that they will participate. The mortgages
will range from 80% to 95% of the property’s value and will
be on a repayment basis. Borrowers will be subject to the
usual affordability and income-verification checks normally
conducted by lenders to ensure that they can afford the
mortgage that they are applying for.

Mr Hilditch: A number of commentators suggested that
the scheme could lead to a house price bubble. How will
the Government ensure that that does not happen?

Mr McCausland: Some of those concerns have been
more directed towards the situation in the London area
and the south-east of England as opposed to the north

of England or Northern Ireland. Every September, the
Government and the Bank of England’s financial policy
committee will be reviewing the impact of the scheme and
examining whether the fees or the price cap should be
adjusted. So, at the United Kingdom level, there will be
that safeguard to ensure that you do not get a house price
bubble. In the Northern Ireland situation, it would be very
unlikely anyway.

UN Special Rapporteur

3. Mrs Hale asked the Minister for Social Development
for his assessment of the recent visit by the UN special
rapporteur Ms Rolnik. (AQT 143/11-15)

Mr McCausland: The visit by the UN special rapporteur
to the United Kingdom as a whole generated a large
amount of newspaper coverage, a large portion of which
was extremely uncomplimentary about Ms Rolnik. |

think it was the ‘Daily Express’ that described her as the
“Brazil nut”. Other newspapers followed a similar line. Her
Marxist pedigree seemed to have influenced some of her
comments.

A lot of detailed comment was made after her visit to
Northern Ireland, but on the basis of a very short visit,
and having seen her preliminary comments — her final
report will not appear until March 2014 — some of her
views seem extremely ill-informed. | think that someone
from a country where there are tens of millions of people
living in shanty towns is in a poor position to comment on
the housing situation here in Northern Ireland. She might
have been better spending some time sorting problems out
in Brazil, where tens of millions of people live in appalling
conditions.

Mrs Hale: | thank the Minister for his answer. Will he
confirm that Ms Rolnik’s programme was organised in
collaboration with the Participation and the Practice
of Rights group (PPR) and that she only visited social
housing on one side of the community?

Mr McCausland: | thank the Member for her
supplementary question as it raises a significant issue.
The Participation and the Practice of Rights project,
which is a lobby organisation, seems to have had a key
role in organising her visit. It was noticeable that, in the
one day that she spent here, she spent longer with that
group than she did with officials in the Department for
Social Development or the Housing Executive. It was also
significant that, during that visit, she spent two and a half
hours in the afternoon touring the New Lodge, Seven
Towers and Sailortown areas. She was here to look at the
whole of Northern Ireland, yet she devoted two and a half
hours to one specific area.

| was also interested to note, when | spoke to community
organisations in adjacent unionist communities, that none
of them had been informed by PPR about the visit, they
had not been invited to any of the meetings and she was
not invited to their communities. | think the fact that PPR
excluded unionist communities and only took her to a

64



Tuesday 1 October 2013

Oral Answers

nationalist community says a lot about that group and its
operation. If we are dealing with housing issues, we need
to deal with the whole community: unionist, nationalist and
other. Everybody deserves a fair deal, although not in the
eyes of some people. People are dealing in human rights
issues, yet | thought that one human rights issue was the
right to equality of treatment. That certainly does not seem
to be the case in this instance.

Social Housing

4. Ms Fearon asked the Minister for Social Development,
given his comments about the help-to-buy scheme and the
potential for a second housing bubble, whether he plans

to increase the number of social housing units to meet the
demand. (AQT 144/11-15)

Mr McCausland: The Member raises the question of
increasing the amount of social housing, which is a matter
that is very near to my heart. It is something that | have put
a lot of effort into, but the problem that we face is that the
people who are meant to be delivering social housing in
Northern Ireland, the housing associations, have not really
stepped up to the mark. | dealt with this in the Chamber
recently; we have around 30 housing associations in
Northern Ireland, and only around half a dozen of them are
really building. Some, in fact many of them, do not build

at all. A small number are building, and an even smaller
number do the overwhelming majority of the newbuild. We
need a situation where housing associations are stepping
up to the mark.

| think that they have a lot to learn from some of the
housing associations in Great Britain that are much more
creative, imaginative and innovative. If that were the case
with housing associations here, | think that we would

be in a much better position to deliver social housing. It
has been disappointing to me, and | will meet housing
associations again in the not-too-distant future to press
them on this. | have met them and | have met the Housing
Executive and pressed them on this issue in the past. The
housing associations and the Housing Executive need to
deliver more if we are to achieve the sort of targets that the
Member and | would want to see delivered.

It is a sad situation when there is money there to be spent,
but you are not able to spend it. In fact, quite often, there
is a rush to buy off the shelf to make up numbers at the
end of the year. That is not a good way of doing things. It is
not a planned way, and it is not the proper way to do it. It is
the best way in the circumstances, but the problem needs
to be tackled at its heart: we need to get the housing
associations building.

Ms Fearon: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. | thank the Minister for his answer. Given what
he has just said and with a waiting list of approximately
40,000 people, does he think that enough social housing is
being built? What key actions can we take forward to see
results quickly?

Mr McCausland: In a sense, the answer that | gave to the
first question has dealt with part of the second. There are
40,000 people on the waiting list, but | could own a house
in Cultra worth £1 million and still be on the waiting list.

Mr Weir: You wish.

Mr McCausland: Yes, | do wish. [Laughter.] There is not
much chance of it.

A person could be the owner of a house worth £1 million
or whatever in Cultra and could still put themselves down
on the waiting list. Anybody can put themselves down. You
could be on the waiting list with no points, but you are still
on the waiting list. You are actually dealing with a smaller
number than the number that has been mentioned when
it comes to real need. That is why we deal with the issue
of stress and people who are over 30 points, rather than
people who are possibly sitting there with no points or
are already homeowners. A person can be a homeowner
in any situation and still put themselves onto the waiting
list, so the figures that are often quoted can be somewhat
misleading.

The real challenge is that we get a situation where housing
associations are facing up to the challenge and really
delivering. We have a higher level of housing association
grant in Northern Ireland than in GB. Housing associations
here are in a privileged position because of that, so we
really need to see more delivery. | had a very useful visit
across to Liverpool and Manchester not so long ago to
see some of the work being done by housing associations
there in not just their newbuilds but some of their other
initiatives, which were very imaginative. | would like to see
more of that here.

Shared Neighbourhood Projects

5. Mr Lyttle asked the Minister for Social Development,
as the Minister responsible for delivering 10 shared
neighbourhood projects as part of the OFMDFM Together:
Building a United Community strategy, to update the
House on what neighbourhoods have been identified,
where those neighbourhoods are and a timescale for their
delivery. (AQT 145/11-15)

Mr McCausland: The issue of shared communities is one
that members of the Alliance Party often seek to raise.

Mr Lyttle: We certainly do.
Mr McCausland: Absolutely.

| make this point often when the issue is raised:
segregation is not limited to social housing. There is as
much segregation in private sector housing as there is in
many areas of social housing. Secondly, social housing
integration can take place only where there is a desire and
willingness to do it. In many places, that is not the case.
For example, if | come through the Westlink, | see a block
of flats with the names of hunger strikers on it and one with
tricolours on the top of it. | do not think that people from
the unionist community are going to feel very comfortable
there. Quite clearly, certain communities have made a
choice. The aim is to have more shared communities
developed and supported during the next number of years,
and that is being taken forward. However, it has been

a challenge to fill up Springfarm in Antrim, for example,
which was brought forward as a shared scheme. | am

not absolutely sure that there is the huge appetite that is
sometimes put forward for other schemes.

| am happy to come back to the Member with more details
on where we are. | can give him details of 11 shared
newbuild schemes. | am happy to come back to him with
more details, but | am not as —

Mr Deputy Speaker: Minister, you are well over your time.
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Mr McCausland: — confident that it will necessarily be
delivered sometimes —

Mr Deputy Speaker: | am afraid, Mr Lyttle, that it will have
to be a very quick supplementary.

Mr Lyttle: The Minister says that he is not sure that
there is appetite for shared neighbourhoods. He seems
to disagree with the First Minister and deputy First
Minister, given that their strategy sets out the need for
10 new shared neighbourhoods. | would be grateful for
the information on where they have been identified.
What does the Minister think is a key feature of a shared
neighbourhood scheme?

Mr Deputy Speaker: Very quickly, Minister.

Mr McCausland: One of the key things might be actually
getting people from both communities to buy into it.

| point out the example of Springfarm to the Member.
Invitations were sent out across the Province, and it was a
very slow process to get people to buy into it. | am aware
of some small schemes that have worked, but they were
specialised and in particular locations. It is right that we
should be aspirational, which is the First Minister and
deputy First Minister’s point. We should be aspirational,
but the reality also needs to be kept in mind. | remind the
Member again —

215 pm
Mr Deputy Speaker: Minister, your time is well up.

Mr McCausland: We see problems with segregation in
private sector housing, so we should not be surprised that
it also happens in social housing.

Mr Deputy Speaker: That ends the period for topical
questions. We now move on to questions for oral answer
that have been listed for the Minister. Question 4 has been
withdrawn.

Public Realm Works: Bangor/Holywood

1. Mr Agnew asked the Minister for Social Development
to detail the timeline for the Bangor and Holywood public
realm works. (AQO 4675/11-15)

Mr McCausland: Over the past 18 months, my
Department has been working with representatives from
North Down Borough Council, town centre management
and the local community to develop a major public realm
scheme for Bangor and Holywood. Those works will
address all aspects of street design, including paving,
kerbstones, street furniture, lighting and planting. The
total value of the works is estimated to be £10 million,
with my Department investing £4 million and the council
investing £6 million. The design work for each town was
completed with the help of many different stakeholders,
and the schemes will build on the individuality and unique
attributes of each town. A contractor is due to be appointed
in December 2013, and construction work in both towns
will commence in late March or early April 2014. The
Bangor scheme will take two years to complete, and the
Holywood scheme will take 12 months. Throughout the
construction phase, my Department will continue to work
with local representatives and the wider community to
keep them fully informed about the programme of works.

Mr Agnew: | thank the Minister for the information. Are
he and his Department aware of the alternative plans that
have been proposed by local architect lain Halliday for
Bangor town centre? If so, what consideration has been
given to those plans?

Mr McCausland: | am aware that an alternative proposal
was put forward. In fact, that proposal was considered at
an earlier stage, but it would have meant removing vehicle
traffic from Main Street in Bangor. That was recognised
as being inappropriate. | read the architect’s article in the
‘County Down Spectator’, and, as | said, the project board
considered his proposal. However, it was discounted
because the removal of vehicle traffic from Main Street
would have had a dramatically adverse impact on traffic
flows. That is an important issue that | am sure local
traders and residents will be concerned about.

Mr Weir: Will the same standard of materials and designs
be used for the proposed Queen’s Parade scheme that the
Department is taking forward?

Mr McCausland: | thank the Member for the question.
Yes; my Department will ensure that the specification for
the Queen’s Parade scheme ties in with the public realm
works in Bangor. The Queen’s Parade scheme represents
a tremendous opportunity for Bangor. We are driving it
forward as a scheme, and the two need to mesh so that
Bangor gets the best outcome.

Mr Cree: | thank the Minister for outlining the timeline
and costs. Will he advise when details about the scheme
will be available — for example, the types of trees,

the pavements, the decorations, the lights and all that
infrastructure?

Mr McCausland: Let me run over the timeline that | gave
in response to the question. | said that the contractor is
due to be appointed in December 2013. Construction work
starts in late March or early April 2014. | confirmed that
there has been contact with local representatives and the
wider public to keep them fully informed about the scheme.
That will continue, so the fine detail about trees or what
types of flower will be in a flower bed will be discussed

at a local level. | am sure that the Member will be part of
the wider consultation with those who are designing the
scheme and taking it forward. | assume that the Member
has already had some input and discussion with them, and
| encourage him to continue that, because those things
can naturally evolve even as the scheme is being taken
forward.

Mr Deputy Speaker: | remind Members who wish to be
called for a supplementary that they must continue rising
in their place.

| call Mr Trevor Lunn. Sorry, Mr Trevor Lunn is not in his
place. | call Mr lan McCrea. Mr lan McCrea is not in his
place. Question 4 was withdrawn. | call Ms Bronwyn
McGahan, who is in her place.

Accommodation

5. Ms McGahan asked the Minister for Social
Development whether he will encourage business people
to convert the empty parts of their properties into living
accommodation in towns and cities. (AQO 4679/11-15)

Mr McCausland: | thank the Member for the question. In
2012, | commissioned a high street task force to review
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the support provided by my Department to town and city
centres to see whether that could be further strengthened.
The task force report was published in February 2013 and
contained seven recommendations for my Department.

The report commended the Living over the Shop (LOTS)
scheme as an example of a programme that should,
through my Department, be extended, with a focus

on regeneration-led town centre living to bring after-
hours vitality to the high street. My Department’s new
urban regeneration and community development policy
framework establishes town and city centre regeneration
as a policy priority, and the housing strategy sets out

my intention to revitalise the Living over the Shops
initiative and ensure synergy with our mainstream urban
regeneration initiatives.

Housing can play an important role in helping to

diversify and re-energise our town and city centres. The
development of a regeneration-led approach will help to
bring people back to town centre living and could have

an added-value dimension by bringing vitality to Northern
Ireland’s high streets after normal trading hours to help

to promote the evening economy. It was called the LOTS
scheme, but | think that we will be looking for an alternative
name, because we want a scheme that is broader than
simply living over the shops.

Ms McGahan: Go raibh maith agat. | thank the Minister
for his response. Has he considered the impact on
commercial businesses when part of a business area is
turned into a housing area?

Mr McCausland: | would be interested to know what
concerns the Member has in that regard. The Member
has not raised them with me in the past, but | would be
happy to hear them. Across the British Isles, there are
many town centres in which commercial and residential
accommodation fit together. It depends very much on the
nature and style of the accommodation. | remember the
difficulties in Belfast some years ago when there was a
block of apartments above a hot food takeaway, which
tended to attract people from a bar nearby in the early
hours of the morning. The conflict there was between
residents and the noise and disruption associated with the
business. It is dependent on the type and the place, and
that is why we have planning laws — to make sure that we
get the right result, hopefully.

Mr Anderson: What grants are available to target derelict
or vacant town centre properties to help to bring them back
into productive use, or to enhance the commercial viability
of existing properties?

Mr McCausland: | thank the Member for the question.
The reference is to the urban development grant (UDG)
scheme, which was developed to encourage private
sector investment in towns and cities by offering financial
assistance to bring into use vacant sites or buildings that
were derelict or underused. UDG assistance can be up to
35% of grant-eligible costs for owner-occupier schemes,
or up to 35% of total development costs for investment
schemes. The applicant provides the remainder of the
capital through private funds or bank loans. The regional
development office has offered grant assistance on a
number of UDG applications that included the creation of
new accommodation in town centres.

Mrs D Kelly: | welcome the Minister’s intent to improve
upon the Living over the Shop initiative. If he has not

already done so, will the Minister give a commitment to
write to the Minister of Finance about the possibility of zero
VAT or VAT refunds for those who renovate properties,
particularly in town centres, so that that is made a more
attractive proposition?

Mr McCausland: | have no doubt that the Finance Minister
reads every last word of questions for oral answer every
day. | am sure that he will take up the Member’s point and
that he will listen to it and give it consideration. | am also
sure that he will be aware that she raised that point today.

Mr Dickson: Many properties above shops do not have
separate entrances at street level. | am thinking of two
areas in my constituency — Main Street in Larne, and High
Street and West Street in Carrickfergus. Does the grant
scheme extend to providing for that?

Mr McCausland: | said in an earlier answer that we are
looking to develop a new scheme. If individual Members
have issues that they want to raise, we would welcome
those suggestions. | appreciate the Member’s point. Quite
often, shops that previously had a side entrance to upstairs
have, over the years, removed that to extend the shop
frontage. You can see examples of that in Royal Avenue in
Belfast, where maybe six storeys above shops are virtually
inaccessible other than from the rear. The right outcome
depends on the location, but | welcome that the Member is
generally supportive of the initiative. | will certainly take an
interest in his point.

Housing Executive

6. Mr Allister asked the Minister for Social Development,
given that contractors identified in connection with the
alleged £18m overpayment on planned maintenance have
been barred from receiving any new contracts, what action
was taken in respect of the successive directors of design
and property services who oversaw Northern Ireland
Housing Executive contracts during the relevant time.
(AQO 4680/11-15)

Mr McCausland: | thank the Member for his question. As

| previously advised the House, the Housing Executive

has appointed an external consultant to independently
review the alleged overpayments. The Housing Executive
is still awaiting their report. The chairman of the Housing
Executive stated in June that the investigation would
specifically review how the situation arose, the reliability

of the information on overcharging and the actions that
were taken to recover the overpayments. Since the report
was commissioned not by me or my Department but

by the board of the Housing Executive, | will, of course,
expect to be briefed on the Housing Executive’s findings

in due course. The Housing Executive has advised that

it is continuing to work with the contractors to reach an
agreement on the quantum of any overpayment. When that
work is complete, the Housing Executive will consider what
further actions, if any, are required.

Mr Allister: | direct the Minister back to the question,
which was: given that four contractors have been blocked
from further contracts as a consequence of the alleged
£18 million saga, what action was taken in respect of the
Housing Executive directors who oversaw that alleged
situation? How is it that one of the primary directors in
charge went on, in fact, to become chief executive? The
Minister, in collaboration with the chairman of the Housing
Executive, was able to secure a blockage on the four
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contractors getting further work. In collaboration with the
Housing Executive —

Mr Deputy Speaker: Order.

Mr Allister: — did he take any steps to penalise the
directors who were in charge?

Mr McCausland: | want to correct the Member. | did

not stop contracts being taken forward. The Member is
well aware that this is entirely a matter for the Housing
Executive. So, | welcome the opportunity to correct Mr
Allister and to set the record straight. | hope that he is now
better informed about the situation.

As regards the people who are involved in this problem,
whether on the contractor side or the Housing Executive
side, the Member is aware — because | have just said

it — that a report has been commissioned by the Housing
Executive, and it is looking into the matter. The chairman
of the Housing Executive took that matter forward, and the
report will be with us fairly soon, or rather, it will be with
the Housing Executive fairly soon. My expectation is that
it will be with the chair of the Housing Executive within the
next number of days. When the Housing Executive has
had the opportunity to review that, it will take whatever
action it thinks, as a board, is appropriate in due course.

It is important that we distinguish between the role of the
Department and the role of the Housing Executive; so, |
truly welcome the opportunity to set the record straight and
to correct the Member.

2.30 pm

Mr Copeland: Given the fact that a number of companies
are disbarred from applying for contracts due to
overcharging or overspending, depending on how you
look at it, and should the scale of the alleged activities
prove to be less than previously anticipated, does the
Minister accept that there is a likelihood, at some stage,
that companies who found themselves disbarred on that
basis will feel slightly unjustly treated and seek recourse in
law, and challenge contracts that might be issued during
the period of their disbarment? Does he feel that there
are any necessary contingencies in the Executive or the
Department to deal with that?

Mr Deputy Speaker: Order, please. | remind all Members
that supplementary questions have to be brief and have to
relate to the original question.

Mr McCausland: | think that it is important to repeat

again that the Housing Executive commissioned external
consultants — Campbell Tickell — to produce a report and
take forward that piece of work. In advance of the receipt
and examination of that report, it is premature for anyone
to set out all sorts of potential eventualities. It was stated
at the time that the initial figure produced and given out
publicly by the chair of the Housing Executive, and which

| then reported to the House, was estimated, by means of
an extrapolation from samples taken, to be in the region of
£18 million. | said at the time that it may be a bit less than
that, but it does not matter to me whether it is £2 million,
£5 million, £10 million or £18 million: it should not happen.

Mr D Bradley: When does the Minister expect the report
to be published, so that we will know the actual accurate
figure?

Mr McCausland: | have said already, in answer to a
previous question, that we anticipate, from information

provided by the Housing Executive, that it will have the
report within a matter of days. It will then want to take that
to its board. We are into the month of October, and the
board meeting is normally towards the end of this month;
but if the report raises very substantial issues — and it
may well do so — the Housing Executive will want its
board to meet earlier in the month, because this is a matter
of concern to the general public, politicians, contractors,
and the Housing Executive. Therefore, it will be a matter
of the Housing Executive bringing the report to its board
as soon as possible. | have not seen the report yet, but |
expect to be briefed in due course on the findings and on
what action will be taken, and | assure the Member that,
whatever the outcome, it will be relayed to this House.

Ms P Bradley: Will the Minister tell us the position
regarding the letting of new maintenance contracts?

Mr McCausland: The Housing Executive has advised that
a number of planned schemes were let under the current
arrangements prior to 27 January 2013.

Those schemes are ongoing, and it is hoped that they will
be complete by the end of the year. Once procurement
procedures are completed, new contracts will be let.

Work Capability Assessment

7. Mr Milne asked the Minister for Social Development
for his assessment of the independent review of the work
capability assessment carried out by Dr Paul Litchfield.
(AQO 4681/11-15)

Mr McCausland: Dr Litchfield’s fourth independent
review of the work capability assessment has not yet
been completed. He is at the evidence-gathering stage
of his review, which includes considering whether more
can be done to ensure that the assessment process is
effective and perceived as objective by all stakeholders.
As part of that process, | launched a call for evidence in
Northern Ireland on 10 July 2013. That gave everyone
with an interest in how the work capability assessment
process operates the opportunity to submit their views
and comments on how it could be improved. There were a
total of 48 responses from interested parties in Northern
Ireland. That evidence has now been collated and passed
to Dr Litchfield for consideration.

I met Dr Litchfield during his visit to Northern Ireland on
18 and 19 September as part of his evidence gathering.
He advised that Northern Ireland’s operational processes
appeared to operate better than those in Great Britain. |
found it encouraging that his assessment was that we were
doing it better in Northern Ireland than the folks in Great
Britain. In addition to meeting me, he met members of the
Social Development Committee, Social Security Agency
staff, Atos Healthcare and customer representative
groups. His independent report will be laid before the
Assembly by the end of the year.

Mr Milne: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann Combhairle.
| thank the Minister for his answer. As the Minister is
aware, there is a lot of concern regarding the assessment
process. Can he reassure us that protections have been
put in place to ensure that people are treated properly
during and after the assessment?

Mr McCausland: | thank the Member for the point that
he raises. One of the key things to bear in mind is that
Dr Litchfield’s report is the fourth. There were three
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prior to that taken forward by Malcolm Harrington,

who is also an occupational health specialist. All the
recommendations made by Professor Harrington have
been implemented. It is because of the implementation of
those recommendations and the initiatives taken forward
internally in the Department that we in Northern Ireland
have a better arrangement than across in GB. Whatever
emerges from Dr Litchfield’s report will also be taken
forward. | want this to be done in a way that ensures
that we have an appropriate and empathetic system in
Northern Ireland that is right for our circumstances.

Mr Eastwood: Has the Minister communicated the very
specific details and circumstances of Northern Ireland
compared with GB, given that we have so many people
who suffered horrendous injuries as a result of the Troubles?

Mr McCausland: There are circumstances that are
particular to Northern Ireland and different, to some
extent, from GB. We have higher levels of mental

iliness than Great Britain. There are areas in England
that have a similar profile to Northern Ireland, such as
heavily industrialised areas in the north of England, but,
nevertheless, the Member is right: we have a legacy in
Northern Ireland of people who were the victim of terrorist
violence down through the years. It is important that their
interests are safeguarded.

In a different context, when Lord Freud was over and we
were discussing welfare reform generally, | made a point
of bringing the Victims’ Commissioner and several victims
to meet him. That meeting was very productive and was
well received by those who had been a victim of terrorist
violence and the commissioner. So, we have a very good
relationship there. It was interesting because two victims
came: one who had suffered in the Abercorn bombing way
back in the early part of the Troubles and another who had
been injured in a bombing much later on in the Troubles.
That meeting was very helpful. We will have the particular
circumstances of Northern Ireland, whether in respect of
mental health or the Troubles, very much in mind.

Mr Campbell: Will the Minister outline the training
undertaken by the health professionals who conduct the
medical assessments?

Mr McCausland: | thank the Member for his question.
Once recruited, healthcare professionals undergo training
targeted to the benefit areas they work in. They are then
subject to audit and only have their appointment confirmed
when they have consistently achieved four A-grade
reports. Ongoing monthly national audits are carried out
using an agreed sample size that has been approved

by the Department. New entrants are provided with a
personal training plan within three months of their formal
approval, and they receive anti-discrimination and mental
health training in their first year. Atos Healthcare is obliged
to develop and deliver a professional training programme
for continuing professional development as part of its
contract, and that programme is developed, delivered and
evaluated annually. A training needs analysis is carried
out to identify training needs and priorities and is provided
to the Social Security Agency by 1 April each year. Once
the outcome of that has been agreed with the agency,

an outline training plan is produced by 1 June, giving an
overview of the training programme for the coming year.
Atos is also required to audit areas relevant to training
modules undertaken to ensure that the principles of
training have translated into good practice — there is no

point in having had the training unless it is worked through
in practice — and to summarise those results in an annual
report.

Social Housing

8. Mr Craig asked the Minister for Social Development
whether he is aware that MLAs are not informed about
social housing building projects until it is contractually too
late to have any meaningful input to the decision-making
process. (AQO 4682/11-15)

Mr McCausland: | thank the Member for his question
because | absolutely agree with him. It is disgraceful that
certain housing associations do not properly consult MLAs
and locally elected representatives. The concern that the
Member has raised has been raised by other elected
representatives, and it is one that | can well appreciate. It
is imperative that housing associations consult MLAs and
locally elected representatives before any scheme is finalised.

Housing associations are required by the ‘Housing
Association Guide’ to ensure that adequate structures are
in place to consult all appropriate stakeholders, including
prospective neighbours, when considering new projects
and purchases of property or land, irrespective of how
those purchases are funded. The consultation exercise
must be appropriate to the type and scale of the scheme
proposal and conducted in a time frame that allows for real
engagement and the resolution of issues. The ‘Housing
Association Guide’ suggests that that should be a minimum
of six weeks. Furthermore, consultation is a prerequisite
for scheme and grant approval by the Housing Executive.

Typically, associations may choose to write to MLAs,
councillors and neighbours to advise of development
proposals. However, | am not happy with that, and | plan
to do some work on the ‘Housing Association Guide’ as
to whom housing associations must consult when they
consider a scheme for development. There are some
examples of housing association good practice in this,
but | want to ensure that there is consistency of approach
across the sector. They may, if appropriate, follow up with
public meetings, and that would be useful as well.

Genuine and earlier consultation is critical to the success
of social housing schemes. If the Member has specific
evidence of housing associations not undertaking
consultation as required in the guide, | ask that he provides
that information to my officials, who will investigate it.

Mr Deputy Speaker: The Minister’s time is up.

Mr Craig: | thank the Minister for his detailed answer. |
can give him good and bad examples of consultation by
housing associations. Who approves the consultation
process with housing associations?

Mr McCausland: The consultation policies and
procedures used by housing associations are approved
by the board of each of the housing associations.
Housing association staff are required to advise their
organisation’s development committee of the outcome of
each consultation exercise. However, as | indicated in the
initial answer, it is a matter that | have taken a particular
interest in because of issues that have been raised. We
are determined to take forward some work in that regard
to ensure that, when a grant is being given out, itis in
response to the needs of a scheme that has been well
consulted on. One of the points here is that local elected
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representatives bring a breadth and knowledge of the local
situation that people in a housing association that may
well be based many, many miles away do not have. The
MLA or councillor will be working in that area day by day,
week by week, year after year. They will have built up a
body of knowledge about the area, and they know the local
communities. That advice should be sought. It is wrong if a
housing association does not seek that local knowledge in
order to benefit from it.

2.45 pm

Agriculture and Rural
Development

Rural Development Programme

1. Mr Hilditch asked the Minister of Agriculture and Rural
Development, given that the next rural development
programme is due to start in January 2014, whether she
agrees that to minimise delay, reduce delivery delay, make
for a smooth transition and get money on the ground
speedily, it is imperative that the current clusters and local
actions groups are retained. (AQT 151/11-15)

Mrs O’Neill (The Minister of Agriculture and Rural
Development): Obviously, it will be our intention to make
sure that we are able to spend when we have our new
allocation of funding. We do not have the final amount
yet, but obviously, when we do and we have our systems
and programmes in place, we will want to get that spend
out as quickly as possible. You will be aware that the new
programme is currently out to consultation. As part of that,
we have to look at the current structures, how they have
worked and whether they have been effective in the past
and, obviously, learn from any examples that we can take
from that. That is the job of work over the next number of
months. It will certainly be my intention to make sure that
we spend effectively and quickly and to ensure that we
have systems in place, in practice, to be able to go as early
as possible.

Mr Hilditch: | thank the Minister for her answer. Further

to the rural development programme 2014-2020, will the
Department of Agriculture and Rural Development (DARD)
place more emphasis on the LEADER initiative to ensure
that we take advantage of the higher co-financing rate
and, thus, reduce the finance required through our national
funds?

Mrs O’Neill: As | said, we are out to consultation, and
everything is up there. | am very open-minded about taking
cognisance of all of the feedback that we get as part of the
consultation. There are very clear examples and lessons
to be learned from the current programme, and there are
ways in which we can improve things, but | am very much
wedded to the LEADER approach. It is the best method,
but, as | said, | am happy to listen to all the views as part of
the consultation.

Farming: Financial Assistance

2. Dr McDonnell asked the Minister of Agriculture and
Rural Development whether, given the financial difficulties
that arose in the farming community as a result of the bad
weather last spring and the fodder crisis that ran alongside

it, she has any plans to bring forward various farm
payments, such as the single farm payment and others,

to ease the financial circumstances faced by farmers; and
whether she can confirm that all hardship and fodder crisis
payments have been made. (AQT 152/11-15)

Mrs O’Neill: Absolutely. The start of the year, with

the snow, was a particularly bad time for the farming
community. Then we had the issue with fodder and the
fodder crisis, and we had to establish the fodder task
force, which, in my opinion, has worked very effectively. At
the time, we dealt with the initial problems and were able
to get hauliers and transport in fodder that we were able

to distribute to the farming community. That task force

has met four times and has agreed that it will meet as and
when required over the next number of months. It has very
much been involved in planning for the winter ahead. We
have had a good summer with a good growing season,
and we are in a positive position at this moment, but who
knows what the winter will bring? We are very open. We
have been working with farmers in preparing for the winter
ahead, and that is a key area of work, given the winter that
we have just come through.

Mr Deputy Speaker: | call Dr McDonnell for a
supplementary question. | remind Members that it is one
question only.

Dr McDonnell: Sorry. Can the Minister confirm whether all
hardship payments have been made and whether future
payments or payments due shortly will be brought forward?

Mrs O’Neill: The majority of hardship payments have been
paid. There are a very, very small number — | am talking
single figures — who, for some technical reasons or bank
reasons, have not been paid. The majority — 99-9% —
have been paid. With regard to getting support out to
farmers, | was happy yesterday to announce that, because
of the exchange rate advantage that we were able to avail
ourselves of this year, we have been able to add an extra
£16 million to the single farm payments for this year. That
is real money in the pocket of the farmer, so it has been
very much welcomed. It is my aim to get the maximum
number of payments out in December.

Mr Deputy Speaker: | remind Members not to talk
unnecessarily and to allow the Minister to answer the
questions.

Snow Crisis: Cost

3. Mr McKay asked the Minister of Agriculture and Rural
Development whether she can confirm the cost of the
support, including British and Irish helicopter assistance,
received during the snow crisis at the beginning of the
year, which affected much of the North, and in particular
my constituency of North Antrim. (AQT 153/11-15)

Mrs O’Neill: As the Member has rightly said, we needed
the assistance of the British Ministry of Defence (MoD) and
the Irish Air Corps during the heavy snow. At my request,
they provided helicopter support that allowed us to get
much-needed fodder onto the hills and into hard-to-reach
areas. | am pleased that they were both happy to come
forward with that support. At this point, | am pleased to
confirm that the Irish Government have said that they

will not ask for any reimbursement for the cost of their
helicopters. However, the Department has received a bill
of around £640,000 from the British MoD.
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Mr McKay: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Comhairle. That is a significant cost to the DARD budget.
Given that the British MoD charges in such circumstances,
would the Minister, for future planning, consider availing
herself only of resources for which costs are waived,
especially in humanitarian circumstances such as this?

Mrs O’Neill: It was an emergency situation, and the use
of the helicopters was an absolute must. It was positively
welcomed by the farming community and was a necessary
lifeline to get feed to livestock. Obviously, it costs money
to run a helicopter, but the fact that the Department has

a bill for £640,000 would make me think about where |
would look for support if | needed to ask for it in future. |
am happy to confirm that | am challenging the bill with the
British MoD. | have written to the MoD asking it to waive
the bill, given that it was an emergency situation. If we
found ourselves in that situation in future — | hope that we
will not — costs would be a factor in the services that we
would deploy.

Rural Development Programme

4. Mr McAleer asked the Minister of Agriculture and
Rural Development what the implications are for the rural
development programme of the British Government’s
decision not to seek additional EU funding for pillar 2.
(AQT 154/11-15)

Mrs O’Neill: From the start, | always said that | was
disappointed that, when it came to the overall EU budget,
the British Government went to the negotiating table with
a negative view, calling for a reduced budget. That was
discussed at Westminster, and the parties on the opposite
Benches agreed with that position. That said, we do not
yet have a final settlement for the rural development
budget, but we are of the view that it will be a reduced
budget. We face a reduction of about 22%. That will be

an issue for us in the time ahead. The implications of that
are that we will have to be very effective in how we design
the new programme and how we spend the reduced
budget. Obviously, there are needs in the industry, We
have environmental needs, and rural communities have
needs. As | said, we are out to consultation and want to
hear views from as many people as possible who have had
experience of the rural development programme, know
the benefits of it and the areas in which things can be
improved. | am happy to look at all that in the round.

Mr McAleer: Go raibh maith agat. Does the Minister
envisage that rural community-based organisations
that provide basic services will be included in the new
programme?

Mrs O’Neill: Yes. To date, the bottom-up approach has
been very good, and communities have come forward with
their ideas. The best way to do business and to spend the
rural development programme’s budget effectively is for
them to ask for support for their ideas. In moving forward,

| welcome some of the priorities that the EU has identified,
particularly around tackling poverty. | am keen to make
sure that we are able to bring something forward in that
area and in new areas of support such as R&D. Research
and development and innovation funding are very helpful,
particularly if we are looking towards a more competitive
and balanced food chain. We need to work on a number of
areas. As | said, we are out to consultation, and | want to
hear people’s views.

We can point to excellent successes, particularly the
strategic projects. | visited some excellent projects,
particularly over the summer when | had a chance to get
out and about. If we are serious about sustaining rural
communities and creating thriving rural communities, the
rural development programme has to deliver for the rural
community in its entirety.

China Visit

5. Ms McGahan asked the Minister of Agriculture and
Rural Development how successful she believes her
recent trip to China to have been. (AQT 155/11-15)

Mrs O’Neill: | returned on Saturday evening. | was

there last week at the invitation of the Chinese People’s
Assaociation for Friendship with Foreign Countries, and

it was a very effective visit. | was guest speaker at the
fourth Sino-European Agricultural Conference, and that
was my primary reason for the visit. When | was there,

| took the opportunity to secure meetings with those in
government charged with processing export certificates. It
was important to get that meeting, particularly in relation to
pork. My visit also afforded me the opportunity to enhance
the links that we have created with China, so | have to say
that it was very useful.

Ms McGahan: Go raibh maith agat. | thank the Minister
for her response. Does she think that these trips and the
contacts that she makes while there are useful?

Mrs O’Neill: | absolutely do. At the recent Balmoral show,
one of the things that the industry was calling for was for
the Executive to get involved in these trips — to go out and
seek business, build relationships and enhance existing
relationships. This trip was another part of that. One of the
most successful aspects of the trip was that the Chinese
Government will now prioritise our export certificates for
pork. The pork industry has been calling for that, so that
was a very effective outcome.

| made my keynote speech to over 100 delegates from
across Europe, so we were able to create relationships
across Europe and with the Chinese Government. | was
able to clearly put out the message that we have high
standards of traceability, fantastic food safety and a
wholesome agrifood industry. That was all very beneficial
and helped us to build on the links that OFMDFM
commenced last year on its visit to China. The Chinese are
very much into building and enhancing relationships. That
is how they do business, and that is how we will get into
that market.

Mr Deputy Speaker: Mr Jonathan Craig is not in his place.

Single Farm Payments

7. Mr Byrne asked the Minister of Agriculture and Rural
Development what the ramifications for the agricultural
community are if 50% upfront single farm payment grants
are not paid in October, and what she believes can be
done to rectify the problem. (AQT 157/11-15)

Mrs O’Neill: The Member refers to part payments. As |
have said previously to the House and the Committee for
Agriculture and Rural Development, my objective is to
finalise and pay as many single farm payments as we can
in December. Last year, we paid over 82% in December,
and | want to improve on that figure this year.
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| recognise the importance of trying to get as big a
payment to farmers as quickly as possible, and | want to
be in the position to make advance payments in the future.
Unfortunately, we are not in that position at the moment
because of the difficulties that we have had with Europe
over our mapping system. That is where the priority work
has been over the past wee while, but we have made
improvements that will allow us, as quickly as possible,
to get to the position in which we can make advance
payments. In particular, we will increase the number of
inspections carried out using remote sensing. We went
from 250 last year to 1,140 this year, so that is quite an
improvement. We are also encouraging more online
applications, which allows us to process applications
quickly. A combination of all those things will get us to the
position in which we are able to make advance payments
as quickly as possible. | assure the Member that my
priority for this year is to process the maximum number
of payments and get the maximum amount of money into
farmers’ pockets by December.

Mr Byrne: Is the Minister content that officials are doing
everything in their power to make sure that the mapping
problem is solved?

Mrs O’Neill: | am content that | am putting enough
pressure on officials so that they know that | want the
mapping system to be completely up to speed, up to
scratch and acceptable to Europe. | am content that |

am fulfilling my role in making sure that that pressure is
applied. | am also content that they are working very hard.
Remapping 750,000 fields is a massive piece of work, and
we have to accept that.

We have made progress, although there is a way to go.
The Department continues to work with Land and Property
Services on field parcels, and we are working our way
through that. | think that you will see even more improved
maps this year. When our maps are right, when we
continue to increase the number of inspections by remote-
control sensing and when we have more people coming
forward with online applications, we will be in a position,
very quickly, to bring forward advanced payment.

3.00 pm

Mr Deputy Speaker: That ends topical questions. We will
move on now to questions for oral answer. | advise Members
that questions 2, 11 and 15 have been withdrawn.

Land Parcel Identification System

1. Mr Girvan asked the Minister of Agriculture and Rural
Development, given the number of errors within the

new mapping system, whether these errors have been
satisfactorily rectified. (AQO 4690/11-15)

Mrs O’Neill: Yes. | am now confident that | have in place a
mapping system that, first and foremost, is compliant with
the European Commission’s regulatory requirements on
providing a maximum eligible area for each field parcel.
More detailed work is now under way on some key areas
requiring attention, such as the mapping of common

land parcels and the updating of older orthophotography.
Early difficulties with missing fields have been resolved,
although it is always the case that there can be individual
instances where inaccuracies have to be resolved. It
remains the claimant’s responsibility to bring those
inaccuracies or other changes to the Department’s

attention. A significant update to maps will occur at the
beginning of 2014, but it will always be important for
farmers to remain vigilant, to check their maps and to
ensure that they are updated. | have always said that this
is a two-way partnership between the Department and the
farmer.

Mr Girvan: | thank the Minister for her answer. Does that
mean that payments can and will be processed and out
any way early and that this process has been successful?
We are aware that, in the past, it has dragged on for some
time before some farmers received their single farm payment.

Mrs O’Neill: As | said, | intend to make sure that we pay
out the maximum amount of money and pay the maximum
number of farmers in December. That is the target for

this year. A lot of work is going on in the Department,
particularly on the mapping exercise and making sure that
it is fit for purpose, appropriate and acceptable to Europe.
We have made a lot of progress on that. My priority for this
year is to get the payments out as early as possible. We
made 82% well within the target for December last year.
However, | would like to go even further this year and to
have more money out and more farmers paid in December.

Mr McAleer: Will the Minister elaborate slightly on the
single farm payment and the claims?

Mrs O’Neill: Of the 37,585 single farm payment claims
submitted in 2012, 98-6% were finalised by 30 June last
year. A total of £243-4 million had been paid out, and that
was 99% of the total estimated value of the 2012 claims.
The Commission requirement to pay at least 95-24% of
the 2012 budget by 30 June was met in early April 2013.

| intend to publish the payment timetable for this year in
November. It will clearly set out the targets for this year,
which will be the targets for December, January, February
and right through. As | said, my aim is to pay the maximum
number of farmers the maximum amount of money as
quickly as possible in December and to improve on the
percentage that we achieved last year.

Fuel Poverty: Rural Areas

3. Mr F McCann asked the Minister of Agriculture and
Rural Development whether her Department will take
additional measures to tackle fuel poverty in rural areas.
(AQO 4692/11-15)

Mrs O’Neill: | am concerned about the impact of rising fuel
costs, particularly on the vulnerable in rural areas, who are
limited in the choice of fuel that they can avail themselves
of and do not have access to cheaper alternatives such

as mains gas. Addressing fuel poverty is, therefore, a

key objective in the financial poverty priority area for
intervention, which is detailed in DARD’s Tackling Rural
Poverty and Social Isolation framework.

The warm homes scheme is DSD and the Government’s
primary tool in tackling fuel poverty. My Department has
collaborated effectively with DSD in the past and has
provided supplementary funding to the warm homes
scheme, ensuring that many vulnerable rural households
that otherwise would not have been supported received
much needed home energy efficiency measures such as
insulation and central heating systems. | am committed
to continuing that support for the incoming winter. My
Department has also provided supplementary funding
support to the Power NI free insulation scheme, which
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also installs insulation packages to low-income rural
households.

| remain committed to taking action to address the
challenges facing people who live in rural areas and to
improving their quality of life. | will continue to work with
key stakeholders to ensure that action is taken to target
fuel poverty in rural areas.

Mr F McCann: | thank the Minister for her answer thus
far, but will she provide more detail of the outcomes of her
work in tackling fuel poverty in rural areas?

Mrs O’Neill: We have been successful in the work done
to date under the previous anti-poverty framework. In
2008-09, 700 rural homes received insulation and central
heating systems through DARD providing £380,000 of
top-up to the Department for Social Development’s warm
homes scheme. That ensured £3 million of the DSD spend
that would not otherwise have occurred.

During 2009-2010, DARD collaborated with the DSD and
NIE Energy, providing £250,000 to fund the insulation of
300 low-income rural homes that could not be supported
through the warm homes scheme. During 2010-11, DARD
worked with the DSD and the warm homes scheme
implementation agents to assist the targeting of hard-to-
reach rural dwellers. DARD also increased the number
of rural referrals to the DSD warm homes and insulation
schemes through the maximising access to grants,
benefits and services project.

Building on the success of the previous anti-poverty
framework, DARD provided £23,000 of top-up to the DSD
warm homes-plus scheme and grants for four hard-to-treat
rural properties in 2011-12 through the current tackling
poverty framework. DARD also provided £390,000 in 2011-
12 to supplement the Power NI free insulation scheme,
which was also supported through the sustainable energy
programme. DARD funding resulted in an extra 578
vulnerable dwellers benefiting from the loft and cavity wall
insulation scheme. Last year, DARD provided £224,000

to supplement the Power NI free insulation scheme again.
That intervention resulted in an extra 323 vulnerable rural
dwellers benefiting from the scheme. There has been a lot
of positive work, and | want to continue to do more of it.

Mr Campbell: The warm homes scheme is excellent,
and many people have benefited from it. However, will
the Minister outline what she is doing on supplementary
assistance to the scheme to ensure that people,
particularly those in rural areas who do not have
broadband access, have knowledge of the scheme and
access to it?

Mrs O’Neill: That is a valid idea: if people do not know
about it, they cannot benefit from it. For me, the benefit of
the money was that it was mainly leverage money. We are
able to attract more money from DSD because DARD is
putting forward something to enhance DSD’s scheme. The
cost of insulating a rural property with solid walls because
of its age is usually more than the maximum £6,500 that
DSD can provide. For me, this is a key and necessary area
of support, but | will certainly look at how we advertise this
and get the message out. That is key. | know that we use
rural community centres and GP surgeries, but | will take
another look to make sure that we get that message out
effectively.

Mr McNarry: The Minister said that she is concerned
about fuel poverty, and | do not doubt her. Why, then, is
she taking an ideological stand on something that could
ease fuel poverty for all of us in Northern Ireland, namely
fracking? Is that an indication that she will be more content
to release departmental land for wind turbines?

Mrs O’Neill: It is fair to say that the process of fracking
has not been proved to be safe. If the Member has
information to suggest otherwise, he should come forward
with it. What | said in the media this week was that there
is considerable potential for DARD lands to provide
sustainable and environmental benefits and to look at
renewables. | am totally committed to looking at all those
things and assisting rural communities where possible
regarding the add-on benefits that those can give to them.
In my opinion, fracking poses —

Mr McNarry: That is your opinion.

Mrs O’Neill: It is my opinion that counts. In my

opinion, fracking causes a real risk to farming and rural
communities. | will make sure that that is the ethos that is
carried through during my term at the Department. | think
that, if fracking were to go ahead in any part of this island,
it would cause international damage to the reputation of
Ireland as a whole, to our environmental practices and

to the clean and green image that we have. That is the
position that | have adopted.

Mr McNarry: Shame.

Mr Deputy Speaker: Whatever you feel about fracking,
| am not happy about people shouting from a sedentary
position.

Mr McNarry: | am sorry, Mr Deputy Speaker.

Ash Dieback

4. Mr Hilditch asked the Minister of Agriculture and Rural
Development for an update on ash dieback disease.
(AQO 4693/11-15)

Mrs O’Neill: By 25 September this year, inspectors had
visited 887 sites and found only nine new cases of Chalara
infection. Together with the 77 cases found during 2012,
86 sites have been declared infected. In all cases, the
source of infection was young trees planted since 2006.
Scientists advise that there is a significant risk that the
disease may spread from young ash trees to older trees
and hedgerows through the release of spores from
infected leaves that have fallen to the ground. Although
inspectors found that only a small proportion of trees
showed symptoms, they ordered the destruction of over
70,000 associated young planted trees and leaf debris
because the disease may be present without obvious
symptoms. Scientists also advise that, once the disease
begins to circulate in the wider environment through the
release of spores, control will become very difficult. Affected
ash trees were also destroyed at three trade premises.

In July this year, | jointly launched the all-Ireland Chalara
control strategy with Minister Tom Hayes in Dublin. The
strategy provides a framework for the implementation of
our policy of identification, control and eradication of the
causal agents of ash dieback in Ireland.

The EU Standing Committee on Plant Health is
considering the legislative action that has been taken by
us, the South and Britain and has asked us to show that
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our control programme is effective and that we make

an application for protected zone status against the
disease. Consequently, we will continue our surveillance
into the autumn until after leaf fall, because scientific
understanding suggests that the conditions for spread

in the wider environment probably exist on the island of
Ireland.

Mr Hilditch: | appreciate the Minister’s answer. It was
established that the supplier of the diseased trees to
forestry projects in Northern Ireland was traced to certain
premises in the Irish Republic. Has any action been taken
against those premises or legal advice sought?

Mrs O’Neill: It is not for me to comment on that. As | said,
the biggest risk to us with regard to ash dieback is via trade.
There are no barriers to trade right across Europe. However,
at present, we are looking actively at bringing forward
statutory pre-notification. | intend to talk to the Committee
for Agriculture and Rural Development about that over the
coming weeks because we need to look at the potential
risks. Some of those risks relate to four particular species
that we are concentrating on for pre-notification status:
ash, oak, sweet chestnut and plane trees.

| have very much taken an all-island approach because we
are one island. We need to cooperate. With regard to the
efforts that Britain has been involved in, it was at a very
different disease stage. It would not have made any sense
simply to do what Britain is doing. You have to look at plant
health in the same way as animal health: on an all-island
basis, with regard to trade and benefits to the island. That
is why | launched the all-island strategy with Minister Tom
Hayes. The good thing about that strategy is that it can
easily be adapted to changing circumstances, so, if we
find ourselves with a change in disease risk status, we will
be able to adapt it. | keep in regular contact with Minister
Hayes on the issue.

Mr Rogers: With regard to the all-island approach, will
the Minister detail what discussions she has had with
Agriculture Minister, Simon Coveney, on the matter?

Mrs O’Neill: In plant health, the way in which the system
works in the Dail means that Tom Hayes is the Minister
who is responsible. | engage regularly with Mr Hayes, and
| have done so over the past number of months. As for
conversations with Simon Coveney, we have discussed the
issue at North/South Ministerial Council level. Currently,
because of ash dieback, overall plant health is, obviously,
one of the main topics of conversation. We are actively
working towards an all-island plant health strategy
because the island is one epidemiological unit. We need to
work effectively together. In the past, the fortress Ireland
approach served us very well.

Fodder Task Force

5. Mr Ross asked the Minister of Agriculture and Rural
Development for an update on the fodder task force that
was launched in spring 2013. (AQO 4694/11-15)

Mrs O’Neill: In May, | established a fodder task force to
consider the issues facing the livestock industry in the
following 12 months and to produce an action plan to
mitigate the effects of any potential problems. The fodder
task force brought together representatives of ancillary
agrifood industries, including feed suppliers, banks and

food processors, together with stakeholder organisations
and DARD officials.

In July, task force members agreed an action plan that was
published on the DARD website. Over the summer, they
have been working together to implement it. They have
met four times. Although they do not intend to meet as a
group until midwinter, they will get together in the interim if
a situation develops and new actions are required.

On 18 September, | met stakeholder organisations
representing livestock farmers to listen to their assessment
of how well farmers were prepared for the months ahead.
It was good to hear that the favourable grass-growing
conditions during the summer, coupled with the advice
that DARD has been involved in delivering, have ensured
that farmers are now better placed to mitigate or avoid a
fodder situation in the winter ahead. There are still actions
that farmers can take to plan for the winter, and DARD
will continue to provide advice and support to ensure that
farmers are well prepared. A comprehensive programme
of workshops, advisory events and publications will be
produced by CAFRE to help farmers stocktake their
individual fodder supplies and make the most efficient use
of the fodder available. In the longer term, | am actively
considering the potential of a land improvement scheme.

| believe that the joint approach of government and the
agrifood industry, by taking responsibility and dealing
collectively with the problems facing the industry, is the
most effective approach to ensure that another fodder
crisis is averted in the winter ahead.

3.15 pm

Mr Ross: Does the Minister agree that the success of
the scheme was largely down to a number of haulage
contractors who imported feed into Northern Ireland? Will
she ensure that any outstanding money is paid to those
contractors without further delay?

Mrs O’Neill: | absolutely agree that the scheme’s
success was because of the partnership approach. All

the stakeholders came together, and we were able to
establish the task force. | am assured that very close to
100% of the hauliers have been paid. The Department is
working through the issues with anybody whose payment
is outstanding. We obviously want to pay them as quickly
as possible for the vital service that they provided over the
past number of months.

Mr Boylan: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. Gabhaim buiochas leis an Aire as ucht a
freagra. Will the Minister indicate to the House what
organisations are represented on the task force?

Mrs O’Neill: The success of the task force has been down
to the fact that all the key players came together, including
the banks, the Ulster Farmers’ Union, NIAPA, the Grain
Trade Association, the Meat Exporters Association, Dairy
UK, NIFDA and Rural Support. | have said in the House
before that this has been a difficult time for the farming
industry, and we need to put a lot of emphasis on the

fact that farmers need a lot of emotional support. Rural
Support’s involvement was key, and we were delighted
that it was also at the table. Part of the discussions were
around what assistance it can provide to rural communities
and farmers who are struggling financially and practically
because of all the problems presented to them over the
past, | suppose, 18 to 24 months.
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Mrs D Kelly: Will the Minister indicate whether she has
given any consideration to examining the amount of land in
public or, indeed, private ownership that might be used for
fodder? | am sure that, like me, she has noticed that huge
swathes of land have gone to waste over many years. Will
she bring that matter to the attention of the task force for
some innovative thinking?

Mrs O’Neill: That is not an area that the task force looked
at, but that it is an innovative way to look at things. | am
happy to relay it to the task force. We do not want to see
any wastage, so, if we can make hay while the sun shines,
that is what we should do.

Mr Lyttle: Will the Minister set out her reasons for
deciding against extending the fertiliser season beyond 15
September, unlike her counterparts in the Republic, as a
way to increase fodder stocks?

Mrs O’Neill: We have two very different nitrates action
plans in place, and ours is a lot more generous all year
round. That is the distinct difference between what the
South is doing and what we can do. Ultimately, it is a
Department of the Environment decision. That having been
said, it is something that | discuss with the DOE. There is
not the evidence to suggest that there is enough financial
benefit derived to extend the period. The farmer would

not get enough growth for the amount that it would cost to
spread. We take decisions based very much on scientific
evidence, and the fact is that the scientific evidence was
not there to support extending the season. Even if we were
able to extend the date, it would affect only a relatively
small number of farmers. As | said, | will base my decisions
on the evidence, and the evidence suggests that there
would be no real economic benefit for the farmer.

Mr Deputy Speaker: The Member has indicated that he
wishes to withdraw question 6 because it was covered
during topical questions. However, | remind Members that
questions must be withdrawn by noon. For the record, the
Member is not in his place.

Jim Wells is not in his place for question 7, but | assure —
[Interruption.] Order, please. | assure Members that there
is a perfectly good reason for that.

Antibiotics

8. Ms Brown asked the Minister of Agriculture and Rural
Development for her assessment of the use of antibiotics
in livestock and poultry production. (AQO 4697/11-15)

Mrs O’Neill: Antibiotics have been widely used in the
livestock and poultry industries across the globe since
their discovery more than 50 years ago. They are an
important tool in treating animal diseases and thereby
aiding in the production of animal products such as milk,
meat and eggs. It is important, however, that farmers use
antibiotics only when they are needed; keep good records
of all antibiotics used and the identity of animals treated,;
and abide by the recommended withdrawal periods. That,
of course, applies to the use of all veterinary medicines.

My Department, along with the Department of Health,
Social Services and Public Safety, is responsible for
implementing controls on the use of veterinary medicines,
including residue surveillance and inspection of establish-
ments that produce and market animal feeds and feed
ingredients.

The Department is funding a three-year Agri-Food and
Biosciences Institute research project on the use of
antimicrobials, which, coincidentally, begins today. The
project will provide an increased understanding of the
issues surrounding antimicrobial resistance and the
current use of veterinary antimicrobials here.

In collaboration with DEFRA, the devolved Administrations
and the Department of Health, Social Services and Public
Safety, | recently endorsed the five-year resistance
strategy, which was published last month. The strategy
aims to improve the knowledge and understanding of
resistance; conserve and steward the effectiveness of
existing treatments; and stimulate the development of new
antibiotics, diagnostics and novel therapies. My officials
are considering the associated action plan.

Ms Brown: | thank the Minister for her answer. She will
be aware of the public concern about antibiotics given to
animals that are in the food chain. Is she aware of any
instances when antibiotics have been added at low doses
to the feed of otherwise healthy animals to control growth
and disease?

Mrs O’Neill: It is not an issue that is on my desk, but |
absolutely agree with your first point about concerns.
There is a consumer confidence issue. People want to

be assured that there have been very tight controls on
what they are eating and want to know exactly what they
are getting. The recent issues with horse meat have
further knocked confidence in our supply chain. So, whilst
we have very effective traceability in place, including

the management of antibiotics and their administration

in animals, and while farmers are, in the main, very
responsible with their use of antibiotics, | want to see a
more proactive approach to animal disease and animal
health. As opposed to always just treating sickness, we
should look at production diseases, and there is more of
an effort towards that now around BVD. We also need to
make sure that there is no underhand use of antibiotics. If
the Member is aware of anything in particular, | would be
happy to talk to her outside of Question Time.

Round the World Clipper Race

9. Mr McCartney asked the Minister of Agriculture and
Rural Development whether the Loughs Agency is involved
in the preparations for the return of the round the world
clipper race next year. (AQO 4698/11-15)

Mrs O’Neill: The Loughs Agency was a key member of
the steering committee for the Clipper Round the World
Yacht Race in 2012 and has offered its services to Derry
City Council in that respect for Clipper 2014. For the
Clipper event in 2012, the agency provided sailing taster
sessions and facilitated the experience of sail for those
who may not otherwise have that opportunity. Other
activity included a full moon paddle by canoe along the
River Foyle and a seafood festival. The Loughs Agency is
exploring opportunities to similarly animate the Foyle with
marine tourism activity during Clipper 2014. The marine
event platform — or the pontoon — that was constructed
in 2012 through the agency’s EU INTERREG programme
remains a key piece of infrastructure for the Clipper race.
Indeed, the Clipper organisers praised that facility as being
the best they had availed themselves of anywhere on their
voyages around the world. That is positive, and we can be
very proud of that.
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Mr McCartney: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. Gabhaim buiochas leis an Aire as ucht a
freagra. | thank the Minister for her answer. Everybody in
Derry understands the importance of Clipper and, indeed,
understands the great work that the Loughs Agency does.
Can you outline any other programmes that the Loughs
Agency will roll out in the next couple of years?

Mrs O’Neill: The Loughs Agency is very much involved in
looking at the whole tourism aspect and what it can do to
promote tourism. Aquaculture is another area that it is very
interested in, and | am delighted to see that. We should
exploit the natural resource that we have, which, in Derry,
is very much valued. So, it is involved in doing a lot of that
work. It is also engaged very much with the City of Culture,
and the agency brings any aspects that it can to make that
even more of a success. In addition, the agency had a key
role in supporting the angling element to the World Police
and Fire Games, so it has been effective in, | suppose,
thinking outside the box and engaging with other agencies
on how it can best promote the Foyle and surrounding area.

Bovine TB

10. Mr McKinney asked the Minister of Agriculture and
Rural Development what discussions have taken place
with the Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine
about tackling bovine tuberculosis on an all-island basis.
(AQO 4699/11-15)

Mrs O’Neill: | regularly meet Minister Coveney both in
the context of the North/South Ministerial Council and
separately, as necessary, to discuss a range of issues,
including matters that relate to animal health on the island
of Ireland. Under the North/South Ministerial Council
arrangements, there is a TB and brucellosis working group
comprising key veterinary and policy officials from across
the island. It meets two or three times a year to exchange
information relevant to the control and eradication of TB,
including possible areas of cooperation. In addition, my
officials and Minister Coveney’s are in regular contact to
discuss all aspects of bovine TB.

My Department has a rigorous EU Commission-approved
bovine TB eradication plan, which is vital in safeguarding
our export-dependent trade in livestock and livestock
products, which is valued at over £1 billion each year.
The South has similar EU Commission approval for its
TB eradication plan. The TB herd and animal testing
programmes right across the island comply with the EU
trade directive.

Mr McKinney: | thank the Minister for her reply. Are the
Minister and DARD committed to a joint North/South
approach to tackling bovine TB?

Mrs O’Neill: Yes, | have an all-island animal health and
welfare strategy in place that looks at the whole gamut

of animal disease. It is primarily aimed at how we can
remove all the barriers to trade, and disease is one of the
biggest barriers that we have. We have officials across
the island working on that strategy, and Minister Coveney
and | regularly engage on it. We also have the upcoming
EU animal health and welfare law, which, we believe, will
give us the vehicle that will allow us to facilitate the free
movement of cattle across the island. To me, the potential
benefits of that will be phenomenal to the whole industry
on the island, particularly as we attempt to grow that industry.

Mr Elliott: Has the Minister or the Department considered
changing the on-farm testing method to trace bovine TB?

Mrs O’Neill: The Member may be aware that | announced
on 17 September that | would establish a government/
industry partnership to look at the whole area of TB. | said
at the time that we needed to look at the whole range of
issues again. We have effective work ongoing with our TB
eradication plan, which is approved by Europe and allows
us to draw down £4 million in funding to help us eradicate
TB. | am also going to have the strategic partnership look
at the entire issue. We need to look at compensation, the
eradication plan that we have in place and the results of
the test, vaccinate or remove (TVR) practices that we
have, going forward. | am open-minded about looking

at everything again to make sure that we do everything
that we can. We want to drive out this disease. We want
to have a strategy in place, and we need to be open-
minded in looking at all aspects of it, including, as | said,
compensation, the badger and all the issues in regard

to TB. It is a complex disease. There is no quick fix, but,
strategically, we have to look at it from that angle.

Mr Deputy Speaker: Question 11 has been withdrawn.

Rural Development Programme

12. Mr Sheehan asked the Minister of Agriculture and
Rural Development whether the new council structures,
following the review of public administration, will be taken
into account in the rural development programme 2014-
2020. (AQO 4701/11-15)

Mrs O’Neill: My Department’s proposals for the next

rural development programme are currently out for public
consultation. As part of that consultation, we are seeking
views on the options for delivery of a future programme.
The EU proposals for rural development require a
minimum of 5% to be delivered using the LEADER
approach. Although seven local action groups were
established in the current programme, the review of public
administration (RPA) will mean that the LEADER local
action groups will be reformed, in line with the new council
areas and boundaries.

There would still be an option to cluster councils together
in line with the new boundaries, if it was felt that fewer
than 11 local action groups would be more cost-effective,
easier to administer and there might be greater impact of
the funds in the combined area. As | said, these are some
of the areas that are out to consultation at the moment and
on which | am seeking views.

My Department is not transferring any functions to councils
as a result of the RPA. However, | am considering how local
government will be involved in the next programme, through
the LEADER approach and directly with my Department.

3.30 pm

Mr | McCrea: On a point of order, Mr Deputy Speaker. |
apologise for not being in my place for Social Development
questions. | was in another meeting, and when | got to the
back door | heard that | was not in my place. | thought it
better not to come in late. | apologise to the House and the
Minister for missing the question. [Interruption.]

Mr Deputy Speaker: Order, please. The law about
shouting across the Chamber still applies.
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Local Government Bill: Second Stage
Debate resumed on motion:

That the Second Stage of the Local Government Bill
[NIA 28/11-15] be agreed. — [Mr Durkan (The Minister
of the Environment).]

Lord Morrow: When we stopped, | was nearly finished
but just not quite. Therefore, | will not detain the House too
long. However, there are a couple of issues about the Bill
that | would like to bring to the House’s attention.

There are not many, no matter what form of society or walk
of life they are in, who like change. Somehow, we do not
adapt to change very quickly; or at least, at the beginning,
we resist it. | think that one of the biggest challenges, or
one of the great concerns, for the new administrations
when they come into place — others may have touched

on it, but | cannot recall who it was — will be the potential
disappearance of localism. The existing structures were
formed under the Macrory report in 1972 and 1973. When
those reforms came into place, there was little lead-in
time; it was one way today, and it seemed to be that the
new system just appeared and everybody got on with it.
However, that is not proposed in this Bill. There will be a
time for everybody to get acclimatised, as it were, to the
new system. Not everybody fully understands that. Indeed,
a lot of people — | would be one of them — feel that it is
hardly necessary either, but that is by the way. Maybe it is
easy for me to say that since | will not be part of it, but then
| came in from the cold to the new system and it was not
part of anything.

In their contributions, Anna Lo and Dolores Kelly made
great play of the fact that they felt that their parties were, at
times, discriminated against and that they did not get their
fair share of mayoral positions. Well, let us —

Mr McCarthy: Will the Member give way?

Lord Morrow: | will in a second, after | tell you my story.
[Laughter.] Does it take them as long to get round to
sharing in Mr McCarthy’s council as it does in Dungannon?
| tell you, it took 36 years for the DUP, which had
representation for all those years in the council, to get its
shared bit. | do not know whether your council moves as
quickly or as slowly as that, but | did say that | would give
way, and | will.

Mr McCarthy: Lord Morrow, | am grateful to you for giving
way. | was not going to contribute, but | was listening. How
would you consider it if a member served on a council

for, in my case, 28 years and had applied for a position

of deputy mayor and mayor on eight occasions and was
never given that opportunity? Yet, | can remember quite
clearly one occasion when a DUP man came in following
an election and was elected deputy mayor after one year.
Do you not think that what is proposed today will eradicate
that for the future? | will not be part of it, and you will not be
part of it, but at least we will be making progress.

Lord Morrow: You did not do so badly at 28 years. As

| said, it took me 36 years to get Dungannon council
round to the way that maybe others should be given
consideration. If it takes 36 years to make it happen

in Dungannon, and it took 28 — | do not think that the
Alliance was held out of post for 28 years in your council.

Mr McCarthy: | was.
Lord Morrow: Well now, here we go, you see.

Mr Campbell: | thank the Member for giving way. Does
he agree with me that sometimes when we are talking
about these issues a perception emerges, particularly
from those who are of a nationalist disposition serving

on unionist-controlled councils, that they have, in some
way, been frozen out for a long time, and they are looking
for some comfort that that will not happen again? This is
a two-way street. This morning, Mrs Kelly referred to the
Londonderry/Strabane area, where Sinn Féin has taken
both the chairman and vice-chairman positions on the
transition committee. In addition, if there is a situation in
which unionists are 20% of the voters but get 10% of the
posts on the transition committee, it is a two-way process.
People should not have the perception that it is nationalists
who have been disadvantaged from the 1970s until now
and that they are looking for a nirvana or promised land. It
is a two-way process.

Lord Morrow: | thank the Member for that point.

Mr Eastwood: | thank the Member very much for giving
way. | am sure that he and Mr Campbell will join me in
congratulating Derry City Council for its efforts over the
years to involve unionists. Over a term, there are four
mayors and four deputy mayors in Derry. Unionists get one
mayor and three deputy mayors over the four years, which
equates to 50% of the posts.

Lord Morrow: | think that —
Mr Campbell: Will the Member give way?
Lord Morrow: Yes.

Mr Campbell: | cannot let that intervention go. | do not
know how to describe it, but it is not accurate. We have

to go back only to the mid-1980s, and we all know what
happened then when there was a nationalist-controlled
council headed by the SDLP. It took decisions that not only
marginalised unionists but isolated them for decades. That
cannot be covered by saying, “We let you have a mayor
the odd year.”

Mr Deputy Speaker: Order. | am sure that Members will
agree that we really need to get back to the Bill.

Lord Morrow: Mr Deputy Speaker, you pre-empted what
| was going to say, which is very similar. Everybody has
had the opportunity to air their grievances and points of
view on the issue. However, maybe there are lessons to
be learned by us all. It strikes me, as | listen to the debate
going back and forth across the Chamber, that no side is
blameless.

| am sorry to hear of Mr McCarthy’s personal tragedy. As
you once were, so was |, | can assure you. The only thing
is that | had to wait 36 years and you had to wait only 28.

With the changeover, we need to pay particular attention
to the part of the Bill that deals with community planning,
which will be testing. | can speak with better knowledge
about the new council in my area of mid-Ulster, because |
have a greater understanding of that area than of others.
The mid-Ulster council will take in Dungannon, Cookstown,
Magherafelt and their hinter parts, which is a very big
geographical area. Within that area, there will be sparse
populations and big rural hinterlands. If we are going to

do anything in the future, new local government will have
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to be seen to do what it says. | have a real concern about
localism and rural communities feeling somewhat isolated.

(Mr Speaker in the Chair)

In the past, there was debate about whether to have 11,
seven or 14 councils. The debate would have been similar,
irrespective of the numbers that we arrived at, so it was
never going to be easy. However, | suspect and hope that
we will be up for the challenge. | do not envy the task of the
new councillors who will be in charge of all this and taking
it forward, because it will be a difficult circle to square. It
will be difficult to deal with community planning because
what might work in a rural area will not work in an urban
area. The challenge, therefore, will be how the whole thing
dovetails. The Committee will have another opportunity to
go into greater depth and make sure that, where humanly
possible, all the issues are covered.

Finally, we have paid tribute to local government and to
councillors who stood up back in the 1970s during the
worst excesses of the Troubles. | would also like to pay
tribute to the staff in local government because they, too,
were, to a certain extent, on the front line and provided an
excellent service. | know that many will not go along with
the change. They will probably retire, and we wish them
well. Some will go across to the new system, so we have to
be sensitive about those changes, too. We should not take
staff, who have shown a very professional approach over
the years, for granted.

Mr Milne: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Comhairle. |
welcome the opportunity to speak on this very important
legislation. The Bill will lead to the transformation and
restructuring of local government. It will enable the creation
of the 11 new district councils and introduce new governance
arrangements, which will protect the rights of all people
and provide fair, transparent and effective decision-
making. It will allow for a new council-led community plan,
a general power of competence and the transfer of a range
of functions from central to local government. It will also
cater for better partnership arrangements between
councils, Departments and the Executive.

Being a public representative on Magherafelt Council for
some years, | have experienced at first hand communities’
frustrations at the lack of delivery and support for citizens.
The Bill is the start of a process that Sinn Féin believes
will bring long-term benefits for our people, but that will be
done only by ensuring that the proper checks, balances
and protections are in place.

| intend to concentrate on some specific aspects of the Bill.
Clause 10 covers positions of responsibility. The allocation
of internal and external council positions will be through
d’Hondt or a similar method, which is to be welcomed. We
need a proportionate and fair way of allocating council
positions — mayors, chairs and committee memberships
— that is accepted by all elected representatives and
political parties.

Clause 65 details a code of conduct. With the transfer

of the challenging function of planning to councils, there
needs to be a clearly defined set of ethical standards

to ensure that relationships and interactions between
councillors, constituents, applicants, planning officials and
other officers and agents are clear and transparent. That is
required as much to protect the interests of councillors and
officials as it is to ensure probity from the general public.

| welcome clauses 57 to 59 on the commissioner’s role
and responsibilities in regard to breaches, and | ask the
Minister to expand on the cost of the role in his response.
| would also like to know whether there will be an appeals
mechanism.

| welcome the formalisation of the partnership panel

as stipulated in clause 106. | urge that we examine
partnership arrangements and methods that are best
practice in other jurisdictions in order to learn what is the
most effective system with which to achieve the greatest
outcomes. It is important, | believe, in addition to giving
the 11 new local authorities a voice at the partnership
table, that we allow local government to collectively
lobby and present their suggestions to the panel through
local government associations, as happens in other
jurisdictions. A facility or mechanism is needed to allow
that to happen on the partnership panel.

| also welcome aspects of the Department’s supervisory
powers, although there is sometimes a thin line between
the potential for departmental interference and the
autonomous rights of a local authority to carry on its duties
unhindered. We have to be careful to scrutinise these aspects
of the Bill to ensure that the correct balance is struck.

| support the principles of the Bill and look forward to
Committee Stage.

3.45 pm

Mr | McCrea: | welcome the opportunity to speak to the
Bill. Like my colleague the Deputy Chair of the Committee,
| am new to the Committee in the sense of only just getting
sight of a lot of the work that it has been dealing with

over the past few years. Nonetheless, | look forward to
the Committee’s work in scrutinising the legislation — if it
gets past today, that is, which | cannot see it not. The Bill
is quite large, and there is no doubt that a lot of time will
be spent scrutinising it. | certainly look forward to working
alongside the Minister and his Department in doing so.

| need to declare an interest as a member of Cookstown
District Council. | am proud to say that | am a member of
that council. No doubt the Minister has a different opinion
on that and is looking to change it, but we will deal with
that when we have to. The difficulty of being down the
list of Members to speak when you are dealing with a
matter such as this is that a lot of Members have referred
to similar issues, so it is just a case of rehearsing those.
However, like other Members, | will get a chance to do so
at Committee when we properly scrutinise the Bill.

| think that all Members are trying their best to ensure
that the 10.00 pm finish time is not realised. | will
certainly not play any part in getting us anywhere near
that. Nonetheless, | think that it is important that we deal
with a few issues. My colleague Lord Morrow referred to
councils’ debts. That issue is very important as we move
forward in the process. He was right to refer to the new
mid-Ulster council having little debt. Although that new
council will have debt of about £2-5 million in comparison
with other councils that have debts of £10 million, £20
million, £30 million or £40 million, | do not think that we
are in a bad place. It is important that, when we consider
the whole process, the ratepayers of the new Cookstown,
Magherafelt and Dungannon, or mid-Ulster, council will
not have to take on any burden from other councils. That is
certainly an important issue for the ratepayers of our new
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council area. Although we have low debt, it is not for the
want of projects that we have delivered, whether they are
capital or other projects. | think that all three councils can
certainly beat their chests because of the delivery that we
have done on behalf of our ratepayers while keeping a low
debt and a low rate base. | think that that is something that
we all should be proud of.

A number of functions will be transferred to councils. The
important aspect in all that is that there is very little, if any,
cost to councils. As other Members said, it needs to be
cost neutral. Although many would think that it certainly
should not be in year 1, the issue is more that that remains
the case in years 2, 3 and 4.

My colleague Lord Morrow referred to community
planning, as did other Members. Community planning

is no stranger to Cookstown District Council and other
councils in mid-Ulster. The challenge for Departments

is that they must ensure that they are committed to not
only shaping the model but to bringing the finances to the
table where needed. That is a very important part of this.
Although functions can be transferred, | think that it is very
important that Departments send representatives. Mention
was made of the possibility of having a chief executive at
the first couple of meetings and then having just whoever
they can get to go thereafter. That needs to be looked at
seriously to ensure that the highest level of representation
from Departments, and so on, is in attendance.

It needs to be a bottom-up approach, shaped by councils
and the local area, not driven by central government
priorities. Councils and people know the issues in their
areas. As Lord Morrow referred to, there are issues
regarding identity; where the identity in one part of the
proposed mid-Ulster council area has nothing in common
with that in another part of the council area. If you look at
the stretch from Swatragh to Fivemiletown, you will see
that, due to the large geographical nature of the proposed
council area, there is very little in common between
those localities. It is important that, when we deal with
community planning, no area gets left out.

The mechanism used to bring partners to the table is

also important, and | can think of an example in which our
council was able to bring the Department into the council
chamber to debate Westlands care home. As a council, we
have no real say in how that moves forward.

There is a lot of work to be done in scrutinising the Bill in
Committee. | look forward to that. As | said, | will not waste
a lot of time debating it today. As we move forward, there
will be a lot of work for the Committee to do, and | hope
that the Bill passes to the next stage.

Dr McDonnell: On behalf of the SDLP, | support the Local
Government Bill. We warmly welcome the work of the
Department in getting the Bill to this stage, and | thank our
current Minister, Mark H Durkan, and our former Minister,
Alex Attwood, for the work that they have done in bringing
the Bill before the House.

There are many complex issues involved in the legislation,
and we support the Bill, not without some reservations
which some of my colleagues will outline as we go through
the debate. | emphasise that to have the confidence of
local people the new councils must fully reflect and respect
their interests.

We welcome the provisions of the Bill that, in law and

in practice, require power sharing and proportionality to
be applied. Our local politics was once defined by one
tradition imposing its will on others. Future politics here
must be defined by a legal duty to ensure that bad history
does not repeat itself. That, hopefully, will be the order of
things in local government in about 600 days from now.
That is why those who try to cling to the old and flawed
ways of the past are so out of order.

There are some councils where some parties use their
weight of numbers to exclude others from proper input in
the run down to 2015. Those are councils in which Sinn
Fein and the DUP have the weight of numbers, confirming
why this problem is not only a lesson of our bad history but
is part of the current everyday experience. They use their
voting strength to get their way. That is why power sharing,
proportionality and fair play must be legislated for.

The SDLP strongly urges those councils that are guilty of
bad practice to stop now, rewind, and pull back towards
adopting a better practice. To do that will greatly help
council reform, build community confidence and help
settle our politics a little at this difficult time, when politics
generally is so unsettled.

The SDLP recognises that at the heart of this Bill are the
efforts to make local government more efficient and more
effective in delivering good services for people. Local
government is at the heart of every community across
Northern Ireland. It is, very often, the first place where
people make contact with elected representatives when
they try to access local services or raise issues that are
affecting them in their everyday lives. That is why it is so
important that local government has the capacity to do the
best job and provide the best possible service, ensuring
the best possible outcome for all the people in a district or
community.

However, regrettably, the best possible outcome is not
always the result, even when the best of intentions are
present. Last December, in Newry, our SDLP councillors,
in good faith, joined with their colleagues in voting to
reaffirm the name of a play park after an IRA hunger
striker. That play park had been named 10 years previously
by a vote in Newry council, supported by a broad cross-
section of councillors, unionist and nationalist. The play
park had been known as McCreesh park for 10 years.

The council was satisfied, following the consultation
process, which included written responses and a public
meeting, that it had carried out an effective equality impact
assessment. One of the council’s recommendations was
the retention of the name. The only material difference
from what had been the case for 10 years was to place a
new official sign in the place of an old one. | can assure
you that the intention of our councillors was sensible and
reasonable because, in continuing with the existing name
of the park, no other public spaces would be named as
such in future.

Lord Morrow: Will the Member give way?

Dr McDonnell: No; | am not giving way. | am in the middle
of this. In local terms, the decision was understandable
but, in wider terms, it was not understood. Our
representatives acted entirely in good faith. It was not
their thinking or intention to cause any hurt or distress to
anyone, yet hurt and distress were caused, and the SDLP
— myself in particular — deeply regret that. | know every
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one of our members on Newry council. | have grown up

in the SDLP with them. They have, for years, been on the
right side of decisions on multiple issues of life and politics
in Northern Ireland. The SDLP has always stood for what
is right, even when some others, brutally and ruthlessly,
kept doing what is wrong, again and again.

The SDLP opposes the naming of public spaces and
places after people, whatever their background or —

Mr Speaker: Order. | am trying to help the Member. It
might be important if the Member could link whatever he
might be saying to the Second Stage of the Bill. | am trying
to be helpful and to guide the Member, because we are
dealing with the principles of the Bill.

Dr McDonnell: Thank you for your comments, Mr Speaker.
There is a particular reason why | am mentioning the
approach of the SDLP today. Across the 11 new councils,
going forward, and in the 26 councils that exist today, there
is a multitude of challenges facing us around flags,
memorabilia, emblems and the past. We have to accept
that good people with the best of intentions can, sometimes,
do things that appear to be wrong with hindsight.

Lord Morrow: Will the Member give way?

Dr McDonnell: The Member is in full flow here, and | am
not in a position to give way. What the SDLP is trying to do
is, quite frankly, to draw attention to a mistake that could
be made, unintentionally and unwittingly, and to the fact
that there were good people doing it, without any intention
to cause offence. We will deal with that at our upcoming
party conference. We also intend, in the Haass talks
process, to attempt to reach a comprehensive outcome,
addressing all matters based on respect, equality and
parity of esteem, because we feel that it is very important
to our local government that, as we approach our new
councils, there must be standard laws so that there is not
one set of laws for him and one set of laws for her. We
should all have a standard set of laws and a standard
benchmark, if you like, of quality going into the councils.
We ask others to give us what we would expect us to give
them.

4.00 pm

Lord Morrow: | thank the Member for giving way. | suppose
that there is a lesson in all this for me and others: be
persistent.

| listened intently to what Mr McDonnell has said. | do not
know whether he is in contrition, denial or confirmation
mode. He tells us today that there was no intention to
cause offence to anyone. | will take him at his word on
that. However, now that you have caused the offence, do
you recognise that that was the wrong road to go down,
the wrong thing to do and a big mistake to make? Will you
rectify the mistake? That is all that | want to ask.

Dr McDonnell: Mr Speaker, | am sorry, but | will give Lord
Morrow the Hansard report, because that is exactly what
| said. | have no doubt that if he reads my remarks, he will
get exactly that from them.

Mr Weir: Will the Member give way?

Dr McDonnell: No, | am sorry. | am dealing with serious
issues and want to get on with them.

Mr Weir: It is a serious issue.

Mr Speaker: Order. Members should not persist.

Dr McDonnell: The opportunity provided by the Haass
talks addresses the legacy of the past. Our party will argue
for the primacy of the interests and needs of victims and
survivors. That shall guide us in the talks.

There is much more that | could say about the conduct of
others and of other parties and about how they dishonour
victims and survivors and fly in the face of respect,
equality and parity of esteem. They say one thing and do
the opposite.

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

The points that | am making are not just about McCreesh
park in Newry but about how we as a society move
forward through the reform of local government and
develop the respect that people are entitled to and respect
for each other. This is about how we reflect our people
and their views, and reflect what they expect from local
government. There is a certain disillusionment out there
with politics and with how we have conducted business
in the recent past. For me, it is all about how we need to
reach out genuinely and honestly to each other, embrace
reconciliation and create a genuinely shared future for all
our children and grandchildren. To me, that should be the
purpose of all that we do in our political life.

Mr B McCrea: | suppose, at this stage of the proceedings,
it is for us to comment on the general principles of the

Bill. Before doing that, perhaps | should respond to the
comments of the Member who spoke previously. To those
Members who wish to intervene, they are more than
welcome to do so, if they want to.

What the Member said outlines many of the concerns
over how we are going to do local government. There

is the challenge that people will say and do things that
are misinterpreted or looked at in a different light by
others. | welcome the fact that the leader of the SDLP
has addressed the issue in Newry. It is somewhat
disappointing that it has taken this time for that to be said,
but, nevertheless, in a spirit of reconciliation, | think that
the fact that it has been said and an undertaking given that
it will be rectified deserves a positive response. | will give
him such a response. It is a magnanimous thing to say
when you have made a mistake and to come forward and
say that you will try to make amends. How those amends
are made is, of course, something that we will want to
scrutinise. It may well be something that we need to work
together on, because different people will have different
opinions on it.

Mr Weir: | thank the Member for giving way. My slight
concern is that there was a lack of clarity. Will the Member
join me in saying that, when it comes to making amends,
there should be a clear statement from the SDLP, from the
leader or any other Member, to say that it will be bringing
forward a notice of motion seeking to change the name of
the play park? | did not get —

Mr Deputy Speaker: Order, Members. | remind everyone
that we are here to debate the Second Stage of the
legislation; we are not here to debate a particular play
park. So, | ask Members to put their comments in the
context of the legislation.

Mr Weir: In the context of providing parity of esteem
and ensuring that there is the feeling of power sharing
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in the Bill, which the previous Member who spoke made
reference to, does the Member agree that a concrete step
would be a clear, unambiguous indication that a notice of
motion will be brought by the SDLP seeking to change the
name of that play park? It would not rectify what happened
in the past, but it would at least show that there is a
willingness to change. Rather than simply using words to
say there is regret, there would be actual concrete action.
Does the Member agree that that is the positive action that
is required to rectify this matter?

Mr B McCrea: Following on from that intervention,

and with reference to Part 9 of the Bill on the conduct

of councillors and Part 10 on community planning, |

will respond to the intervention and say that it is my
understanding that the leader of the SDLP has given an
undertaking that he is not just acknowledging that there
was some misunderstanding, which led to offence, but
that he intends to address the issue. How he addresses
the issue is a matter for the SDLP, but we will look at that,
and | take on board the points that the Member opposite
made. Nevertheless, the point having been made and
counterpoints having been put forward, | think that it is a
significant development and one that deserves some sort
of proper scrutiny and, at this stage, a positive response
from this Bench.

On the general point of the Bill, the question that we have
to ask is: why are we bringing this Bill forward at all? This
is about the general principles. If the Assembly were
overburdened with work, and if it were anxious to clear
the decks so that it could do more work, bring forward
more legislation and tackle more issues that are properly
associated with it, you might have some argument about
trying to move some work to the councils. | have to say
that that is not the case in this House at the moment. We
appear to be trying to devolve dysfunctionality. We appear
to be trying to take things that we cannot deal with or
issues that we cannot resolve and move them to another
area, and | have some concerns about that.

The naming of the park is but one issue, and the flying

of the Union flag at all Northern Ireland councils on
designated days is another issue that might cause

some discussion. | have heard Members here mention

the difficulties with the selection of a chief executive,

who will be selected and how. There were discussions
earlier about how we might allocate offices, whether we
should use d’Hondt, and there was an exchange between
various councils about how that might work. Those are all
significant issues. Underlining them all, and | think that this
was the point that Mr McDonnell was making at the start of
his speech, is that there is a fear about an abuse of power
by a majority, whatever that majority happens to be, and
there is some concern from my position about the fact that
we are devolving powers to organisations that will be less
able to handle those difficult subjects than this body here.
Were it the case that this Assembly was working really
well, meaning that we were really functional and could say,
“here is good practice”, there might be an argument to see
whether we could do something different in another place.

The key question facing us in the legislation is: if we were
to start again, if we were to remove Northern Ireland’s
orange and green politics from the equation, would we
come up with this particular model for reforming councils?
When we talked about the number of councils — certainly
in my sphere of influence — the discussion was about

whether 15, 11 or six was right. The discussion was not to
do with purpose or function. It was to do with who would
have majority control and whether these would be orange
councils, green councils or whatever. Unfortunately,

this entire project — from the 11-council model, to the
governance framework, to the financial models and
projected savings — has orange and green politics running
through it. It is, therefore, policy by negotiation, not policy
by evidence. It is policy by barter, not outcomes. It is policy
with little focus on the common good.

We are going through the motions rather than trying to do
what is best, and that approach provides lowest common
denominator policy. At this stage of the Bill, not one
Member has made a good, strong case that, under this
model of reform, the public will be significantly better off in
outcomes, finance or representation.

Why should we devolve the dysfunctionality of this
Executive and Assembly to more powerful councils?
Perhaps we should put our own house in order first. There
is a question to be asked when you look at the functionality
of the body politick. In the past, some people have said
that we have too many MLAs and that we should look

at reducing their number. This question could also be
asked: why do we need two tiers of government? Other
Members have, quite properly, made the case that, during
the Troubles, councils were one of the main democratic
institutions left to us. We did not have a devolved
Administration. We had MPs, MEPs and councillors.
However, we are not there now. We are now in a devolved
institution. When you look —

Lord Morrow: Will the Member give way?

Mr B McCrea: | am always minded to give way to the
Lord Morrow. | trust that he will give way to me at future
opportunities.

Lord Morrow: | recall only one occasion on which | did
not give way, and | must have had a very good reason.
Normally, | do give way.

The Member has asked why we need local government. |
remind him that when local government was reorganised
in 1973 under the Macrory report, Macrory envisaged

an Assembly here. To be fair to the Macrory report, local
government would have been much more effective,
although it was quite effective, and | am not taking away
from it in any way. | remind the Member that, under the
Macrory report, it was always envisaged that there would
be the tier of local government that exists now. It was
envisaged that there would be an Assembly here. We
now have both, and that was always part of the plan, Mr
McCrea. Thank you for giving way.

Mr B McCrea: | am grateful to Lord Morrow for his
intervention. | had purpose in bringing in Lord Morrow.
He made an interesting contribution earlier, which | want
to address, not in a confrontational way but to pick up on
some of the points that he made.

Look at other council models. Birmingham City Council,
for example, looks after almost one million people.

Some councils in England and Wales have powers

over and above what our councils have, including

powers over education, social services, planning, waste
disposal, recycling and collecting, trading standards,
emergency planning, roads, highways and transportation,
housing, environmental health, parks, open spaces and
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countryside, and markets and fairs. Those councils have to
deal with a real amount of work. A Member from the Sinn
Féin Benches said that district councils and local councils
currently spend only about 5p in the tax-raised pound and
that that is wrong.

The counterargument to the principle behind the Bill is: are
we really doing this because, some time ago, someone
told us that it is something that we should do? All that |
hear from around the House are fairly guarded comments
from Members who are not really sure that this is the right
way forward, that we are doing this because it is a train in
motion, and that we have to do it at some stage. | am in
concert with Lord Morrow in that | would rather take my
time and do it properly than rush it unnecessarily and get
it wrong. If there is a proper function to be done, let us
address that and see what happens.

415 pm

Mr Weir: | thank the Member for giving way. Having been
in this place since the beginning, | think that | am right in
saying that the original announcement of the review of
public administration (RPA) was made in the year 2000. By
the time all this is put in place, that will be a 15-year time
frame. As the Member considers that we are rushing it,

| wonder how long he feels it would take to give it proper
consideration?

Mr B McCrea: | was quoting the Member’s colleague Lord
Morrow, who said that it was better to get it right than to
rush it. So there might be an issue for that to be taken up.
For my part, heaven forbid that there would be a split in the
DUP —

Lord Morrow: Will the Member give way?
Mr B McCrea: Quickly, Maurice. A leadership bid?

Lord Morrow: Thank you for giving way. It is good to keep
everything in context. | said what you said | said. However,
| said it in the context that some criticism was flowing
against Ministers past and present that this took a long
time coming. So | said, at that stage, better far to take our
time and get it right. | hope that we are getting it right, and
it was in that context that | said that.

Mr B McCrea: | am grateful to Lord Morrow for confirming
that he said what | said he said, and, of course, we all
know that it is very important not to fall out with the Chief
Whip. So we have that sorted.

There are some issues that | would like to bring forward
about devolving dysfunctionality. We appear to have
dysfunctional boundaries. | know that that is not the
particular focus of this Bill, but | want to touch on it

briefly before | move on. There are difficulties, and we
appear to have constructs that do not fit the natural local
environment. The 11-council model creates boundaries
that, seemingly, have not taken into consideration current
community identity, civic activity or even journeys and
routes of travel for the majority of people in different
constituencies. There is an example between Castlereagh
and Lisburn, and another around south Down. The issue
is intensified when we consider one of the key aspects of
the Bill, community planning, which is in Part 10, clauses
69 to 86. According to the Local Government Task Force’s
planning subgroup recommendation paper:

“The aim of community planning is to make sure that
people and communities are genuinely engaged in
decisions made about the public services which affect
them.”

and:

“the idea of developing a jointly owned vision for a
locality”

seems to be something of a challenge when people

are geographically dispersed, not part of one particular
community but of several, which reflects some of the
difficulties that we have raised. So | have to say that
new electoral boundaries, combined with Assembly and
parliamentary boundaries, will likely confuse voters at a
time of unprecedented political disenchantment. That is
an issue.

Mr Dickson: | thank the Member for giving way. | have
some sympathy and understanding for what he says

in relation to what might be perceived as a disconnect
between the boundaries and the new local authorities.
However, | am, sadly, old enough to remember 1977, when
| joined Carrickfergus Borough Council. Essentially, the
same argument was made then. We drew Greenisland,
which was part of the former Larne Rural District Council,
and Whitehead, which had its own council, into a new
borough council, that of Carrickfergus. The description
that Mr McCrea has just given was the description that was
given then. However, the task for local government was

to draw the community out of those areas that were put
together as a result of the Macrory report. That is exactly
what we were being asked to do some 40 years ago and
itis what we are being asked to do today. | think it a good
thing, not a bad thing.

Mr B McCrea: | am grateful to the Member for his
intervention. Unfortunately, | do not have his years to be
able to remember from 1977 in that regard. However, there
is no doubt that there is a challenge in front of us. | am not
sure — and this is the purpose of the debate on the Bill —
that we are actually ready and able to resolve the issues
that are put forward and that the Bill is trying to achieve.

The second area of devolving dysfunctionality is
dysfunctional finance. The PwC report of October 2009,
referred to already by Members, indicates that there will be
expenditure of £118 million over five years and that that will
achieve savings of £438 million over 25 years.

It indicates that the operational costs will break even in
2017-18 and that it will take until 2020-21 to get a return on
the initial investment. | notice that there were a number of
Assembly questions in from Anna Lo about the amount of
money that was going to be available to do these things.
The problem is that we can be pretty sure that there is
going to be an increase in cost, but it is not certain that we
will see a reduction in expenditure or efficiencies. That is
substantially dealt with in the reporting section of the Bill
— I think it is Part 12 — which deals with how we will see
whether we will see benefits. | am particularly concerned
about that matter.

| will return to some of the points that Lord Morrow brought
up when he was talking about debt, which, | think, was

a key point. He helpfully produced some statistics about
how well certain councils have done. | think that he said
that £0-5 billion was the total cost of this. The figure that |
have is £459,525,000, so £0-5 billion is correct. | was also
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drawn to the figure that Newtownabbey Borough Council
has produced. | will also talk a little bit about Lisburn, just
to show that there is no unintended bias on the issue.

Lord Morrow: Will you talk about Dungannon, too?

Mr B McCrea: | will talk about Dungannon because | think
that the Member has a very fair point.

| looked at the figures for Newtownabbey’s current debt.
Members who are members of Newtownabbey council
will be able to tell me that it is £46,836,936. | stand to

be corrected, but | think that that is the figure. What is
interesting about that figure is that | looked to see how
much the council actually raises in rates and found that
the figure is half that; it is £25 million. This is a colossal
burden. Lord Morrow made the point that you could offset
that with the assets and said that that was, maybe, the
right way to do it. The annual general report helpfully
states that the council has long-term assets of £85-2
million, but it is not clear that those are actually realisable,
because they are land and buildings.

With regard to the audit powers that we are looking at in
the Bill, one of the things that is most interesting is that the
audit was not qualified, but noted. The report states that
one area of difficulty arose during the audit, and it states
that the council is required to disclose its fixed assets at
fair value. It then states that fixed assets were overstated
and that the council had amended its accounts to correct
that. The result is a net book value of land and buildings
being reduced by £8-1 million.

Mr Deputy Speaker: | have allowed the Member some
latitude, but can | draw you back to the main principles of
the Bill, please?

Mr B McCrea: Mr Deputy Speaker, sir, | am dealing
with Part 12, as | indicated to you, which deals with
performance improvement and how we might deal with
these issues.

| will put the comparison about the sort of audit support
that we need because this is a very important issue. |

looked at two points on this because this is a serious issue.

| looked at the cost of servicing that debt. Newtownabbey
finances that sum of money at £5-5 million per annum.
That is a fairly significant sum. Interestingly, when we look
at Lisburn, which has a mere £25 million of debt, we see
that it has to spend only £2-5 million on servicing debt.
When you take that as a percentage of the amount of rates
that you bring in, it is a significant proportion. The point
about this moving across and whether we should do it is: if
we consolidate these issues, there will be, in my opinion,
an increase in rates in the longer term. The biggest single
problem that we have with this is that we will be devolving
activity and responsibility without taking care of the
financial issues. Even if there is short-term funding to get
us over the hiccup, there will be —

Mr Weir: | thank the Member for giving way. | am trying

to be careful because | appreciate what the Member is
saying about the funding issue and about performance
management. | am sure that the Minister will address this
point in his remarks — the previous Minister spoke about it
as well — but the intention from a funding point of view is
not to give one-off grants for a year or two but to embrace
a fundamental shift in the balance between the local and
regional rates.

That means that, at the end of the day, the same functions
are being provided and the same amount of money is
required for them, but the balance between them is shifted.
The idea that this will create a shift in the balance that will
add to the burden on the ratepayer is erroneous. To be
fair, had the Member listened to what Minister Attwood
said on a number of occasions — it is what | suspect
Minister Durkan will say — he would know that this will not
impose an additional burden because it is, effectively, the
equivalent of an internal shift.

Mr B McCrea: | hear the words, but political expediency
will sometimes come to the fore in the years ahead, and
we know that no Assembly can bind the following one. |
suspect that there will be a movement of responsibility
without the commensurate level of funding.

On that issue, | would also point to the rates league table.
Much was made of the fact that Dungannon and South
Tyrone Borough Council did not increase its rates. It is
interesting to note that Lisburn, Fermanagh, Dungannon
and South Tyrone and Castlereagh councils all have a
domestic rate of about 25p in the pound, whereas Derry
City Council has a rate of 41p. So when we talk about
where we can get some equality in the amount of money
that is being spent in those areas, what recourse do we
have for the ratepayers to make sure that the money is
spent appropriately?

| have an issue with the way that this is going. It requires a
lot more interrogation and thought. | am still not convinced
that councils will be enabled to deal with difficult issues
such as flags and emblems, the protection of minorities
and respect. All those important community planning
issues are not going to be dealt with in this Bill. It is an
abdication of responsibility by this Assembly, which,
unable to get its own house in order, is seeking to devolve
its own dysfunctionality to other places.

On that basis, we should think again. | am not with those
who say that we have to get through this because we
have been talking about it for so long now that it will be
embarrassing if we do not do something. This Bill is wrong
in principle and it will not improve things for the people of
Northern Ireland. It will not tackle the proper issues. It is
not the right way forward.

| say to all those in this Assembly who have raised their
concerns that they will not be able to fix this in Committee.
There is simply too much to do. We should tackle
something a little less ambitious.

People have spoken to me about getting proper
representation. There is a challenge to make sure that
our electorate know who it is that they are talking to. Is
it councillors, or is it Assembly Members, Members of
Parliament or Members of the European Parliament?
There may well be a situation where there is not
clarity, and in my opinion that does not make for good
governance.

Mr Weir: | support the Bill. The new Minister is, to some
degree, facing a baptism of fire. He has a fairly lengthy

Bill in front of him. Those of us who have served on the
Committee for the Environment know that it is typical that
legislation from the Department of the Environment is quite
often, by necessity, weighty in nature and has to cover a
wide range of issues.
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| should declare a number of interests at the start. | am a
member of North Down Borough Council — there is tutting
from at least one Member on the opposite Benches — and
a member of the transition committee and the Northern
Ireland Local Government Association. | was previously a
member of the policy development panel, which has given
me a degree of insight into this Bill.

| pay tribute to all those who were involved in the strategic
leadership board and policy development panel. Although
there will be issues that | and others will query and that we
will need to examine at Consideration Stage, | think that
many issues have been gone into and teased out in great
detail. So, this has not simply been thrown together by the
Department or anyone else.

4.30 pm

At the broadest level of the RPA debate, many issues
were addressed, particularly by the Members who spoke
previously, that are not directly relevant to the Bill. Beyond
community planning, the Bill does not deal with the
transfer of functions or the exact balance between the
Assembly and local government. | have to say that the
level of functions that we operate in local government in
Northern Ireland tends to be a lot less than in other parts
of the world. To shift some of that additional work and
responsibility into local government is, | think, a good
thing, as it will bring local government closer to the people.
However, | do not want to dwell too much on that, because
at the end of the day, the Bill is not about the transfer of
functions. Largely speaking, the Bill also does not pay a
great deal of attention to the financial position, although it
touches on it. Again, however, there seems to be a bit of
misunderstanding about that.

Another issue was mentioned that is not in the Bill, but, to
be fair, it was suggested that it should be put into it. That
is the issue of flags. | have read the Bill, and | know that it
deals with a wide range of issues, but it does not impact
on the flag situation. It may be another matter if something
emerges from the Haass talks. However, those areas that
fly the flag at present will continue to do so, and nobody is
going to be in a position to effectively compel it to be flown
in those areas where it is not. | appreciate that a Member
may try to scaremonger on this later in the day, but, as
with a lot of things, the scaremongering — [Interruption.]
What? Sorry?

A Member has already briefed that he will try to
scaremonger on the issue, and the reality is that, like
many previous attempts at scaremongering, it does not
add up. To some extent, the Alliance Party has recognised
that, although | disagree with its position. Members from
that party realise that the Bill does not deal with the flags
issue, so they are proposing changes to it. | have to say
that | am not particularly convinced about that. | will look
at any amendment that is tabled, but | am not particularly
convinced that introducing flag issues to the Bill is a
particularly wise way forward. With respect to those in

the Alliance Party who would propose that, their previous
intervention on flags in local government last year did not
work out particularly well. Consequently, | think that that is
an exercise that is maybe not to be repeated.

| want to deal with a range of the issues that are in the
Bill. First, when the officials briefed the Committee —

a large amount of work will have to be done — they
mentioned that, between the consultation stage and now,

two substantive changes were made to the Bill. | think
that both those changes are to be welcomed. The first
change, which | think Mr Elliott mentioned, is the shift
towards the power of general competence. That is not to
be feared. It will give councils a degree of opportunity,
and it has been pushed for some time, for example, by the
Local Government Association. Indeed, | know that the
incoming president of the Local Government Association,
Alderman Hatch, who is Mr Elliott’s party colleague, has
pushed for the power of general competence. That is an
opportunity to give a certain level of freedom to councils.
It will be circumscribed, so, councils will not be able to

do something that is illegal or unlawful, for example — it
will cover a range of things. However, it will give a greater
degree of power to the councils, and | welcome that.

The code of conduct and the complaints procedure

was another issue that was raised. | think that there

has been a considerable improvement on that, but at
least one Member raised a concern about it. There is
widespread acceptance of a mandatory code of conduct.
The shift away from investigations being handled
internally by councils to their being handled externally by
a commissioner of complaints is to be welcomed from a
financial and a practical point of view.

Previously, concerns were raised about internal scrutiny
investigations, and having a scrutiny officer in a council
was fraught with difficulties. It led to one of two scenarios.
The first is that that officer would have been in that

post and would have dealt purely with the scrutiny of
complaints. We would hope that there would be a very
limited number of complaints with local government and
that that person would be used fairly rarely. However,
they would have a full-time job, costing a large amount of
money and would be largely twiddling his or her thumbs
and maybe almost looking for complaints. | think that there
would be a danger in that.

The more likely scenario raised at an earlier stage with
regard to the investigation side and the code of conduct
would be that that officer would take that on as part of
their portfolio duties. That would place that council officer
in a fairly invidious position, because they would be
dealing with complaints against councillors one day and
then working with them on human resource issues, or
whatever other portfolio, on other days. That would lead
to a massive conflict of interest. The process of having an
independent complaints procedure taken at arm’s length is
a change to be welcomed.

One area is slightly lacking and needs to be dealt with in
Committee. At present, if a sanction is made against a
councillor under the legislation, the only right of appeal
appears to be by way of judicial review, which seems to be
on fairly narrow grounds. For example, if someone is being
disqualified from council or is being suspended or fined,
we need to build into the process a way of challenging that
through a right of appeal.

With regard to governance issues, which play a fairly
significant part in the Bill, there have been various
allegations against various councils. Some parties and
some individuals who have been throwing this about
seem to be polishing their halos. There have been various
problems with different parties in different councils
throughout the years.
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With regard to the issue of handing out positions, it is right
that mechanisms are put in place. | share the view that
there is a range of options. | tried to explain this less from
a political point of view and more from a mathematical
point of view. For example, a formula involving single
transferable vote does not really work if you have a large
number of positions. | come from a council where, for
many years, we have tried to work it out by formal or
informal arrangements and not according to a formula,
and that has worked fairly well. Therefore, from that point
of view, | would not be doctrinaire and say that there has
to be a one size fits all. However, having examined those
issues in previous policy panels, there needs to be a
default position. It seems to be accepted by most parties
that the default position is likely to be d’Hondt and what is
controlled within that.

From a technical point of view, | welcome the fact that
the Department has outlined the precise procedures

for d’'Hondt in the schedules. One of the complications
that | have seen in local government — sometimes
through innocent explanation and sometimes because it
has particularly suited one party or another — is that a
particular format of d’Hondt has been used over a small
number of positions that would suit particular parties.
When d’Hondt is being run for positions once over the
lifetime of the council, it would, to some extent, start to
deal with some of the issues of representation for smaller
parties. If you are appointing a wide number of positions,
possibly up to 50 or 100, it tends to level out. Where
d’Hondt is being used, it is being used consistently and, if
it is used by each of the councils in a similar way, that is an
advantage.

Mr Elliott referred to the arrangement of functions and,
from a governance point of view, whether we would move
to a Cabinet-style situation that is permitted within the
legislation or use what is akin to what is there at present,
which is to have committees. | suspect that, initially, it
would be highly unlikely that any of the councils would
move directly towards a Cabinet-style system. However,
with the experience of functions and the scale of the area
to be covered, the current model of committees may not
suit either. It is wrong to see this entirely as an either/or
situation; it is a spectrum.

We have seen that in a number of councils. In Belfast,

a leaders’ group sets a degree of strategic direction.

| think that is also done on Armagh City and District
Council, where representatives from each party form an
overarching strategy committee. Those are all means to
try to square the circle between a pure committee system
and a Cabinet-style system, so we are likely to settle
somewhere on that spectrum.

We need to tackle a couple of important issues in the
legislation on qualified majority voting, the aim of which

is to provide protection to minorities. It is important that
the correct balance is struck. Consequently, we will have
to examine what may impact adversely on a particular
community. It is a matter of protecting minorities while not
having a mechanism that is so easy to trigger that is simply
creates gridlock in councils. It is about getting that balance
right. Some of those issues may have to be dealt with in
subordinate legislation, but they need to be looked at. The
key to qualified majority voting is the determination of the
legitimacy of a call-in, which is an issue that Lord Morrow
raised. Which individual or grouping will give a thumbs up

or thumbs down to the legitimacy of a call-in is a difficult
circle to square. | am not convinced that chief executives
simply referring an issue to a barrister or solicitor of their
choice is the best way forward. We will need to examine
the best way forward in Committee.

Like others, | welcome the idea of community planning.
There is quite often a tendency with RPA to look at the
problems. Community planning has the potential to give
communities and councils a much greater opportunity to
have a debate about shaping their area. As lan McCrea
indicated, elements of that have been done in the past.
However, the legislation puts it on a clearer statutory
footing. As lan and others indicated, however, when we are
examining community planning, we need to ensure that its
methodology is sufficiently robust. We must not start with
the chief executive on day one, and work our way down
the staff so that, by the sixth meeting, the office junior is
representing the council with Roads Service, the local
health trust or the Housing Executive. It is important that
everybody buys into the benefits of community planning.
We need to make sure that that is done correctly.

The partnership panel is to be strongly welcomed. The
wording of the legislation may need to be looked at slightly.
Although we have assurances from officials, it would be
useful if the Minister gave us an assurance on that. The
current wording refers to councillors being nominated or
more or less appointed by the Department. If that is simply
a technical device, with the Minister signing off on names
that come from local government, nobody will have a
problem. However, if the Minister, as in a medieval royal
court, were picking and choosing which of his subjects are
best placed to do the job — | do not know how many of his
colleagues would make it onto that list, but that is another
matter — that would be fundamentally wrong. | suspect
that that is not the case, and | assume that it is the former
rather than the latter. It would be useful if the Minister dealt
with that in his remarks at the end of the debate.

It will be useful to have a reasonably uniform system for
performance management. Although | have not been able
to get to the bottom of some of the detail, | think that local
government has raised concerns about whether that side
of things has been got entirely right. Although | appreciate
the desire to ensure that transferred functions in particular
are carried out correctly, an overly onerous intervention
regime from Departments would, | think, backfire. That
should happen only in extreme circumstances.

4.45 pm

One other aspect that was touched on — | may seek
clarification as to whether it was, but | know that it was
raised in Committee — is that we are now in a situation

in which pretty much every council in Northern Ireland

has an audit committee. | think that the bulk of those
committees have at least one representative who is
independently appointed. One thing that we may need to
look at in the detail of the legislation is trying to ensure that
that independent element is made compulsory for all audit
committees. Again, that is something to be looked at by the
Committee.

In conclusion, the Bill is another major piece of the
jigsaw of moving forward with RPA. It has actually been
a particularly long process. If the Bill does not come out
of the Committee by February, it will not be through any
want of the Committee that that target is not reached. We
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will need to deal with a wide range of issues. | have to say
that | suspect that, even with the passing of the Second
Stage today, we will hear some in local government tell
us very earnestly that, despite whatever assurances the
Assembly, the previous Minister or the current Minister
has given, they have heard that this is not going to
happen. That seems to be the one almost inevitability in
local government. | think that, with the passage of the
legislation, a very clear signal will be sent out that RPA
is on track. It is happening. It will be there to benefit all
citizens. Ultimately, that is what this should be about.

With others on the Committee for the Environment, | look
forward to going through the detail of the legislation to
ensure that it is correct. We have a big job of work to do on
a very large piece of legislation. In the past, the Committee
has worked hard on it. We can get this right and ensure
that we move forward in a way that benefits all Northern
Ireland’s citizens. Therefore, | support the Bill.

Mr Dickson: As | have already mentioned to the House,
my local government experience goes back over 30 years.
| joined Carrickfergus Borough Council in 1977, some

four years after the last reorganisation. As others have
mentioned, reorganisation of local government has served
Northern Ireland well in a number of ways. In other ways,
it has been part of Northern Ireland’s problem. However,
we have to pay tribute to those councillors and others

for, really, the only democratic light that was switched on
anywhere across the Province during some very dark days
was in our 26 town halls and civic buildings. That is not to
suggest that many rows and very difficult situations did
not also happen inside those buildings during that period.
They did, however, provide stability in the community and
society when there was a great deal of instability.

Sharing responsibility in those councils was highly
problematic. Some councils were prepared to embrace
some forms of sharing responsibility. However, the vast
majority decided that if they were in the majority, that
was the end of the story. | was fortunate enough to be
mayor of Carrickfergus in the early 1990s, not because
my colleagues from other political parties were prepared
to share responsibility with me and my party but because
they were, in effect, squabbling among themselves

and had broken into various factions, which resulted in
various little deals being done rather than there being
any cohesive and responsible policy that allowed for
recognition of people being able to deliver for the whole
community.

The key part of my contribution to the debate concerns
the code of conduct for members. | could not agree more
that we need that code of conduct, because, sadly, over
the years we have seen various members of councils get
up to things and do things that were not appropriate but
that could not be dealt with by the local authority or that
members or political parties were not prepared to deal
with themselves. We need a very clear mandatory code
of conduct for members. However, as others have said,
if somebody has transgressed and is called before the
conduct committee of a local authority, that person needs
to have the right of appeal.

That is as important as the protection for the public of
knowing that there is a code of conduct and a standard
against which members will be called to account.

The other side of that coin is protection for the employees
of local authorities. In addition to the normal employee-
employer relationship, which is, of course, full of rules
and regulations, employees in local government can be
and sometimes are exposed to pressure from political
groups or, indeed, individual members who seem to think
that they own a fiefdom rather than have a democratic
responsibility in a local authority. Therefore, we need

to give consideration to protecting employees from the
overbearing and ill-advised activities of council members
and to ensure that council employees themselves do not
effectively go native and become de facto supporters of a
particular grouping or, indeed, a campaign for something
to be built or delivered in a particular community. So, we
need to ensure that the legislation deals with that area of
responsibility as well.

| note that the Bill requires annual improvement reports,
but | am disappointed that they are primarily financial
improvement reports. Although such reports are absolutely
necessary, these improvement reports need to go
substantially beyond the financial activities and financial
probity of a local authority. In improving local government,
we need to ensure that we also improve the efficiency,
delivery and business of the new local authorities for
ratepayers and citizens. | would, therefore, like to see the
whole clause on annual improvement reports changed

so that they are delivered by a much wider spectrum of
inspection than just financial inspections by the local
government auditor. Simply put, we need to have what are,
in effect, school-type reports, indicating how a council is
performing against a set of parameters, which are then
matched against other local authorities.

After some 15 years of debating this legislation to get to
where we are, we have to wake up and realise that the
existing 26 councils are tired and are no longer fit for
purpose. They may have done a good job, but we now
need to deliver a modern, efficient and appropriate local
government system for the citizens of Northern Ireland
that will last for the next 40 years. It needs to be a system
that, | have to say, is not bogged down by the failures of
this establishment, as others have said. We have to rise
above that. We have to recognise the issues that are
problems for us and put in place mechanisms that allow
local government to deliver in a modern and effective way
for all our citizens. If that means that we have to deal with
the contentious issues of flags, shared responsibility and
weighted majorities, we need to put down those rules in
the regulations and in the Bill to ensure that, when the new
ship of local government sets sail, it does so with a fair
wind to deliver for everyone.

Mr A Maginness: | am pleased to speak in favour of the
Second Stage of the Local Government Bill, which is truly
a milestone in the history of local government. This is the
first serious reform of local government in about 40 years.
The Bill, if enacted in its present form, will make some
interesting improvements to local government, in particular
the recognition of the need to share responsibility

in councils. That is a very important aspect of local
government. In order to attract the confidence and support
of local communities, responsibility needs to be shared.
Although that has been done on an arbitrary, ad hoc

basis right across Northern Ireland, it is right and proper
that it should have some sort of legislative form, and this
represents a step towards achieving that. All of us in the
Chamber long for a shared future, and | believe that we
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can have a shared future at local government level through
this Local Government Bill.

| was a councillor, like many others who have spoken
during the debate, for 24 years. | am only a junior in
comparison with Mr Dickson or the Lord Morrow. If you
count up the years that Members of the House have
served in local government, it would come to perhaps

a century or two or even a millennium. When | served

on Belfast City Council, we had a committee system

that worked reasonably well, but there have been other
experiences in local government, particularly across the
water, of the development of Cabinet-style executives.
The Bill permits that type of governance arrangement,
and it is right and proper that councils should be given

an opportunity to at least try to develop that form of
governance. It has to be done, of course, in accordance
with fairness and on the basis of power sharing, but it
would be of assistance in streamlining decision making

in local government, which can, at times, become very
slow and cumbersome. This option should be welcomed,
and | believe that it could change the culture of local
government. Alongside the executive in local government,
you would have councillors whose function would be to
scrutinise the decision-making of the executive. | am not
absolutely certain whether there is sufficient power among
those who scrutinise the decisions of the executive — that
is, the councillors who are not involved in the executive —
to have what they might regard as bad decision-making
reversed. We have to look at that in the legislation, and it
might be useful if the Minister were to express a view on
that. Nonetheless, if the scrutiny function is developed by
councillors, it will mean having a different role from other
councillors who are engaged in executive decision making,
and that will create a political tension in the council — a
healthy one in my view — that will create a healthier
political environment.

| also welcome the concept of community planning. That is
important for councils, and the council would have a wide
brief on community planning. | am not sure how it would
work out in practice, because councils are engaged in
quite a number of functions now that are much wider than
first envisaged by our traditional councils. The widening of
their scope and function is, in my view, a good thing. The
discipline that will be imposed on councils for continuous
improvement in performance will also be a good thing. It
will be an incentive for better performance management
of councils, and, whilst councils try to improve their
performance, that duty, which will be imposed on councils,
will be very important.

I notice that the Bill refers to the control of councils, but |
wonder what that means in practice. | would be a bit wary
of Departments behaving towards councils in a Big Brother
fashion. Councils should be given a degree of flexibility,
unencumbered by central government interference. One
of the beauties of councils is that they can take local
decisions to deal with local problems and circumstances
which they are better acquainted with than central
government is. | would not like to see councils constrained
or restrained in that way by Departments.

5.00 pm

The partnership panel is an interesting concept. | am not
absolutely certain what it will mean in practice, but if there
is a partnership idea — | put the emphasis on partnership

rather than having a top-down position by central
government to councils — | hope that that can develop.
| am not certain what it will actually mean in practice.
Perhaps the Minister can outline what he believes that
would mean.

| also welcome the fact that the conduct of councillors will
be put on a stronger statutory footing and that there will be
a commissioner looking at the conduct of councillors. That
is helpful and will create a better political and administrative
discipline within which councillors will operate. That will
help to raise standards of conduct and behaviour in
councils, but it is important that there be that authority.

On that note, | conclude. | wish the Bill well. There will be a
lot of work to be done in Committee, but | believe that there
is general goodwill towards the Bill from all parties and
that we can make good legislation that adds to the general
welfare of all our citizens.

Mr McGlone: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. Tugaim moladh don Aire as ucht an Bille a
thabhairt os ar gcomhair inniu. Full marks to the Minister
for bringing the Bill before us.

Local government has given us some of the worst and
some of the best: some of the worst in our past that led
us through discrimination in housing, jobs, planning and
all; and some of the best in circumstances where our
councils have worked together on the basis of sharing
power, respect, trust and getting to know one another. It
is that grass-roots working that | trust will be embryonic
in the Bill — building trust and reconciliation and working
our way towards what should be our shared future of local
communities and councillors engaging one another and
building trust in each other step by step.

| welcome the Local Government Bill and the potential

to debate this important reform and opportunities for our
local democratic system of government. It has taken a long
time to reach this stage, but it is important that we get it
right. We face a tight schedule if the Bill is to complete its
passage through the Assembly in time for the elections

to the new councils, which are hopefully expected on 22
May next year. | hope and trust that there will be no further
unnecessary delay.

The SDLP has consistently argued that the principle

of equality must be the cornerstone of any reform of

local government and that equality of treatment must be
enshrined in legislation. | trust and hope that the measures
in the Bill will achieve that aim.

Some that are noteworthy have already come to our
attention in their nominations to the various shadow and
transition committees. Lisburn and Castlereagh councils
have come to our attention as potentially not doing things
in the way that they should do: to be inclusive, to be
respectful and to have members included on the basis of
the mandate that they have sought and on the basis of
equality, fairness and respect for their respective mandate.

Mr Elliott: | thank the Member for giving way. Would he
include in that list one in his patch: Magherafelt council?

Mr McGlone: Thank you very much, Tom, you have stolen
my thunder. The next one that | was coming to mention
was Magherafelt District Council, in which Sinn Féin,

with 48-4% of the previous mandate, took 80% of the
representation on the statutory committee for that area.
Out of five, it took four. Those are the sorts of things that
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we hoped had been left in the past. They do not bid us well
for the future.

Of course, in those examples, | have disregarded what

is being done with good faith in many other district
council areas. They did not need legislation to do it. They
knew that it was the right thing to do: to be inclusive and
embrace the membership of —

Mr Givan: | appreciate the Member giving way. He
makes the point about Lisburn, and I think that he unfairly
represents something that is not the case. In Dunmurry
Cross, there are six nationalist councillors and one
unionist. Does he not believe that that minority community,
which was told that it needs to be part of the shared
future, should have a representative on the statutory
transition committee? Sinn Féin has chosen to boycott

its opportunity to take up the position. We have now put
forward, in fulfilling our duty, the SDLP member of the
council, John Drake. [Interruption.] At least he was up
until —

Mr McGlone: The good Member has got his facts wrong.
It is maybe catching around this place, from the top down
in his party. | will clarify that Mr Drake is obviously an
independent member. In making the case earlier, | was
not making the case for anyone else. Indeed, | think that
Alliance has been dropped off the end at that council. |
hope that that clarifies it for the Member. | do not know
whether he is a member of the council. | am sure that
somebody there can put him right, so that he can get his
facts right, just like his leader.

| will get back to the Bill. We trust that the measures
included in the Bill will achieve that aim. As a party, we
felt that it was the wrong number of councils. That is
because there was a concern that the smaller the number
of councils, the less the connection with local communities
and the grass roots. With a greater number of councils,
there would be more connection with those grass-roots
communities. However, the new councils will have a
greater role and powers that are more wide-ranging

than before, including a new lead role in community
planning. It is vital that those powers are exercised

with great responsibility. One of the most significant
measures in that regard is the enshrinement in law for
the first time of the sharing of council positions across
political parties. The introduction of a mandatory code of
conduct for all councillors and increased transparency

of council proceedings will help to generate a culture of
greater accountability to the public. The Bill also includes
important measures designed to protect the interests of
minority groups in the new council areas.

In the past, we have seen examples where political
interference has prevailed rather than the primacy of
equality and good practice. That has led to bad decisions
and downright discrimination in housing, employment and
planning. The qualified majority clause and the call-in
procedure for contentious decisions should, | hope, enable
local representatives to prevent the kind of abuses of
power that have, unfortunately, characterised our past;
indeed, some of our recent past.

The subordinate legislation that is to follow, further defining
the new measures, will be carefully examined to ensure
that there is no dilution of the commitment to equality
intended in the Bill. My party is most definitely committed
to ensuring that these equality measures remain at the

heart of the new legislation that reforms our local government,
so that civil rights and civil liberties are at the heart of the
decision-making process at local government level.

It is essential that the principle of equality is the
cornerstone of reform of local government and that
equality of treatment is kept enshrined in the Bill as

it passes through this Assembly. That is for all our
people, be they unionist or nationalist, or from different
backgrounds or other minority communities, or indeed,
other individuals. Only then will we have truly the best from
local government for all our people. That is the motivation
behind the Bill, | trust, and that is the new society, we
hope, it will help to bring us to — a shared and respectful
future, respecting and catering for all difference. Go raibh
maith agat, a LeasCheann Comhairle.

Mr McCallister: Reflecting on the debate so far, one might
ask how we have got to this point. How have we achieved
this? How have we ended up with an 11-council model?
Are we trying to make this fit because it has always
seemed to have some agreement on it? Different Members
have commented on it.

| would urge tremendous caution on the Bill and the
changes to local government, simply because we will

be stuck with this for a very long time, given that the last
reorganisation of local government was in 1973. It will
have lasted more than 40 years by the time this Bill, if it is
successful, goes through.

It is also strange that one of the arguments for doing this,
which Lord Morrow progressed, was that, in the 1973
reorganisation, it was always envisaged that there would
be an Assembly here as well as a tier of local government.
Bizarrely, now that we have an Assembly, one of the first
things it decided was to reorganise local government, even
though we went through the past number of years without
an Assembly, and local government, as many Members
said, was the one part of our democratic system that had
some form of function. All this leads me to the obvious
conclusion that the case has simply not been made as to
why we would reorganise local government or, indeed,
whether this is the right model for that reorganisation.

Look at the various Parts of the Bill, such as community
identity and how you would build that. | take Stewart
Dickson’s point that some people felt that way in 1973
orin 1977 and that there was no identity. Take places
such as Ballynahinch, where the population probably
naturally looks more towards Lisburn, but its parliamentary
constituency is Strangford, and its new council will be
Newry City, Mourne and Down District. Where are the
linkages there? Where are the common community
identities in that model?

It seems that we have decided, pretty much, on a carve-up
deal. We could not get agreement on what it was going to
be; the original number of councils was seven, and then we
moved to 11 as a sort of compromise. So, now, we have
got to the point where this Bill is trying to make all that fit
into the model that we have already decided upon. The Bill
is effectively trying to put a round pin into a square hole; it
is not going to fit, and it is not going to work well.

That is why |, along with my colleague Mr McCrea,

argue that you cannot devolve the dysfunctionality of this
Assembly to local government and expect it to work and
expect that, by some miracle, it will function and actually
achieve a solution to some of the cases and deal with the
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difficult issues that it will have to deal with. We cannot
even agree on what the flag-flying policy at times should
be here. How are we going to get councils to agree on and
deal with those issues?

5.15 pm

The financial case, | have to say — the Minister, | am sure,
will want to tackle this — the financial case, of all things,
certainly does not stack up. Councils that have lower

rate burdens and lower debt burdens are merging with
councils with much higher debt burdens. | just do not see
how that — how this Bill — is going to be in the interests of
ratepayers in those areas. You come back to looking right
across the board: where is the joined-up government? The
model in the Bill, which we are debating, does not fit in with
anything that we already have out there. It does not fit with
our parliamentary and Assembly constituencies. It ploughs
through many of the district councils that we already have.
It does not fit with any health trusts, education boards —
anything that we have out there. So there is no sense of
any coterminosity with anything on any of these issues.

Then we come to the point of why we think that some

of our voter numbers are going down. Why do we think
people are disconnected from the political system when
they see no relevance in this Bill to what they will pay in
their rates and what services they might get? That is why
| just do not think that this Bill is worth any merit. We have
designed a system with no strategic vision of what we are
going to do, and we have just said, “That is the system.”
Now, effectively, to the Minister we are saying, “Write a Bill
to make it fit”. | do not think that is an acceptable way of
doing business.

That is before we even look at planning. Does anyone
here truly believe that councils are going to be one of the
best places to deal with planning? We already have a very
difficult planning system. Do people think that devolving
that system to councils will improve it, speed it up or bring
any type of strategic vision? Of course, the Minister might
get a lucky break on that, and OFMDFM might just take
the planning system off him altogether and not devolve it
to councils. | do not think that councils are fit or have the
capacity, quite frankly, to deal with planning issues.

Most of our council functions at the minute are dealing
with waste. | can certainly tell you, Deputy Speaker, as a
rural dweller, that | do not particularly feel a great linkage
between what | pay in rates and what | get in the delivery
of council services. | get my bin emptied, and that is
about the height of it. | think that when we merge councils
together and look at what is going to happen on the
finance in this Bill, we begin to question how that is going
to make for even more disillusionment for ratepayers and
voters, who will wonder why there are no linkages there.

Look at all this dysfunctionality that we are proposing

to devolve to councils. We are also wanting to devolve,
effectively, a petition of concern mechanism to councils. |
have to say that that has really served us well in here. Look
at the number of times that the DUP has used a petition

of concern — on some strange pieces of legislation, on
clauses and on different things that it just objects to, it
says, “We will use a petition of concern.” That is something
that we are proposing to put out to councils. | see Mr
Campbell pointing. He has to know that no other party can
actually sign a petition of concern on its own, so at least
you have a safeguard there of needing a second party.

Mr Campbell: | thank the Member for giving way. | was
pointing because Mr McCallister was referring to the fact
that the DUP has used the petition of concern mechanism,
which is true. | was pointing to indicate that many people
have used a petition of concern, but he chose only to
mention the DUP.

Mr MccCallister: | think it is obvious why | chose only to
mention the DUP. The DUP is the only party that can sign
a petition of concern on its own. Sinn Féin needs —

Mr Deputy Speaker: Order. Can | draw the Member back
to the Bill, please?

Mr McCallister: Yes. Thank you, Deputy Speaker. That

is the point in the Bill. Why would you devolve that type of
mechanism to councils, considering the chaos that, quite
frankly, it sometimes causes in this Assembly? | am not
sure that the arguments are there for it. So, at every turn,
we look at that dysfunctionality; we look at the carve-up

of orange and green politics that infects this place — the
sectarianism that infects this place — and we put that out
to local government. That is exactly why we have come up
with an 11-council model and drafted the Bill to say that
that is what will happen. There is no light yet on whether
we are devolving the financial wherewithal to do some of
this or whether we are simply devolving the powers without
the financial responsibility. All of that paints a very grim
picture of how good the model is for moving forward the
reorganisation of local government.

| come back to the point that the case has not been made.
Not one Member today has made a case beyond saying
that it is about time that local government was reorganised.
The most convincing case probably came from Stewart
Dickson who said that our councils are old and tired: that
is about all we have. We are doing something that might
set up a council structure for the next 40 years, and that is
the only basis for it. What are the great arguments from the
DUP or Sinn Féin for doing this? We are devolving areas
of responsibility, and there are questions over whether our
councils would be capable and whether there are linkages
between voters and ratepayers and how they link into that.
On every single issue, we are asking the Assembly to
devolve our dysfunctionality to councils, and we somehow
think that it will all work and end happily.

We look at the state of the Chamber and we think, “Why do
we not replicate this across Northern Ireland and have the

relationships that we have here across local government?”
There will be the same parties across local government.

Mr Givan: Some parties will not —

Mr McCallister: | hear him shout. Hopefully, there will be
a sense of fresh politics in some councils to add a touch of
sanity to the proceedings.

That is why we will be opposing the Bill. It has not been
well thought through. No one has made the case. In doing
this, we are very much trying to make a silk purse out of a
sow’s ear. It is wrong, it is bad legislation, and the model
has not been proven. The projected savings are very
much in doubt, and the ability of councils to deliver some
of these things, particularly planning, is also in doubt. We
are devolving our failings to the councils, and that is not a
good way forward. That is why | will be opposing the Bill.

Mr Allister: No doubt, there are some who would like
the general public to believe that what we are engaged
in today is a coherent, structured process of reforming
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local government in a manner that is cogent and logical;
that we have taken to redrafting boundaries on a sensible
and rational basis and not, which, of course, is the reality,
on the basis of a carve-up settlement between the DUP/
Sinn Féin axis, so that we have produced such ludicrous
twinnings as Ballybeen with Moira or Ballynahinch

with Newry and we, in the process, have sold out and
abandoned the unionist position in Belfast.

This is from a starting point where, of course, there were
some who said that the logical outcome was 15 councils.
If 15 was right then, it is right today. The reason we do not
have 15 is because of that squalid deal between the DUP
and Sinn Féin to produce 11 councils, and, in the process,
do the things that | have said.

Along the way, we did have some sham fights. We had the
Health Minister, when he was Environment Minister, go
through the great process of a sham fight about Dunmurry.
What about Dunmurry now?

Mr Campbell: Shadow boxing.

Mr Allister: Yes. Shadow boxing, sham fight — whatever
you like, Mr Campbell — no doubt all those designations
would fit. Of course, in traditional DUP fashion, it all faded
away — another rollover.

Mr Deputy Speaker: May | draw the Member back to the
Bill? He will be aware that some of the issues that he is
speaking about are not dealt with in the Bill.

Mr Allister: | will come back to the content of the Bill.

| thought, Mr Deputy Speaker, that you were rising to
protect me, shrinking violet that | am, from Mr Campbell’s
sedentary interruptions. [Interruption.]

Mr Deputy Speaker: Order.
Mr Allister: | will try to deal with those in my own way.

Here comes Mr Poots, the man of whom | spoke, the
Dunmurry sham fighter.

It has been suggested that this is a cogent, coherent
approach to the reform of local government, which we will
consummate with the elections on 22 May. The reality,
however, is that we are discussing a Bill about how local
government should function in the reformed system,
without knowing whether it has any chance of being in law
by 22 May. | suspect that it probably will not be. So we will
elect new shadow councils on 22 May, with none of the
Bill's content likely to be in law by that date. It is not beyond
the bounds of possibility that, considering the snail pace
of the House, come April 2015, when the new councils are
supposed to take over, this legislation will not even be in
place. What happens then? Will the Minister have to come
in with an extension order for the 26 councils?

Mr McCallister: | am grateful to the Member for giving
way. | do not think that it will worry the DUP too much,
considering that the Education and Skills Authority (ESA)
has been in shadow form for years.

Mr Allister: | think that somebody should put ESA out of
its misery, and that would solve that problem.

My point is this: we are involved in a process that lacks the
structure and cogency to assure that it can deliver workable,
functioning local government. We are so late in the process
that, come those elections, the legislation might still be in
draft form rather than being an Act of the Assembly.

Perhaps it suits some to be able to say, “When we get into
the new councils, wait till you see what we will do. We will
deal with the flags issue and all sorts of issues” — happy
in the knowledge that they can say that because there is
nothing binding in the legislation. They do not then have to
face up to what they have sold out to in the legislation.
They can beat their chests in traditional fashion, knowing
that they can put off the evil day of facing up to the realities
that will be effected should the legislation come into play.

| say to the Minister: what happens on 22 May if the Bill is
not in place? What is being said to the people of Northern
Ireland about the future shape of their local government?
What happens to the councils if it is not even in place in
20157

5.30 pm

| find the Bill excessively prescriptive. Many of the
arrangements are stifling and prescriptive in the
restraints that they place on councils, no more so than
the governmental arrangements. What we have in the Bill
is an institutionalising of d’Hondt. There are some in the
House who, for years, have told us how hostile they are
to d’Hondt and how their political ambition is to rid the
House of it. | know that their actions defy their words, but
those are their words. Yet here we have them supporting
the very institutionalising of d’Hondt in local government.
It has worked really well here, has it not? Now, we will
institutionalise it in local government and expect that doing
so will provide working local government. Did we learn
nothing from the experiences of recent times?

When | say that the legislation is highly prescriptive,

| am thinking of the fact that one of the governmental
arrangements is an executive of the council. You might
have a 40-man council, you might have a 60-man council,
but you will have an executive of between four and 10
running it. What the other 30-odd or 50-odd are meant

to do is not very clear. Maybe we could give them a little
scrutiny role — that should keep them happy. That should
make them sound and seem important. However, when

it comes to running the council, let us give it to the big
carve-up, the four to 10 members. That proposition is not
about sharing power; it is about concentrating power in the
hands of the few.

Indeed, there are some remarkable things in the Bill. In
clause 26, there is a presumption that all power in those
circumstances will be vested not in the council that is
elected but in the executive that is selected. Likewise —

Mr Weir: | thank the Member for giving way. Does he
not recognise that the executive is one of a range of
governance options? The executive is exactly the system
that operates in the vast bulk of councils in England,
Scotland and Wales. Portraying it as sinister when it is
simply one option on the table and replicates what exists
elsewhere seems slightly ludicrous.

Mr Allister: The Member says that it is one option; it is
the first option stated in the Bill. It is an option and s, |
suppose, one of two main options. However, the clause is
predicated upon acceptance of that option. Clause 27(3),
for example, states:

“(3) Accordingly, any function which is the
responsibility of an executive of a council under
executive arrangements -
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(a) may not be discharged by the council’.

So the corporate action, the right and responsibility of
the council itself, is removed and vested exclusively in
the dictating cabal that is the executive, and there is no
accountability of any meaningful nature back from that.
So | will say this again: you elect 40 people, maybe six
get to exercise real power. The rest are observers of and
passengers in the process. Robbing councils of their
corporate power does not improve the democratisation of
local government.

It is interesting that an individual councillor who seeks
information under the Bill can be denied it. Clause 37 (3)
states:

“(3) The overview and scrutiny committee or the
council, in providing a copy of the document to a
councillor, may exclude any confidential information or
relevant exempt information.”

The council can keep information from that councillor.

Clause 37(4)(a) states:

“Where information is excluded ... the overview and
scrutiny committee or the council, in publishing, or
providing a copy of, the document may replace so
much of the document as discloses the information
with a summary which does not disclose that
information”.

Clause 37(6) has this classic line:

“The overview and scrutiny committee is nevertheless
to be taken for the purposes of section 36(3)(c) or (d)
to have published or provided a copy of the report or
recommendations.”

So you can conceal, but there is a statutory presumption
that whatever you provide is the full story. Where in this
proposal is the openness and transparency that some
boast about?

(Mr Speaker in the Chair)

Let me come to something that Mr Weir sought to preview
for me. It is interesting that the DUP Chief Whip has time
to follow my tweets. | do not know whether | should be
flattered or otherwise, but there you are. | come to the
issue of weighted majorities — qualified majorities — in
the Bill and where that sits and how it plays with the
important issue of symbols and flags for councils. We

all know from recent experience just how pertinent and
far-reaching the impact of councils flying or not flying a
flag can be. What does the Bill state about that? It states
some very interesting things. It states that some decisions
according to standing orders will be taken by qualified
majority. A council might well decide of its own volition
what will and what will not be decided by a qualified
majority, which is 80%. The key statutory provision is in
clause 42(2)(c), which gives the power to the Minister to
make regulations that:

“require that a vote with respect to a matter falling
to be decided by the council ... is to be taken in a
particular manner.”

Mr Weir: Will the Member give way?
Mr Allister: When | have finished the point.

The Minister reserves for himself the right by regulation

to override a council, to dictate and determine that a

vote on a particular matter is to be taken in a particular
manner, which incorporates a qualified majority. The first
question that arises is this: is the Minister minded to make
a regulation pertaining to flag-flying in councils? The
Alliance Party has suggested, for example, designated
days across the Province in all councils. Others suggested
sitting days, and others more than that. The first question
is this: is the Minister minded to make such a regulation?

| suspect that he is not. If he is not, that matter then falls
to the individual councils. The starting point for any new
council is a clean sheet of paper. New councils do not
inherit the flag policy of their previous constituent parts.

They start with a clean sheet of paper. Say the Minister
decided, in those circumstances — foolishly, | would say
— that he was going to make a regulation that required a
vote on such a matter to be by a qualified majority, then a
proposition that, for example, the Union flag shall fly from
Ballymena Town Hall, Carrickfergus Town Hall or Larne
Town Hall would, in those circumstances, need 80% of the
elected councillors to support it.

Mr Weir: Will the Member give way?

Mr Allister: In a moment. The exercise starts with a blank
piece of paper.

Mr Weir: The Member has obviously read clauses 41, 42
and 43 assiduously, but it is a pity that he did not read
further in the legislation. The Member refers to regulations,
specifically in clauses 42 and 44, which deal with standing
orders, and clause 125 states:

“(3) Regulations and orders to which this subsection
applies must not be made unless a draft of the
regulations or order has been laid before, and
approved by a resolution of, the Assembly.”

The Minister does not have a free hand. Should he want to
take action to compel a council to make the flying of a flag
subject to a qualified majority vote, he would have to bring
that to the House as a regulation that would then require
the approval of the House. We have read the clause, and it
is a pity that the Member has not read it quite so well. | am
sorry to burst his bubble.

Mr Allister: | assure you that | did read it. Is it meant to
give me comfort that the flying of the Union flag relies on
the DUP having the bottle and the courage to see off a
regulation? On the basis of past performance, | take no
confidence from that whatsoever. What | see there is a
classic playing out of a trade-off, whereby one regulation
is blocked, another is blocked, and eventually there is a
mishmash of a compromise. If Mr Weir is saying that |
should sleep well tonight because the Union flag is safe
in his and his party’s hands, | am sorry, but, from past
experience, it is not. On past experience of stopping what
Sinn Feéin wants to do in government, it is a miserable
record of failure. Look at education and at how Sinn Féin
have rampaged through that. Despite all the supposed
vetoes, there has not been a whimper to stop them.
[Interruption.] Not a single attempt to stop them —

Mr Speaker: Order. The Member should take his seat. |
am trying to help the Member and steer him back to the
Bill. The Second Stage debate should be on the principles
of the Bill. | am trying to be helpful to the Member.
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Mr Allister: | come back to my point and the fact that

the Minister can bring forward a regulation to force the
hand of a council. | ask the Minister — let him answer in
his response — whether he is minded to bring forward
regulations touching on flags if he is not bringing forward a
regulation dictating the policy on the flying of flags across
the councils. Is he likely to do what | have suggested? He
owes us an answer that is straightforward and honest, as |
am sure it would be.

| will pick up on Mr Weir's comment. If the Minister brings
forward a regulation that is blocked, what happens then?
If you are starting with a blank sheet of paper, as you will
be with these councils, and there is a proposition that the
Union flag should fly from council premises 365 days a
year, does Mr Weir really think that, because of the way in
which the Bill is worded, the Minister cannot do anything
about that? | hope that he is right, but does he really think
that? | suspect that he knows he is not right. The difficulty
is that you are not inheriting the policies of the constituent
bodies that make up the new councils; you are starting
from a fresh position in which, if the hurdles are laid as
they can be laid in the Bill by the Minister, the prospects of
the flag being able to fly where it should fly are in severe
jeopardy. | say to Members who care about those things
that they need to think cautiously and carefully about that.
We could get ourselves into a situation in which our latter
position is worse than our first.

5.45 pm

Mr Campbell: | thank the Member for giving way. He used
the euphemism of thinking carefully and cautiously. | ask
him to think carefully and cautiously and tell us whether
his opposition, as one imagines is what he meant by that,
means that he would prefer the current 26-council make-
up and all that flows therefrom to their reconstitution under
the Bill.

Mr Allister: On matters of acting cautiously and carefully,

| wish that Mr Campbell would give that advice to his party
leader. Let us be clear: | wanted a 15-council model, as Mr
Campbell did.

Mr Campbell: That was not the question.

Mr Speaker: Order. There should not be debate across
the Chamber.

Mr Allister: Mr Campbell, once more, rolled over on that.
Do | want 11 councils of this amalgam as opposed to 267
Frankly, | think that the 26 is probably marginally preferable
to the 11 but not as good as the 15, which we could have
had if Mr Campbell, not for the first time —

Mr Campbell: That will do — “marginally preferable”.
Mr Speaker: Order.
Mr Allister: — had not been a rollover unionist.

Mr Nesbitt (The Chairperson of the Committee for the
Office of the First Minister and deputy First Minister): |
want to say a few words as Chair to inform Members about
the Committee’s interest in the arrangements specific to
Part 9, which deals with the conduct of councillors. The
Committee is interested in these arrangements because

it envisages that complaints about breaches of the code

of conduct for councillors will be policed by the Northern
Ireland Commissioner for Complaints. Members may recall
that, on 16 September, we debated and approved in the

Chamber the Committee’s proposals for a Bill to reform the
office of Commissioner for Complaints and merge it with
that of the Assembly Ombudsman, thus creating a new
public services ombudsman’s office.

The then Minister of the Environment, in his contribution
to the OFMDFM response to the Committee’s proposals,
referred to the consultation on a new ethical standards
framework for the new councils. That consultation
envisaged a central role for the Commissioner for
Complaints, who would investigate and adjudicate on
complaints. The Minister concluded by indicating that he
would advise the Committee of the final policy proposals
that he intended to introduce once they were agreed by
Executive colleagues.

The Committee was briefed on the proposals by the
current Commissioner for Complaints, Dr Tom Frawley, on
22 May this year. He said that the envisaged arrangements
would resemble those operating in Wales and cost
considerably less than other options under consideration.

| refer Members to his testimony on that day. He said that,
if we were to adopt or transcribe what happened in Wales,
he envisaged six-figure savings.

Dr Frawley also emphasised the potential for extended
hearings to deal with complaints, with all parties legally
represented, resulting in a correspondingly expensive
process. Tom Frawley advised that the Welsh Government
had indemnified councillors, which had encouraged

the use of lawyers. He went on to highlight the need for

a process designed to limit and, indeed, eliminate the
potential for the cost of the process to escalate. Dr Frawley
felt that the remit was a reasonable fit with the current role
of the Commissioner for Complaints but raised a concern
that the additional responsibilities be properly funded. He
felt that the Department of the Environment should be
central in making the necessary resources available and
that it should not be left to him or his successors to:

“go and negotiate the funds for it”.

From looking at the arrangements in clause 67, it seems
that the commissioner will have to issue bills to the

new councils for their apportioned share of the costs

of operating the new system. Councillors “must pay”
their share to the commissioner, and, if they do not, it is
deemed to be a debt recoverable by the commissioner.
That is set out in clause 67(4) and (5). | am not sure that
that type of billing arrangement is what Dr Frawley had in
mind when he told the Committee that those who ask the
commissioner to take on these responsibilities:

“should also have a critical role in agreeing and taking
on the costs, and in making funds available to fulfil the
roles.”

It would be helpful if the Minister could indicate whether Dr
Frawley is content with the proposed funding mechanisms
and with the other arrangements that are set out in Part 9.

| believe that Committee members will wish to be assured
that that new remit will be properly funded and that its
delivery for the Department of the Environment will not
dilute the commissioner’s ability to deal with citizens’
complaints about public services. Dr Frawley also
emphasised the need for a commitment to review the

new arrangements in three to four years and to make any
changes that may be deemed necessary. The Committee
will keep the proposals under review and will liaise with the
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Committee for the Environment as more detail becomes
available. As indicated in the Committee’s report, we
will wish to ensure that the proposals are developed in
a manner consistent with the model for establishing and
holding the proposed new public services ombudsman
to account through an enhanced relationship with the
Assembly.

Mr Speaker, thank you for your indulgence. | will now
say a few words in my capacity as a Member. As you
would expect, | am fully in favour of a properly funded
and resourced regime to police complaints concerning
breaches of the code of conduct for councillors. Beyond
that, | will not rehearse the points that my colleague

Mr Elliott made when he highlighted what we think is
right and what we think is wrong about the proposals.
Suffice it to say that, as we come towards the end of the
debate, the Ulster Unionist Party will do what is right for
Northern Ireland.

Mr Durkan (The Minister of the Environment): | am
grateful to the Chair of the Environment Committee

and to Members from all sides of the House for their
consideration of the Bill and their largely measured and
positive contributions. Their comments, even those that
were maybe not so measured and positive, have all been
valuable.

| will now respond to the issues that were raised, and |
assure Members that | will also read over the Hansard
report covering the debate to ensure that | have not missed
any issues. If | find that | have, | will write to the Members
concerned. There was quite a degree of repetition
throughout the debate. That is not in any way a criticism of
the debate or the debaters but, indeed, an indication of the
common questions and concerns that Members have.

The first contributor was Ms Anna Lo, the Chairperson of
the Environment Committee. She spoke in some detail
about the impact that the legislation would have on all
levels of a council’s performance. She spoke of the raft

of subordinate legislation and regulations to follow. | look
forward to working with her and the rest of the Environment
Committee on that. | will depend heavily on guidance, help
and cooperation from the Environment Committee as we
attempt to progress the legislation. Ms Lo asked several
pertinent questions and raised several pertinent points,

all of which | will address now. At least, | hope that | will
address all of them, and, if | do not, | am sure that she will
come back to me.

First, Ms Lo was keen to explore the issue of capacity
building for community planning. My Department has
established a pilot and community planning working group
in partnership with local government to prepare for the
introduction of community planning. The working group
has developed a foundation programme to help statutory
transition committees and transition management teams
in each new council cluster to make preparations. The
programme sets out advice on key building blocks that
councils can put in place in the interim, and that is due
to be rolled out at the end of this month. My Department
will also provide capacity building to support councils in
preparing for the community planning duty that they will
receive in April 2015.

Ms Lo then asked if we could specify the bodies that will
be required to participate in the support of community
planning and guidance for the operation of community

planning. The answer is that those bodies will be specified
in regulations. | can confirm that my officials will engage
fully with the Committee on the list of bodies that will be
included. Officials will also engage with local government
and the Committee in drafting the community planning
guidance.

There were issues around positions of responsibility.

Ms Lo was of the opinion that a locally agreed approach

to allocating positions would be the most appropriate

way forward. | agree, but, in the absence of any political
maturity in councils — sadly, we have seen evidence

of a lack of political maturity lately — | consider it more
appropriate to define d’Hondt as the default method of
allocating positions. The manner in which the process will
operate will help to mitigate the drawbacks associated with
the formula approach.

There was a question around the level of membership
required for call-in and qualified majority voting. | am
satisfied that the level of membership of a council required
to request that a decision is reconsidered and required

for a decision or resolution to be agreed by a qualified
majority strikes the appropriate balance between providing
protection and enabling council business to proceed.
Those levels were agreed by political parties through the
strategic leadership board as part of a policy development
process.

A point raised by Ms Lo and echoed by Mr Elliott and

Lord Morrow was around the role of a solicitor or barrister
through or during the call-in process. The individual
concerned will have no role in the decision-making
process. Their role will be to confirm whether the members
requesting the reconsideration of a decision have
articulated a case for the disproportionate adverse impact
that would arise if the decision was implemented and that
the community would be affected. Ultimately, it will be for
members of the council to make the decision on the matter
under consideration. The details of how the process will
operate will be specified, once again, in regulations that
will be subject to the affirmative procedure.

Ms Lo asked why we were removing the blanket prohibition
on council employees becoming councillors and whether
that might create conflicts of interest. The inclusion of

the provision is in direct response to a judgement of the
European Court of Human Rights in a case taken against
the UK Government by a group of senior local authority
officers that the prohibition then in force violated their
rights under article 10 of the European Convention on
Human Rights. My Department sought legal advice, which
indicated that failure to remove the blanket prohibition
here could leave my Department open to a similar
challenge. The Department will engage with appropriate
stakeholders, including the Environment Committee,

prior to a public consultation on the proposal about which
officers will be subject to the bar.

The date of the election is another question that Ms Lo
raised. My Department has been working closely with the
Northern Ireland Office in relation to arrangements for
the next local government election, including the proposal
to bring the date of the election forward to 2014. Moving
the date of the election will allow for a transitional period
— a shadow period — in advance of the 11 new councils
taking up their full range of powers and responsibilities.

| understand that an Order in Council is to be laid at
Westminster early this month that will include provision
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for the election to take place on 22 May 2014, subject to
Parliament’s approval of the legislation.

There were questions, not just from Ms Lo but from other
Members, around the code of conduct and what might be
included in that.

It is proposed that the mandatory code of conduct be
consistent with the seven Nolan principles with which we
are all familiar — at least, we should be — of selflessness,
integrity, objectivity, accountability, openness, honesty
and leadership. It will include the four additional principles
adopted in the code of conduct of the Northern Ireland
Assembly: equality; promoting good relations; respect;
and good working relationships. The document will provide
information on the background to the code; outline its
legislative basis; identify and provide clarification on the
principles that underpin the code; outline the standards

of conduct expected of councillors when acting as a
councillor and/or conducting council business; outline

the behaviours expected of councillors when dealing

with fellow members and officers of councils; and, very
importantly, clarify what is expected of councillors with
regard to planning matters.

6.00 pm

Ms Lo expressed a concern, which was reiterated by

Mr Elliott, Mr Milne and Mr Dickson, that there was no
appeals mechanism relating to complaints. As with any
decisions made by public bodies, the judicial review
process is available to any person who feels that an
injustice has occurred. Prior to a decision being made, a
person who is alleged to have breached the code will be
given the opportunity to refute that allegation, in person,
through the commissioner’s office. | have asked officials
to bring forward for consideration a paper on options for a
possible appeals mechanism. If necessary, | will table an
amendment on that at the next stage.

Ms Brown was the next contributor to the debate. |
congratulate her on her elevation to Deputy Chair of the
Environment Committee, and | look forward to working
with her. Her contribution focused largely on existing
collaboration — or what should be existing collaboration
— between councils through the ICE programme. She
asked how we could ensure that the ICE programme was
inclusive of all councils, and not just an option. The ICE
programme is, rightly, owned and delivered by the local
government sector itself. That said, | and my predecessor
have encouraged all councils to participate fully in driving
savings through ICE. To support that, | am enshrining in
legislation the requirement to fully and formally address
performance improvement in local government.

The ICE programme has delivered savings. A considerable
amount of work has been carried out in a number of

ICE work streams, including customer-facing services,
procurement, ICT, human resources and support services.
That work has begun to deliver efficiencies, and | am
encouraged by the fact that the chair of the Society of
Local Authority Chief Executives (SOLACE) recently
indicated that local government has begun to develop a
culture of collaboration. | strongly feel that that culture will
need to be developed further to enable improved citizen-
centric services while ensuring minimum rate increases.
Furthermore, | strongly agree with my predecessor that

all councils should be availing themselves of each and
every opportunity to become more efficient and prudent

with ratepayers’ money. That may mean that councils’
senior people, officials and elected members, will have

to show leadership to ensure a more cohesive and
consistent approach to embracing the principles of the ICE
programme.

| understand that the ICE customer-facing services

work stream produced a conservative estimate that the
available savings over the next 25 years will be £200
million. I would like all ICE work streams to carefully
identify what efficiencies they have already put in place
and estimate what savings will be delivered in the future.
| have asked the ICE leads to develop a matrix to capture
that information and to provide me with it as a matter of
urgency. | will be happy to share that with the Committee
and the House. It is important that we learn from what ICE
has achieved and build on that model. Hopefully, that will
result in more shared services across local government,
not just in the new clusters but across them.

Ms Brown questioned community involvement in the
planning and delivery of services and had another question
around community planning. The Bill places a clear statutory
requirement on the new councils to engage effectively with
the local community and its representative bodies.

Mr Boylan — he is awake — said that his party has always
been supportive of reform and making local government
more accountable. It is fair to say that everyone in the
House wants to ensure that local government is as
accountable as possible. He said that this is one of the
most important pieces of legislation that we will deal with
in this Assembly. | am not sure whether | would go that far,
but | will say that it is the most important that | have dealt
with so far.

He asked whether | could provide details of the
subordinate legislation. The Bill contains a number of
enabling powers for subordinate legislation, guidance

and other statutory documents. Those will include
regulations on standing orders for councils, which | will
make; provisions for regulating proceedings and business;
regulations to designate those employees who will still be
prohibited from being councillors; regulations to provide
more detail on the new executive arrangements, including
the functions that cannot be delegated to an executive;
order on overview and scrutiny arrangements; regulations
to specify the community planning partners; regulations on
performance indicators and performance standards; and
the mandatory code of conduct.

There will also be statutory guidance on executive
arrangements, positions of responsibility, community
planning, performance improvement and the schemes

of transfer of assets, liabilities and staff. Mr Boylan
emphasised the need to ensure that proportionality
applies and the precise method of application of each

of the alternative approaches to the sharing of positions
as specified in schedule 3 to the Bill. That removes any
potential for doubt or manipulation and ensures that each
approach is applied consistently across all councils.

He was the first to raise the issue of the qualified vote,
although many after him did so, and what council decisions
might be subject to it. Building on my commitment to
ensure that the interests of minority communities are
protected, the following decisions will be specified as
requiring a qualified majority vote: the political governance
arrangements to be operated by the council; the method
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to be used for the sharing of positions of responsibility;
the method to be used for ensuring that the membership
of a committee reflects the political balance on a council;
major capital projects; programmes that impact across

a number of district electoral areas; and, in response to

a legitimate call-in, on adverse impact grounds. He also
asked about the change in the 15% level to the call-in. Any
proposed changes to the percentage of Members required
to request the consideration of a decision will be subject
to agreement by the Executive and the draft affirmation
process in the Assembly.

Mr Boylan also touched on community planning, with
particular reference to planning in communities in border
areas. The councils will be responsible for the delivery

of services to the community in the local government
district. There is nothing to prevent a council working on
a voluntary basis with a local authority in the South, and
there will not be. He wondered to what extent the new
community planning powers will compel statutory bodies
not only to participate but to deliver real outcomes. A duty
is being placed on specified statutory bodies to participate
and support community planning. Community planning

is, however, about councils, as the locally elected body,
building relationships with the other partner organisations
to identify not just what should be done but what can be
done in the short term and over a longer time frame. In
doing so, there needs to be recognition that statutory
bodies are answerable to those who provide their funding
and determine the priorities that that funding should be
used to address.

Community planning is about how the partner
organisations, in delivering their functions and
responsibilities, can support the objectives identified in
the community plan. It is also about the various partner
organisations working to align, as far as is practicable,
their short-term strategic objectives and targets.

Another point that was made, which was raised later by
Dolores Kelly, was around the effective engagement of
statutory partners. | have to re-emphasise that it is about
building relationships between the elected representatives
and officers of councils and the key individuals in the
other organisations. It would not be appropriate for me
to specify who should represent the interest of a body in
the community planning process. | know that you said
that it should be the chief executive or someone high up.
It is not our place to specify that, but you would like to
think that councils, councillors and council officers can
develop relationships and get in people of that stature
and authority.

Mr | McCrea: | thank the Minister for giving way.
Experience in local government tells us that, when you

try to bring other statutory bodies together, the normal
process involves the chief executive or senior officer but,
as one of my colleagues said, further into the process, you
are dealing with a junior clerk. Surely there needs to be a
process to ensure that that is not allowed to be the case.

| know that it will be hard to legislate for that, but surely
there has to be some process.

Mr Durkan: | thank the Member for the intervention. |
agree with him. It is a frustration that I, too, experienced
as a councillor, particularly in the neighbourhood
renewal process when other agencies were not playing
their part fully and often left the Department for Social
Development to carry the can. There are mechanisms

in place. Departments still have responsibility for those
involved in community planning. So, for example, it could
be up to the Education Minister to pull up someone who

is not delivering in respect of education in the community
planning process. That oversight still exists. | would like to
think that, through the partnership panel, it could be raised
at ministerial level if some agency is not pulling its weight
and not coming up with solutions to problems.

The next contributor to the debate was my colleague
Dolores Kelly, who spoke in support of the Bill. She spoke
about the importance of safeguards for minorities. Those
are essential and are at the core of the Bill, and they were
in our thoughts in bringing it forward.

She focused on capacity building and asked whether there
would be mandatory training for councillors. All councillors
will be encouraged to participate in the menu of training
and capacity-building options that are being developed

in conjunction with local government. There will be
mandatory training for councillors in some specific areas
of responsibility. For example, any councillor sitting on a
planning committee will be required to undergo mandatory
training in the legal framework on which planning decisions
are made and in his or her role in the decision-making
process. That measure is to protect councillors as much
as it is to protect the council. There will also be mandatory
training for statutory transition committees regarding the
appointment of chief executives.

Mrs Kelly suggested that there should be a mandatory
register of interests for councillors. Provision will be
included in the mandatory code of conduct that interests
must be registered by councillors. The register will be
monitored by the clerk of the relevant council.

Mrs Kelly asked whether the bar on the dual mandate
would extend to Members of the House of Lords. | can
happily say that the Bill does not extend the bar on the
dual mandate to Members of the House of Lords; this is
not an elected position.

6.15 pm

Another question that was asked was how can the
transfer of assets be maximised for the benefit of the
whole district? | believe that the recoupling of planning
regeneration and local economic development, together
with the new power of community planning, will provide
local government with a real opportunity to maximise
benefit for all of its ratepayers. New councils will need to
consider the important role that physical assets will play,
not just those that they will inherit from their predecessor
councils but those from central government. Community
planning will provide the framework for that.

Mrs Kelly raised concerns about executive arrangements
and governance. Regulations and standing orders will
require that, where a council has chosen the executive
model, the executive of the council is required to publish a
forward work programme and a decision when it is taken.
That will ensure that the other members of the council will
be aware of how the executive operates.

The next contributor was Mr Elliott. He, quite rightly, spoke
of and paid tribute to the role of councils and councillors
during our troubled past. | would like to acknowledge that
and be associated with his remarks in that regard. Moving
on from the last point about training being provided to
STCs in the appointment of chief executives, Mr Elliott
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raised a concern about the selection panels for the
appointment of chief executives. The remit of the Local
Government Staff Commission has been expanded to
cover STCs. Those committees must consult with the
commission on the composition of the interview panels to
ensure fair representation. Each panel will consist of: the
chair of the STC; between four and seven members of the
statutory transition committee; two representatives of the
staff commission; and an independent assessor appointed
by the staff commission. Those three final members will
be there to ensure that the appointments process is fair
and equitable, but they will not have any voting rights.
Members of the interview panel and the full statutory
transition committee will have mandatory training in the
appointment process, so that they are fully aware of the
requirements of employment law.

Finally, the decisions to seek ratification of the full statutory
transition committee by a majority of 60% is designed to
ensure that no one constituent council in the statutory
transition committee can overly influence the outcome of
the appointment process.

Like Lord Morrow after him, Mr Elliott raised concerns
about the timing of the Bill, and whether it must be passed
before the elections. If the Bill is not passed prior to the
elections, could MLAs, MPs and MEPs, stand for election
in the 2014 elections? As | mentioned earlier, elections

are an excepted matter; however, the Secretary of State
will bring forward legislation within the next few weeks to
move the date of the election to 2014. It is not essential for
this Bill to be in place prior to the elections to enable the
elections to take place; however, it would be very desirable
for the Bill to have received Royal Assent prior to the
elections, so that the new governance arrangements and
ethical standards framework will apply as soon as the new
councils are elected. Whether the dual mandate provisions
will apply will depend on when the Bill receives Royal Assent.

Mr Elliott asked how costs for transferring functions would
be identified. Each Department will be responsible, both
for the costs of transferring functions and for identifying
the basis on which the costs will be apportioned across
each council area. The transfer of functions working group
is commissioning a due diligence exercise to validate the
information provided by each Department. That third-
party verification of costs will provide reassurance that the
settlement is fair and equitable.

Mr Elliott is of the opinion that some of the language in the
Bill in relation to the code of conduct is permissive rather
than mandatory. In relation to when the code will apply, the
Bill specifies that the Department may issue a code. Yes,
the Bill does state that the Department may issue a code.
| can assure you that the Department intends to issue a
code. The Bill also provides that the Department cannot
issue a code unless a draft of it has been laid before, and
approved by, the Assembly. The Department will bring

the code to the Assembly after the Bill receives Royal
Assent. The Bill also states that the code must specify the
principles that will govern councillors’ conduct.

The qualified majority vote was raised. Mr Elliott flagged
up the provision in the legislation to amend the 80% and
asked for what reasons that might change. The enabling
power that | am taking to alter the percentage will be used
only if there is clear evidence in the future that that level
results in councils being unable to progress business
effectively.

On governance, forms of governance and a permitted form
of governance, it will be for each council and the parties
represented on it to decide whether it wishes to use a
committee system or the executive arrangements that we
have already discussed. The regulation that will specify
the function that may be the responsibility of the executive
will be drafted on a uniform basis and will apply to all
councils. The establishment of executive arrangements will
not prevent a council from establishing committees for the
discharge of other functions.

Mr Elliott and, again, Lord Morrow raised the question of
why a chairperson or vice chairperson of a council could
not be a member of an executive, if a council chooses to
adopt that style of governance arrangement. The proposed
executive of a council will be a significant aspect of the
political decision-making structure. The chairman or mayor
and the vice-chairperson are appointed annually as the
most senior civic representative of the council as a whole. |
do not consider that it would be appropriate for a councillor
who holds that position also to be directly involved in

the political decision-making structure. The operation of
executive arrangements here will be somewhat different
from those in place in England, where there is provision
for a directly elected mayor who acts as the chair of the
new executive.

Lord Morrow made a very welcome contribution to the
debate. He described this as a hefty piece of legislation
and referred to the work that had been done in Dungannon
and south Tyrone, where there has not been a rate increase
in four years. | am sure that lots would like to learn from
that and, indeed, replicate it. He, like Mr Elliott, paid tribute
to the work of councils over the years. He asked whether
there was a legal position and, if so, what it was, and
whether there was a statutory obligation on councils to
have reserves. The Department issued guidance on
reserves, setting a recommended limit of between 5% and
7-5% of their operating budget. However, that is not a
statutory requirement. The current level of reserves in
local government is just over £84 million, of which around
£28 million has been earmarked. It is for each council to
determine its own level of debt. However, the local
government auditor will consider debt levels in each
council to ensure that no council goes beyond its ability to
service its debts. | think that £0-5 billion was the amount
mentioned for current debts in local government, but it
amounts to approximately £495 million — so it was close.

Lord Morrow: | thank the Minister for giving way. On the
point around reserves, there is some misunderstanding

in relation to whether a council has a statutory obligation
to have reserves in place. | am asking the Minister a
question, but | am not demanding an answer here today.
Does he agree that it would be advisable for councils to
have reserves for contingency situations? It seems strange
that there is no statutory obligation on a council to have
those reserves. Does he agree that they should have?

Mr Durkan: | agree that it would be sensible and prudent
for councils to have reserves for use in contingencies or
emergencies.

Like others before and after him, Lord Morrow spoke
about the importance of community planning and of
avoiding the potential isolation of rural communities and
the difficulties in planning for disparate communities within
the new boundaries. The framework and the guidance

will support the development of local area plans within

96



Tuesday 1 October 2013

Executive Committee Business: Local Government Bill: Second Stage

a council’'s community plan. The community plan must
take into account the needs of all areas of a new council.
He also touched on the role of elected representatives in
community planning. Councillors will be the key drivers

in the community planning process. | understand his

point about other public representatives who were not
necessarily elected having similar if not greater rights than
councillors in some bodies at the moment.

Lord Morrow asked why a bar was being placed on being
a councillor if a person already holds the elected position
of MLA, MP or MEP. | have been asking that question of
my officials over the past week because there is a human
rights argument for council employees. | thought that the
idea was that we are not human; | do not know whether
that means that we are superhuman or subhuman.

The dual mandate of a councillor who is also an MLA could
cause potential conflicts of interest in decision-making
whereby the Assembly might wish to set a policy direction
that is at odds with the view of local government. The main
political parties in Northern Ireland have either pledged to
end the practice by 2015 or indicated that they will take a
phased approach as the most suitable way to address the
issue. Executive colleagues have given their support to a
bar on dual mandates being included in the Bill. It would
seem appropriate to resolve the issue of dual mandates in
the context of the move to a reduced number of councils
with additional roles and functions, as is planned for in the
Bill. We have obtained legal advice on whether the bar on
dual mandates breached human rights legislation, and it
does not.

Lord Morrow also asked for some clarity on the
circumstances under which the public and the press

might be excluded from council meetings. The provisions
that apply to councils are over 40 years old, and it is
undoubtedly time that they were updated. There have
been recent complaints in some areas that councils have
misused the provisions of the Local Government Act
(Northern Ireland) 1972 to exclude the public and the
press. Itis, of course, appropriate that the public and the
press are excluded when confidential matters or matters of
a certain nature, particularly those that relate to a specific
individual, are being discussed. The new provisions set out
more precisely the circumstances under which that can
occur in the future. Those provisions can be looked at in
detail during the Bill’'s Committee Stage to ensure that a
robust framework is in place.

Mr Milne asked questions about the partnership panel.

My officials will be working with NILGA to develop the
procedures for the operation of the panel and to determine
how partnership working can best be delivered. He also
asked questions, as did other Members, about the new
complaints framework, how much it would cost, and who
would pay for the work of the commissioner of complaints.

The October 2009 PwC economic appraisal of local
government service delivery gave indicative costs for the
proposed new ethical standards framework of £800,000:
£50,000 for each of the new councils and £250,000 for
additional resources and the commissioner’s office.

It is estimated that the total cost of the revised framework
will be £380,000. The Department has put in place
arrangements to provide funding for the initial set-up costs,
and | have included provisions that councils will pay for the
yearly costs incurred by the commissionens office.

6.30 pm

lan McCrea spoke about community planning and the need
for it to be focused at a local level. Community planning
provides the opportunity to better link regional and local
priorities, with councils, Departments and statutory bodies
working together to deliver those priorities for people on
the ground, which is the most important point. | think that

| dealt with Mr McCrea'’s other points when dealing with
points made by other Members.

Alasdair McDonnell spoke in support of the Bill, but

not without reservation. He said that in order to have
people’s full confidence, councils must reflect and respect
their wishes. That was a very true and very appropriate
contribution. Importantly, Dr McDonnell said that bad
history must not be allowed to repeat itself, and he was
not the only person to say that. Members who spoke in
opposition to the Bill also said that, and we all have a duty
to ensure that that does not happen.

Basil McCrea asked why we were introducing the Bill
and said that it appeared that we were trying to devolve
dysfunctionality. | certainly hope that that is not the

case, and it is definitely not my intention. | hope that we
are devolving power and authority, and the ability to be
creative, make solutions and better serve the needs of
people on the ground. Local government does that better
than the Assembly.

The same Member asked questions about flag flying

— | will come to that later — and the selection of chief
executives, which | think | addressed. Those are significant
issues. There is a fear out there and in here — | heard

it today, and where | did not hear it, | sensed it — that

an abuse of power by a majority, whatever majority that
might be, will dictate those very important issues in the
respective councils.

Basil McCrea also expressed concerns about the number
of councils and asked what the rationale was for that
number. The previous Executive settled on 11 councils
because it was believed that 11 struck a measured and
reasonable balance between minimising the range of
variants that exists between councils, including population
and rating income, while promoting and strengthening

the links between councils and their communities. That
decision was supported by the current Executive.

Basil and lan McCrea raised concerns about some
councils taking on the debt burden of others. On April
12015, all assets and liabilities of existing councils will
move to the newly formed 11 councils. Those will include
debts and reserves, and that is why | have introduced
expenditure controls on existing councils, whereby
significant spend will have to be agreed by the relevant
STC. That is also why the Bill will strengthen controls on
borrowing and the use of reserves by existing councils and
the new councils operating in shadow mode.

Both Mr McCreas and Cathal Boylan sought detail on the
functions that will transfer. The Executive, when agreeing
the package of functions, also agreed that the relevant
Ministers should provide details of the staff and resources
that would transfer within that function. My Department
has received baseline information from each Department
that will transfer functions. The information submitted
provides details of the resources, budgets, staff and assets
attached to the package of functions that will transfer

to local government. Work is under way to undertake a
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detailed due diligence review of the baseline information
provided.

My Department is working closely with DFP to develop a
mechanism to transfer the budgets relating to transferring
functions to councils with minimum bureaucracy. It is not
intended that that is done through a technical amendment
to rating legislation, which will ensure that the commitment
to transfer functions on a rates-neutral basis at point of
transfer is met. | intend to propose an amendment at
Consideration Stage to implement that.

Peter Weir made a very authoritative contribution and
subsequent interventions. That is not surprising, given his
experience on the Committee and on the various other
panels and committees that he outlined he served on. He
welcomed the independent complaints procedure and
spoke of the governance issues. Drawing again on his
experience, he thought that it was right to have a choice
and that one size does not fit all — different areas and
different councils will propose different methods that they
will be more comfortable with.

He also spoke about the need to protect minorities and
said that the correct balance must be struck between

the qualified majorities and protecting the minorities and
allowing councils to do their business. He used the term,
“gridlock” and said that it was vital that the proposed
legislation, although it protects minorities, is not abused
to the extent that it causes gridlock in councils and stops
councils’ good work being done. However, as Mr Weir
suggested, we need to examine in Committee how best
to move that forward. As | said to Ms Lo, | look forward to
working with the Committee at and through the next stage
of the Bill to improve it in any way that we can.

Mr Weir asked how we would ensure appropriate
representation on the partnership panel. It will be for each
council to nominate a member to represent its interests

at partnership panel meetings. It is not for the Minister

to determine that, although the Department will be
responsible for confirming the appointment. Attendance

at the meetings will be open to all Ministers. However, it is
anticipated that actual attendance will depend on the items
that are tabled for discussion. Provision is made for the
First Minister and the deputy First Minister, acting jointly, to
nominate Ministers or junior Ministers to attend particular
meetings of the panel if they consider it appropriate.

Mr Weir also asked whether my Department would be
able to block a council’s nomination for its representation
on the partnership panel. Again, however, it will be for the
individual council and its members to decide who should
represent their interests on the partnership panel. My
Department’s role is simply to confirm that nominated
councillor’s appointment.

Stewart Dickson spoke of past bad practice and of the
hope that lessons had been learned. He spoke of the
importance of the code of conduct and lamented the

fact that he thought that annual improvement reports
focused too much on financial performance and not
enough on other aspects of a council’s performance. The
improvement plan will look at all aspects of improvement,
not just at financial matters, and there is a clear link
between community planning objectives and performance
improvement in the delivery of services. He expressed the
concern that council officers might “go native”. In addition
to the code of conduct for councillors, there will be a code

of conduct for officers to ensure that all those working in
local government will be clear on their respective roles
and responsibilities. The code of conduct for officers is
being developed through the local government reform
joint forum.

My party colleague Mr Maginness spoke of the proposed
executive model, which is one of the choices that is
available for the governance of the new councils.

He felt that the scrutiny role of the executive that would
be given to councillors could lead to a healthier political
environment. As regards the control of councils, he was
wary of Departments acting in a Big Brother fashion. It is
certainly not the intention of the Bill for this Department or
any Department to constrain, but it is necessary that we
have oversight if individual councils ignore government
policy.

Mr McGlone spoke of the importance of building trust and
reconciliation. Mr Maginness asked why the provisions
relating to the control of councils were being extended to
all Departments. With the new functions being transferred
to local government, it was agreed with the transferring
Departments that it would be helpful if the supervisory
powers in the Local Government Act (Northern Ireland)
1972 were made available to all Northern Ireland
Departments. It is intended that those powers will be used
only in extreme circumstances. They are powers of last
resort when a council is in default.

With reference to the partnership panel, Mr Maginness
asked why, when we are meant to be streamlining

public administration, we are creating a new body. The
establishment of the partnership panel is about providing
a structured forum to enable Ministers and elected
representatives to work together at political level to
identify how we can best deliver improved outcomes for
our community. It will be a forum for discussion and will
provide an opportunity for the exchange of advice in both
directions. The elected representatives on the panel will
report to the councils they represent. Ministers may wish
to raise relevant issues with the Executive or, through their
departmental officials, with the relevant Committee.

John McCallister expressed his opposition to the Bill and
reiterated concerns raised by quite a few Members —
even those in favour of the Bill — but particularly by his
colleague, Mr McCrea. He queried the transfer of planning
to local government. The House has already confirmed

its agreement to the transfer of planning to councils. The
Planning Act (Northern Ireland) 2011, which was prepared
by the Department and received Royal Assent on 4

May 2011, provides the legislative basis for the reform

of the Northern Ireland planning system and its transfer

to councils. The Act also gives effect to the transfer to
councils of the majority of planning functions and decision-
making responsibilities for local development plans,
development management and planning enforcement. This
will make planning more locally accountable, giving local
politicians the opportunity to shape the areas in which they
were elected. Decision-making processes will be improved
by bringing in enhanced understanding of the needs and
aspirations of local communities. Many provisions in the
Act will commence on the transfer of planning functions to
local councils in 2015.

Like others before him, Mr McCallister asked whether the
11-council model was the appropriate model. It is no secret
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to anyone in the House that it was not my party’s preferred
model. However, models for each of the seven-, 11- and
15-council configurations were consulted on.

Mr Flanagan: | thank the Member for giving way. Will he
clarify what his party’s position was in its 2011 manifesto?

Mr Speaker: Order. Let us not get into manifestos. Let us
stay on the Second Stage of the Bill. [Interruption.] Order.
Let us not have debate, wherever Members may be sitting
in the Chamber. Allow the Minister to continue. Let us not
get into a debate around manifestos.

6.45 pm

Mr McCallister: Will the Minister give way? It is not about
manifestos. [Laughter.]

Mr Durkan: Yes.

Mr McCallister: | am grateful to the Minister. Does his
point about not supporting the council model not reinforce
our point that he is actually devolving functions when he is
against the model for which he is legislating?

Mr Durkan: If | am not mistaken, | said that we had not
been in favour of the 11-council model. The seven-, 11-
and 15-council configurations were consulted on. The
former Executive’s decisions on the future shape of local
government, which were announced in March 2008,
included rationalising the 26 local government districts to
create 11 new districts, along the lines of model 11B. The
alternative models, which would have created seven and
15 new councils — models 11A and 11C — were rejected
by the former Executive. That decision is supported

by the current Executive. The House, by agreeing the
Local Government (Boundaries) Act 2008, agreed the
11-council model.

Mr A Maginness: | thank the Minister for giving way.
On Fermanagh District Council, | know that there was
considerable opposition from Sinn Féin members to it
being fused with any other council —

Mr Speaker: Order. | must insist that the Member takes his
seat. We really must not get into a discussion on individual
councils, past or present. We really need to get back to the
Second Stage of the Local Government Bill. | say that to all
Members. Allow the Minister to continue.

Mr Durkan: Thank you for that, Mr Speaker. | thank
Members for their attempted interventions. All day, we
have tried to avoid getting into disputes in specific areas.
| am content that | have come this far without doing that; |
do not intend to do it now.

The House further confirmed its support for an
11-council model when it affirmed the Local Government
(Boundaries) Order 2012.

John McCallister expressed concerns, as did some others,
about the costs of reform. The PricewaterhouseCoopers
economic appraisal of local government service delivery
that was carried out on behalf of and published by the
Department in October 2009 indicated that, under

the preferred option — transformation with regional
collaboration — implementation of the local government
reform programme could cost up to £118 million over five
years. That is against projected savings of £438 million
over 25 years. One of the finance working group’s key
tasks is to develop an up-to-date and accurate analysis

of the full costs and benefits of the reform implementation
programme. To do that, local government has developed
a template and accompanying guidelines for individual
councils and transition committees to accurately establish
the costs of reform. The returns are being examined and
analysed to validate the data. That will provide an up-to-
date estimate of the full cost of implementing reform of
local government.

Mr Allister lamented the fact that we did not go with the
15-council model. | have addressed how we arrived at the
11-council model. He conveyed an interesting theory for
why that was the case. He queried the devolution of power
to an executive in the new governance arrangements.
Regulations will specify the functions that may be the
responsibility of the executive. It will be for a council to
determine which functions are devolved. There will also be
a range of functions that will be discharged by committees.
He asked which decisions would be subject to a qualified
majority vote. Building on my commitment to ensure that
the interests of minority communities are protected, the
following decisions will be specified as requiring a qualified
majority vote: the political governance arrangements to

be operated by the council; the method to be used for the
sharing of positions of responsibility; the method to be
used for ensuring that the membership of a committee
reflects the political balance on the council; major capital
projects; programmes that impact across a number of
district electoral areas; and, in response to a legitimate
call-in, on adverse impact grounds.

Mr Allister asked me a direct question about whether

| am minded to make regulations on flag-flying. No, |

am not minded to make regulations on flag-flying. | am
flagging now, unfortunately. [Laughter.] The Bill deals

with improving services to local people and improving
local government, and | do not see any merit in attaching
regulations on flag-flying to do that. There are other forums
where that can be discussed and, hopefully, resolved, one
of which is the political reference group, to which | know
that the Member has previously been invited, although |
am led to believe that he has not attended. However, its
next meeting is tomorrow, and | would be more than happy
to see him and any Member from any party there.

Mr Allister: Will the Minister give way?
Mr Durkan: Certainly.

Mr Allister: | also asked the Minister whether he is
minded, under clause 42, to make any regulations that
would bring any council decisions on the issue of flags
under the ambit of qualified majority. Can he answer that
question?

Mr Durkan: | thank the Member for his question. At
present, | am not minded to do so. | am happy to see how
discussions go in other forums. | referred to the political
reference group. We also have an ongoing process
through the Haass talks, from which | am hopeful of an
outcome. These are very serious issues, and the Member
is right to raise them — the issue of flags, that is, perhaps
not the flags themselves. At Committee Stage, the
Member will have an opportunity to bring amendments and
suggestions to me on how we might progress the issue or
otherwise.

Mr Wilson: Will the Minister give way?
Mr B McCrea: Will the Minister give way?
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Mr Durkan: | am happy enough not to give way now, Mr
Speaker. The finish line is in sight.

The final contributor this evening was Mr Nesbitt. He
raised concerns about the costs of the commissioner for
complaints post. The intention to ask local government

to pay those costs was discussed and agreed with

the commissioner’s office. My officials are in ongoing
discussions on the detail of the payment method. He asked
other, more specific questions about Dr Frawley, and | will
get back to him in writing on those.

In concluding, | again thank Members for their
contributions to the debate and for comments made

or concerns expressed regarding the Bill. | also take

this opportunity to emphasise the benefits that the Bill

will provide and the advantages that it will create for

local government and the communities that it serves. It
will provide our 11 new councils with the powers to be
stronger, more creative and more effective in delivering
services to their citizens. They will be able to imaginatively
produce initiatives to boost their local economy and create
jobs, protect the environment and enhance their citizens’
well-being. Community planning will enable councils to
work in partnership with other public service providers to
develop and implement a vision for the economic, social
and environmental well-being of the district. For the first
time, sharing council positions of responsibility across
political parties and independents will be enshrined in
law. The public will now have more access to council
meetings and documents. A mandatory code of conduct
for councillors will be introduced that will promote high
standards. Establishing a partnership panel made up of
Executive Ministers and elected representatives from
councils will enable the two tiers of government to discuss
matters of mutual interest.

| see the Bill as a valuable and significant step in our
journey to modernise local government. It will impact on
every aspect of local government operation and provide
the opportunity for councils to lead the improvements and
the delivery of high-quality services that will benefit their
communities. It will shape the future for strong, modern,
community-focused local government in Northern Ireland
that will have the opportunity to deliver improved outcomes
for everyone. | commend the Bill to you.

Question put.

The Assembly divided:
Ayes 64, Noes 12.

AYES

Mr Anderson, Mr Attwood, Mr Bell, Mr Boylan, Ms P Bradley,
Ms Brown, Mr Buchanan, Mr Byrne, Mr Campbell, Mr Clarke,
Mrs Cochrane, Mr Craig, Mr Dickson, Mr Douglas,

Mr Dunne, Mr Durkan, Mr Easton, Mr Eastwood, Dr Farry,
Mr Flanagan, Mr Ford, Mrs Foster, Mr Frew, Mr Girvan,

Mr Givan, Mrs Hale, Mr Hazzard, Mr Hilditch, Mr Humphrey,
Mr Irwin, Mrs D Kelly, Mr G Kelly, Ms Lo, Mr Lynch,

Mr McAleer, Ms J McCann, Mr McCausland, Ms McCorley,
Mr | McCrea, Dr McDonnell, Mr McEIduff, Ms McGahan,
Mr McGlone, Mr D Mcllveen, Miss M Mcllveen,

Mr McKinney, Mr A Maginness, Mr Milne, Lord Morrow,

Mr Moutray, Mr Newton, Ms Ni Chuilin, Mr O hOisin,

Mr Poots, Mr P Ramsey, Mr G Robinson, Mr Rogers,

Mr Ross, Ms Ruane, Mr Sheehan, Mr Storey, Mr Weir,

Mr Wells, Mr Wilson.

Tellers for the Ayes: Mr Boylan and Mr McKinney.

NOES

Mr Allister, Mr Copeland, Mr Cree, Mr Elliott, Mr Gardiner,
Mr Kennedy, Mr Kinahan, Mr McCallister, Mr B McCrea,
Mr McGimpsey, Mr Nesbitt, Mrs Overend.

Tellers for the Noes: Mr Elliott and Mr Kinahan.
Question accordingly agreed to.
Resolved:

That the Second Stage of the Local Government Bill
[NIA 28/11-15] be agreed.

Adjourned at 7.09 pm.
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The Assembly met at 12.00 noon (Mr Speaker in the Chair).

Members observed two minutes’ silence.

Assembly Business

Committee Membership

Mr Speaker: As with similar motions, the motion on
Committee membership will be treated as a business
motion. Therefore, there will be no debate.

Resolved:

That Mr Alex Attwood replace Mr Colum Eastwood as
a member of the Committee for the Office of the First
Minister and deputy First Minister; that Mr Fearghal

McKinney replace Mr Alban Maginness as a member

of the Committee for Enterprise, Trade and Investment;

that Mr Alban Maginness replace Mrs Dolores Kelly
as a member of the Committee for the Environment;
that Mr Joe Byrne replace Mrs Dolores Kelly as a
member of the Committee for Regional Development;
and that Mr Alex Attwood be appointed as a member
of the Assembly and Executive Review Committee. —
[Mr P Ramsey.]

Committee Business

Health and Social Care (Amendment) Bill:
Extension of Committee Stage

Ms Maeve McLaughlin (The Chairperson of the
Committee for Health, Social Services and Public
Safety): | beg to move

That, in accordance with Standing Order 33(4), the
period referred to in Standing Order 33(2) be extended
to 11 December 2013, in relation to the Committee
Stage of the Health and Social Care (Amendment) Bill
[NIA Bill 27/11-15].

Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Comhairle. The Health and
Social Care (Amendment) Bill passed its Second Stage
on 24 September 2013 and should, under the 30-working-
day rule, complete its Committee Stage on 30 November
2013. The Bill's main intention is to amend the Health and
Social Care (Reform) Act 2009 to reflect the purpose for
which the Business Services Organisation (BSO) was
established. The proposals will allow BSO to provide
support services to all Departments’ arm’s-length bodies
and to administer health and social care functions on
behalf of the Department of Health, Social Services and
Public Safety (DHSSPS).

At its meeting on 25 September, the Committee

agreed to call for written submissions from interested
organisations and individuals. Although the Bill is likely
to be a straightforward piece of legislation designed to
put measures in place to correct certain oversights or
gaps identified in the Health and Social Care (Reform)
Act 2009, the Committee feels that it is essential that it
is afforded the time to exercise its scrutiny powers to the
full. Therefore, on behalf of the Committee, | ask that the
House supports the motion to extend the Committee Stage
to 11 December 2013.

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 11 December 2013, in relation to the Committee
Stage of the Health and Social Care (Amendment) Bill
[NIA Bill 27/11-15].
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Town Centre Strategy

Mr Speaker: The Business Committee has agreed to
allow up to one hour and 30 minutes for the debate. The
proposer of the motion will have 10 minutes to propose
and 10 minutes in which to make a winding-up speech.
One amendment has been selected and published on the
Marshalled List. The proposer of the amendment will have
10 minutes to propose and five minutes in which to make a
winding-up speech. All other Members who wish to speak
will have five minutes.

Mrs Cochrane: | beg to move

That this Assembly expresses its concern over the
ongoing pressures on small businesses, in particular,
those in the retail sector; notes the current and
forthcoming policies and programmes in relation

to business rates, planning, business improvement
districts, public transport, the development of
shared space and urban regeneration; and calls on
the Minister for Social Development to produce an
overarching strategy for town centres, high streets and
urban villages to ensure the effective coordination of
the current and future initiatives.

| am pleased to move the motion today. | hope that all
parties will unite in seeing the importance of the issue.
The performance of our small business sector is crucial
to the performance of the Northern Ireland economy as a
whole in output, value added, productivity, innovation and
employment. Therefore, we must be doing all we can to
support small businesses.

In particular, town and city centres are battling against the
changing nature of retailing and consumerism in Northern
Ireland, the pressure of which is becoming unbearable for
many small businesses and retailers struggling to keep
their doors open. One in seven shops on the high street is
now lying empty.

There are many challenges, especially with online
retailing. The Policy Exchange report titled ‘21st Century
Retail Policy’, which was published just last month,
revealed that, in six years, online retail has quadrupled as
a share of retail spending and continues to rise. In short,
we are increasingly satisfying our consumer needs with
the touch of a button. Our businesses and independent
retailers, therefore, need to adapt to that trend by investing
in their online services and creating an online presence
where they can.

More importantly, they need to ensure that a trip to the
high street is a positive, broader experience. The Forum
for Alternative Belfast has already completed some
noteworthy work around that in its mission to ensure

a more equitable built environment in Belfast. We can
look to the likes of Arthur Street as a good example

of what Belfast city could look like. It has the right mix

of professional services, hospitality hubs, leisure and
retail. However, that mix is not always easily achievable.
We have a range of small businesses with boundless
potential, but the potential and enthusiasm are not always
matched by public sector support or the appropriate
legislative environment. It is becoming increasingly clear
that Northern Ireland requires a single and unequivocal

strategy for town centres, high streets and urban villages
as we move further into the 21st century.

| am not suggesting that our Executive are not giving that
area thought. Indeed, we have a mix of government policy
from the Department for Social Development (DSD), the
Department of the Environment (DOE), the Department
for Regional Development (DRD), the Department of
Finance and Personnel (DFP) etc, all of which share a
common thread: they are determined to protect our town
and city centres. However, there is an absence of proper
coordination. We need to tie things together to achieve
maximum impact. The problem is that we have numerous
Departments responsible for town centre regeneration and
the economy but no one Department taking the lead.

At the beginning of last year, the Department for Social
Development published the high street task force report,
which was inspired by the 2011 Portas review in GB. It set
out a broad range of recommendations aimed at improving
the coordination of city and town centre management and
prioritising regeneration initiatives. A significant issue
highlighted in the report was the adverse impact on city
and town centres of what is perceived as an imbalanced
spatial planning policy. Consultation with Northern
Ireland’s high street retailers revealed that the growth in
planning approvals for out-of-centre retail and subsequent
development over the past 20 years was considered to

be enticing shoppers away from the city and town centres
due to things such as free car parking and giving those
flagship stores an unfair advantage. That type of thinking
is reflected in DOE'’s updated town centre and retail
planning policy.

Equally, DRD strongly acknowledges the importance of
our town and city centres in its ‘Regional Development
Strategy 2035’, which sets the framework for development
plans. We must, therefore, ensure that amendments to the
Planning Bill do not contradict the “town and city centre
first” mantra. Planning changes are also required to make
it easier to convert empty shops into homes, and for cafes
and restaurants to introduce temporary outside seating

to be able to create the right mix and entice people to our
high streets. The Licensing of Pavement Cafés Bill will be
a good opportunity to create that welcoming atmosphere
and encourage people to visit an area.

Other key measures that will affect the regeneration of
town centres and high streets include the sensible location
of bus routes and stops near local amenities, easy and
secure cycle storage and cycle lanes, nearby parking, and
facilities for pedestrians such as zebra crossings and well-
maintained pavements. However, all of those things need
to be progressed in a joined-up manner.

Money has been poured into public realm works, and,
although | welcome that, particularly in my constituency
of East Belfast, such upgrades are often targeted only at
areas of extreme deprivation. With no other developments
to allow investment potential to be fully realised, you can
end up with nice pavements in an area where nothing else
is going on. In contrast, you have areas where businesses
have got together and are working very hard to develop a
real sense of community, but they are some way down the
priority list for other investment.

With an overarching strategy and a lead Department, we
might see a different approach to some of these things and
investment in areas where the private sector is already
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working hard. Where we see a true success story, we can
share the enthusiasm in other areas. | have seen examples
of that in areas such as Ballyhackamore, where one
businesswoman, Brenda Shankey, has been a key driver
of change in the village and has been willing to go out

to other traders’ associations, share her experience and
encourage them to get on board and do something, too.

Another positive initiative by the Assembly was the recent
passage of the business improvement districts (BIDs)
legislation. That is a very positive move for Northern
Ireland because it provides small businesses and retailers
with the ability to exert more control over space on the
high street. However, it is important that the outworkings of
the legislation are closely evaluated to ensure successful
delivery. It is our role as politicians to support the small
businesses in our constituencies to drive the success of
BIDs and to ensure the sustainability of the high street.

As local government reform looms, we need to remind
local authorities that BIDs must remain a strong priority.
Therefore, | welcome the Social Development Minister’s
recent decision to appoint a consortium to provide support
for capacity-building in areas to take forward BIDs from
inception to implementation.

Recent initiatives by DFP are also welcome, including the
enhancement of the small business rate relief scheme,
which has brought in 8,300 extra ratepayers, providing
them with 20% relief. The introduction of the empty retail
premises concession, which will allow a 50% exemption
on rates for the first year, is also to be welcomed. That is
being created to help long-term empty retail premises back
into business.

| also want to mention the recently published ‘Urban
Regeneration and Community Development Policy
Framework’. It creates an overarching context within
which DSD programmes will be formulated, but it needs
to be widened out to include other Departments’ policies
that are complementary to the aim of strengthening our
towns, cities, high streets and urban villages. A proper
strategic vision is essential to securing the future of our
evolving high streets, and, in tough financial times, we
need energetic, entrepreneurial and truly collaborative
partnerships across all of the relevant Departments and
private sector bodies.

Finally, | will mention the amendment. If it were an
addition to the motion, it would be fine to accept it. It is
very important to recognise the role of councils in this
matter, and, indeed, their role is set to increase. However,
| feel very strongly that there is a need for an overarching
framework at a regional level to coordinate interventions,
and, unfortunately, the proposed amendment drops that
key point out of the motion.

| am calling for a single overarching strategy to protect and
enhance our town and city centres, high streets and urban
villages. As | have mentioned, a number of policies are in
place across different Departments but, although they are
well intentioned, things are not moving quickly enough for
our businesses. We need a lead Department to provide

a greater focus on this very important issue to ensure a
joined-up implementation process and deliver results for
our businesses and traders. An interdepartmental group
that brings together the key people responsible for urban
and economic regeneration in the various Departments
can ensure that the work of all Departments and their
policies will complement one other and that they will be

progressed in a joined-up manner. | urge all parties to
support the motion.

12.15 pm
Mr D Bradley: | beg to move the following amendment:
Leave out all after “regeneration;” and insert:

“further notes that the majority of local authorities have
extensive town centre plans; and calls on the Minister
for Social Development and the Executive to enable
these plans by utilising all the funding mechanisms at
their disposal.”

Go raibh mile maith agat, a Cheann Comhairle. Ta athas
orm tacaiocht a thabhairt don leasu ar an ran.

Businesses throughout the region have been working their
way through a very tough economic climate, and times
have been extremely challenging. We do not give enough
credit and support to our retail sector, particularly the
independent sector, which employs thousands of people
across the North, and not just in our cities and regional
towns but in the smaller towns and villages.

You can imagine how disheartening it must have been
for businesspeople throughout the North to see the
Minister responsible for business improvement districts
standing behind a speaker calling for civil disobedience.
That Minister might take the opportunity today to give
businesspeople some reassurance and to disassociate
himself from those remarks.

| agree with the proposer of the motion that we need better
cooperation and global thinking in policy terms at the
Executive table. | draw Mrs Cochrane’s attention to the fact
that the amendment refers to the Executive. Our inclusion
of the word implies that there should be a coordinated
policy from all the relevant Departments. That is why we
put emphasis on the Executive. Not only that, we also
need to be realistic. If we want to achieve real change and
make progress, there have to be resources available. Fine
words are very welcome at times, but resources are even
more welcome.

Sometimes we hear of duplication right across government
— numerous efforts being made by numerous bodies to do
the same thing. We would certainly support the Executive
coordinating policies to ensure that all Departments

work to the same end, particularly in supporting city- and
town-centre businesses, and, indeed, those in the smaller
villages and towns.

| welcome the thrust of today’s debate and recognise that
the Department for Social Development will be the lead
Department, but | am concerned that DSD’s remit covers
only our larger areas of population. What | hear most
frequently is that the same cities and towns always seem
to be the focus of our efforts and that we need to broaden
the scope of our work to include our rural towns and
villages so that they are not left behind in any coordinated
strategy or initiative.

Mr Maskey: | thank the Member for giving way. | just

want a bit of clarification on how the amendment seems

to dispose of the call in the motion for an overarching
strategy. Will you explain that? We support your
amendment in principle, but we are concerned that it would
do away with an essential part of the motion.
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Mr D Bradley: | thank the Member for his intervention. |
thought that | had explained that. The fact that we have
asked the Executive to enable the plans implies that the
Executive should coordinate the efforts of all Ministers
involved. | hope that that explains it clearly to the Member
and removes any misunderstanding that he may have had.

| believe that we need to see the Department for Social
Development, the Department for Regional Development,
the Department of Agriculture and Rural Development
(DARD), the Department of the Environment, the
Department of Enterprise, Trade and Investment (DET]I)
and the Department of Finance and Personnel under the
direction of the Executive, working around the table in a
cohesive way.

In specific areas where public realm schemes are being
brought forward that will see the loss of on-street parking,
we need to seek alternative parking to ensure that areas
are not disadvantaged. A case in point is the public realm
scheme on Merchants Quay in Newry, where quite a
number of parking spaces are being removed and traders
find it difficult to see where those are being replaced.
There is another example of that in Armagh, where Market
Street has seen blue badge holders and disabled drivers
being able to park on that street.

Mr Elliott: | thank Mr Bradley for giving way. | appreciate
and support what he is saying about a cooperative
approach. However, does he accept that it does not always
take direct finance to resolve some of the issues and make
matters better? A wee bit of flexibility within Departments
can always go a long way, particularly in Planning Service,
to help some of those aspects in town centres.

Mr D Bradley: | accept the point the Member makes that
flexibility is always welcome. However, if you talk to the
traders on the high street, they will tell you that they want
to see greater support through resources being made
available. | will make that clear later.

| agree that we need to see greater coordination on public
transport. We need to see our bus and rail services
accommodate shoppers better, especially shoppers

from rural communities coming into towns. Indeed, it is
unfortunate that recent changes in street parking charging
have created a barrier to shoppers in town centres

rather than facilitating them. | raised that issue during an
Adjournment debate, specifically in relation to Newry city.

We would like to see an expansion of the small business
rate relief scheme to include even more businesses across
the North. We believe that another look should be given

to the empty properties rate relief scheme, so that it too
can be extended to give greater incentive and support to
businesses, especially new businesses.

Under the review of public administration (RPA), major
elements of urban regeneration will transfer to the new
councils. That is why we have included them in the
amendment. As | said, they too need to be brought into

the mix. They need to ensure that the work they do is in
partnership with and complements the work of all the other
agencies and Departments involved. It should no longer
be good enough for sponsoring Departments to say that
they have consulted with one Department or another. What
is needed is that they all work together in partnership to
deliver a coordinated strategy that protects and enhances
our town centres and villages, allows for expansion and

development and, at the same time, encourages shoppers
to come in to the centre of their local towns and villages.

With that, | will end. Go raibh maith agat as an deis
labhartha.

Ms P Bradley: As a member of the Social Development
Committee, | support the amendment.

For many years, small businesses have been the lifeblood
of our communities, from the small corner shop, which
helped in many ways to develop and maintain community
cohesion, to those businesses on our high street that
have, in the past, taken on an active role in supporting
the communities that support them. In the past number of
years, the pressure on small businesses, especially in the
retail sector, has grown to such a level that businesses
are crying out for support, on both a local and regional
level. As someone who once owned a small business,

| am particularly sympathetic and acutely aware of how
worrying a time it is for those who have developed their
entrepreneurial ability and nurtured their small business
but now face these tough economic times.

(Mr Principal Deputy Speaker [Mr Mitchel McLaughlin]
in the Chair)

The threats to small businesses come not just from the
decrease in people’s disposable income but from the rise
of the multinationals, which benefit far more greatly from
economies of scale than small businesses could ever hope
to, and the increasing popularity of out of town, one-stop
shopping centres, which can develop free parking as an
incentive with which our town centres cannot compete.
That, coupled with the rise of internet shopping, favours
larger businesses. That is not to say that these do not have
an important place in our economy, but there has to be

a balancing act to ensure that the growth of one of these
does not lead to a disproportionate decrease in small
businesses in our high streets and town centres. This is,
without doubt, a very difficult balancing act, but it is one
that must be attempted.

To that end, the Department for Social Development

has spearheaded a number of initiatives to help small
businesses in our communities to address the challenges
and feel confident about their role in the Northern

Ireland economy. Those include developing strategies
around business improvement districts, which have been
proven over time to work in helping small businesses,
improvements in public transport to make it easier for
people to access their local shops without having to take
the car, and urban regeneration to tackle the message that
vacant properties emit to local people and potential visitors
and investors.

The Department has been proven to be proactive in
addressing those challenges and providing solutions

that are within its remit. However, as | highlighted, the
challenges of our small businesses do not come from just
one source, but rather through a kaleidoscope of different
situations that have developed over the past number of
years. Therefore, in my opinion, it would be naive to assert
that one Department has the ability to provide all the
answers or solutions.

The Department has already planned for that and has
worked with other agencies, such as DRD and the
Department of Finance and Personnel, to develop key
strategies and plans that will help to ease the situation for
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small businesses. | agree that there needs to be not just
cross-departmental working, but close working from local
government, to regional government, to national level in
order to ensure that small businesses are fully supported.

Small businesses are what Northern Ireland was built
upon. During our troubled past, when investors were
reluctant to come to Northern Ireland, they kept our
economy functioning. Now that more peaceful times have
come to Northern Ireland, we need to repay their support
during our tough times by developing mechanisms to
support them through their tough times, while, at the same
time, ensuring that communities in Northern Ireland have
maximum choices. | believe that the amendment will go a
long way in achieving that.

Mr Maskey: Go raibh maith agat, a Priomh-LeasCheann
Combhairle. | support the motion. As a party, we have
considered the amendment and | suppose will support it.
| will say to the movers of the motion and the amendment
that, in isolation, both are a little bit flawed, although,

if merged, they would have made sense. However, in
keeping with the spirit of what the movers of the motion
and the amendment have said in their remarks to the
Chamber, we are happy to support both.

For example, the motion does not refer in any way to the
various measures that are in place in support of town
centres and the retail sector and other sectors in the
business community. It is unfortunate that that is not
placed on the record in the motion, because there are a
lot of things being done against all the pressures that have
been identified. So, in one way, the motion is flawed.

The amendment specifically deletes a reference to the
need for an overarching strategy, but Dominic Bradley,

in his remarks to clarify, highlighted the intention behind
the amendment to keep that included. So, our view is that
while we would have preferred that the amendment was
actually an addendum, we support both. Equally, Judith
Cochrane referred specifically to a number of measures
that have been put in place by various Departments and
Ministers.

It is important that while we note the concerns that we

all have and share and the pressures that have been
repeatedly articulated to us by people in the broader
business community, particularly in town centres, we

still have to highlight the fact that a lot of work has been
done in that regard to ease some of those burdens, and |
have no doubt that more work will be done. However, as |
understand it, the Social Development Minister still retains
the role of lead Minister on behalf of the Executive in
respect of town centre regeneration, and we know that it is
a multi-departmental responsibility.

12.30 pm

Given the issues that are pointed out in the motion and
have been referred to here this afternoon about various
policies, which are extant or will evolve in the short time
ahead, including business improvement districts and the
reform of local government, it is timely to take a fresh look
at departmental strategies and, equally, local authority
plans for town centres, and so on. Although | do not have
evidence to hand to suggest that any of the new council
boundaries will be out of kilter with the town centre plans
that are already agreed and on the table, in light of the
fact that we will have new council boundaries very soon

in 2014, it would be wise, timely and prudent to make sure
that, as we move into the new district council boundaries,
the town centre plans are relevant, current and agreed by
the new councils.

There is a lot of work to be done in the time ahead to
ensure that all the appropriate policies are in place.

We have had many a debate in the Chamber in which
Members argued about the conflict between town centre
development and out-of-town development. The pressures
on the retail sector and other aspects of business have
been well articulated. It is important that we send out a
clear message from the Chamber today that all the parties
are very conscious of the need to support the business
and retail sectors. It is important for all of us to build

the economy, which is the single highest priority for the
Executive. That is why we are not prepared to divide on
the amendment. Whatever about the precise wording of a
motion or amendment, we need to send out a unanimous
signal from the Chamber that all the parties are as one on
this matter. All the Members who have spoken so far are
very much agreed that we want to support the sectors that
have been identified.

Mr Lyttle: Will the Member give way?
Mr Maskey: | am going to run out of time; sorry, Chris.

The signal needs to be that all the parties are as one on
this matter and that we want to give whatever support we
can in addition to the support that we give across a range
of Departments. That will be the job in the time ahead. |
look forward to the Minister’s response to the motion and
the amendment.

Mr Copeland: | support the amendment. | speak as a
retailer, as the great-grandson of retailers, as the grandson
of retailers, as the son of a retailer and as the great-
nephew of retailers. There were about 11 businesses

in the family, some of which span back over a century.
Sadly, only one of them continues to function, and, in its
centenary year, the difficulties are becoming so enormous
that its long-term future is in doubt.

The essential problems are a change in the market, a
change in the demographics, a change in the planning
structures, a change in the rates levied and a change in
energy costs. Against that background, the focus of the
motion is welcome. We cannot expect retailers to adapt
to fundamental changes in circumstances if the policies
of the Executive and our councils are not adapted to suit
their needs. Strangely, retail remains the single biggest
sector in the Northern Ireland economy, even though 25%
of shops in our town centres are now vacant, which is a
disproportionately high figure compared with the rest of the
United Kingdom.

The previous Finance Minister will be praised for the
expansion of the small business rate relief scheme and
the empty shops rates concession. However, | call on the
Department to make it known that the long-term future

of those policies is assured. The level of rates that our
small, often independent, retailers have to pay for the
privilege of being located on the high street are often
disproportionately astronomical. My party, for one, sought
relief for Belfast traders when we proposed a change, but
unfortunately the measure was not adopted.

One of the biggest problems with the current rating system
is that it has become totally decoupled from the economic
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and rental circumstances that businesses can afford. Such
a detachment from reality is unsustainable. The motion
raises a number of other issues. Planning, for instance, is
a bugbear for many, not least because of the seemingly
unending weeks and months that it takes to come to a
conclusion. If the wrong decision is taken, it can have a
devastating impact on small local businesses. The millions
of square feet of proposed new retail space in out-of-town
shopping centres, for instance, will, no matter what we say,
eat a certain amount of an ever-decreasing pie and have
an impact on those that remain. Although | recognise the
purpose and benefits of out-of-town shopping centres, we
must do all that we can to ensure that a balance is found.

Sometimes, though, Departments can display common
sense. A good example of that was shown a couple of
years ago, when Danny Kennedy announced that he was
not going to proceed with a planned roll-out of on-street
parking charges in 30 towns and cities across Northern
Ireland. That is one example, but we need more initiatives
like that from the Minister of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment, the Finance Minister, perhaps, and, indeed,
our Social Development Minister.

| support the principle of the motion, but a so-called
overarching town centre strategy should not become a
byword for covering up difficult issues. With a little bit
of thought and not so little effort, and given the right
circumstances, | believe that it would be possible to
reinvigorate our town centres.

One of the biggest criticisms that | am sure that many of us
get is that once the clock hits five, our town centres shut
up shop and, in many cases, become ghost towns. | think
that we need to start ensuring that town centres retain their
vibrancy through the evenings and the weekends, bringing
about a strong night-time economy. We must also examine
and, if possible, rectify the anomaly that when cruise ships,
which are full of eager shoppers who are laden with foreign
currency, come to dock in Belfast on a Sunday morning,
those shoppers do not have anywhere to go.

There are many things that the Executive and councils
could be doing to support our town centres. An
overarching strategy is one, but it should be only the start
of what should be a planned roll-out of new, informed and
evidence-proven initiatives.

Mr Clarke: Thank you very much, Mr Principal Deputy
Speaker. | rise to support the motion and the amendment
in the names of Dolores Kelly and Dominic Bradley. |
have to say at the outset that, given that some see the
revitalisation of some of the small businesses as a very
important subject, which it is, | am disappointed that
Dominic Bradley chose this opportunity to make a cheap
political point in his opening comments.

| support the motion for many reasons, but | suppose that

| come at this as someone who is a wee bit sceptical, and

| probably share Alex Maskey’s view about the wording

of it. Although | am happy to support the emphasis of the
motion, there does seem to be an awful emphasis and
focus on DSD. There is no suggestion of what others have
done to help the business sector. One should remember
that we are probably in one of the worst economic climates
that there has been, certainly in my memory of the
business sector. That said, we cannot take away from what
councils have done. Today, there have been criticisms

of local government, but | have to say that the current

Minister for Social Development has been very supportive
of Antrim Borough Council, of which | am still a member,
and for which | declare an interest.

Mr Beggs: Oh?

Mr Clarke: Oh? Could you not hear that, Roy? Sorry. | am
still a member, and | am proud to be. | did not run away
like some of the rest of you. The Minister supported Antrim
council’s master plan and initiative for about £2-5 million,

| think it was, of public realm works. However, all those
different ideas do not necessarily bring people back to the
high street.

| heard Michael Copeland singing the praises of his
Minister for removing on-street parking charges in 30 town
centres. | welcomed that announcement. | think that that
was a wonderful idea, but | do not think that it went far
enough. A bigger idea in that regard would have been to
remove car parking charges, per se, except for those who
are using the car parking space for parking when they go
away on other business, for instance. | am thinking of the
principal town in my constituency, which is Antrim. It has
two large car parks, and we have a shopping centre that
is dying on its feet, because of charges. We have Junction
One only a mile and a half away, where people can go.
They can do their shopping; they can do everything they
want to do. | support the principle of Junction One, but
there is a disparity between what is on offer there and
what is on offer in our town centres. If you choose to go to
the town centre, you have to pay for car parking, but if you
go to the out-of-town shopping centres that service is free.

The aspect of the amendment that proposes bringing
some of this into the Executive, as opposed to leaving it
purely in the hands of the Social Development Minister, is
important, because other Ministers have a part to play in
relation to these changes. DOE, for instance, should have
a part to play in some of the out-of-town schemes. More
pressure should maybe be put on how those decisions
are made and on how they play out in small towns such as
Antrim and Ballyclare, which are in my constituency.

However, let us not take away from what has happened.
We have had the small business rate relief scheme and the
empty premises relief, whereby if a shop has been empty
for more than a year, 50% rate relief will be allowed for a
new business start-up. Other businesses can use vacant
shops for shop displays, which does not have an impact on
the rates. We have frozen the regional rate for the past six
years. It gets to the stage where it is difficult to do more.
We heard calls today to do more, but all the things that we
wish to do come at a cost.

So it is easy for us all to sit here and say what we want, but
we have to remember that, when we want something for
businesses, which | support, that puts pressures on other
Departments because of the moneys that they have to
give up. | will leave it at that. | support the motion and the
amendment.

Mr F McCann: Go raibh maith agat, a Phriomh-
LeasCheann Combhairle. | welcome the opportunity to
speak to the motion and the amendment. We have all
seen the serious blight that exists in the city and town
centres in our constituencies. | am surprised that nobody
has mentioned the Committee for Social Development’s
2007 inquiry into town centre regeneration. Over a period
of about 18 months, the Committee took 43 written
submissions and many more oral submissions. It visited a

106



Monday 7 October 2013

Private Members’ Business: Town Centre Strategy

number of town centres and took on board that a serious
crisis was gathering at that time.

Successive Ministers for Social Development sat on the
results of that inquiry, even though the Assembly accepted
17 of the Committee’s recommendations. If we are going to
have an inquiry, it would probably be much better to dust
down the recommendations that the former Committee for
Social Development made and to use them as a base for
any future plan or strategy.

When you go out there and talk to people, you find that

a huge number of master plans already exist for town
centres, city centres and villages. However, there has
been a problem with trying to get Departments or whoever
else is responsible to take stock and to rally round with the
required resources. Like Mr Clarke, | have been to Antrim
a number of times, and | have seen the difficulties that
there are for towns such as Antrim, which are dying on
their feet. Although there is no coherent strategy there to
allow us to tackle the problem, | was recently in —

Mr Humphrey: | am grateful to the Member for giving
way. | agree entirely with what he just said. DSD invested
money in north Belfast in the cultural corridor on the
Crumlin Road, but Roads Service was reluctant to use

a particular type of stone that DSD recommended and
wanted to use tarmac. It is vital that when Roads Service,
other Departments, as my colleague the Member of
South Antrim said, and, to use Belfast as an example,
Belfast City Council are spending money, they do soin a
collaborative way so that there is maximum bang for the
buck. Would you agree?

Mr F McCann: | would certainly agree. It has been difficult,
but | can see the rewards of a good public realm strategy
and how it has benefited Belfast City Council through its
impact on the city centre.

| recently visited Kilkenny, which is a listed town. Many

of its buildings go back 150 years, but the town has been
able to integrate some of the major stores with the old
buildings rather than having out-of-town shopping centres.
That offers a flavour of the town for tourism and for local
shoppers, and so on, and the town has been able to
maintain that. So there are places that we can take stock
of and whose good things we can pick up on.

| think that the base from which we should start, however,
is the recommendations that came from the Committee for
Social Development’s 2007 inquiry. It speaks of the RPA
and the possibility of the bigger councils taking control

of their destiny as far as town centre redevelopment is
concerned. However, it needs a commitment from all
Departments and statutory organisations to buy into it

and give it the resources, which should be ring-fenced.
That will allow people to come out the other end and move
away from what is a picture of dereliction, and probably
depression, when they come to town centres to shop.

12.45 pm

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: As this is the first

debate in which the Assembly will hear from Mr Fearghal
McKinney, | remind the House that it is the convention that
a maiden speech is made without interruption.

Mr McKinney: Thank you, Mr Principal Deputy Speaker. |
support the amendment.

From Ballycastle to Belleek and from Coleraine to
Crossmaglen our town centres are in deep trouble. Main
streets that managed to hang on and even thrive through
the bombing campaigns of the 1970s and 1980s are now
falling victim to an even more deadly attack, where the
damage through economic recession can be read in the
prevalence of pound shops, charity shops and vacant shops.

As a society, we have deep questions to ask ourselves
about the sort of towns that we want to have and are
prepared to pay for. Pound shops are great and so are
out-of-town hypermarkets, but they come at a price. All the
flowerpots and hanging baskets in the world cannot hide
the reality that many of our town centres are in serious
difficulty. People are looking to the Assembly and the
Executive to take a strategic perspective and do something
about it.

The decline of our town centres is not just a recent problem.
The proportion of local family owned businesses has been
declining for decades. However, the decline has been
accelerated by the economic downturn of the past few
years. In the new streetscapes that are dominated by chain
shops, there is an inevitable loss of character and with that
comes a loss of footfall. With hindsight, we can see that
ringing our town centres with anonymous windswept car
parks might not have been such a good idea.

So what do people want from us? | suspect that they want
a bit more than fresh paint and hanging baskets. Although
many welcome the schemes that improve the appearance
of some of our vacant shops, we must acknowledge

that that is only for the optics. The real strategies that

we should employ will have the top priorities of putting
businesses back into those empty spaces and making us
think and act differently in our attempts to do so.

We have to measure the sense of loss in our town centres,
not just in business but in community. As Mr Copeland
pointed out, there was a sense of local ownership when
most businesses had been founded by families you knew
and were owned and operated by your friends, neighbours
and family acquaintances. People want that sense of
community back. They do not want their town centres to
be anonymous. That is the challenge for the Minister, but
it is not one that he can meet on his own. Our greatest
need, and the one thing that the Assembly could deliver, is
joined-up government. By their very nature, town centres
relate in one way or another to all our public agencies.
Town centres are not just about the retail trade; they

are the focus of tourism and are transport, social and
recreational hubs. All the agencies and organisations that
relate to those different aspects have their own plans. The
challenge is to bring those plans together, and the key
agencies with the best opportunity to maximise local buy-
in are the democratic local authorities.

We are in deep recession and our businesses are
struggling. For some, their very survival is at stake. There
are many trends in our globalised economy that are
damaging to our town and city centres, and so we must
imagine a potentially different high street of the future.
We must recognise the significant challenges that have
undermined the high street in the past and ensure that we
put vibrancy back at the heart of our community.

We also need to ensure that there is no more self-inflicted
damage of the kind that Belfast has suffered from for the
past year. The last thing that our businesspeople need is
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a campaign of civil disobedience, and we do not need a
Minister for mayhem. Putting an end to that self-inflicted
damage is very much in the hands of the Members of the
House. Given the perilous state of some of our high streets
and town centres, we must recognise the severe damage
that that causes and ensure that it does not happen again.

It is also in our hands to agree that there is a problem and
to do something about it. If there were a thermometer — a
way of measuring the quality of a community — it would
be in the vibrancy, or not, of a city, town or village centre.
All of us in this Chamber know the poor state of many of
our towns. The statistics show it, too: one in four of our
shops is empty, which is twice the UK average. That single
statistic shows that we must do something urgently and
differently from what we have been doing up to this point.

We need to listen to the business community’s anxieties
around business rates, planning, transport and car parking
charges because it is telling us not just that the problem is
bad, but that it is going to get worse unless something is
done urgently. It is predicting that many hundreds of high
street businesses —

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: | am afraid that | must
interrupt the Member.

Mr McKinney: — will close in the future if something is not
done. That, Mr Principal Deputy Speaker, is a warning that
we cannot ignore. We must respond to that warning not
with short-term fixes —

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: The Member must bring
his remarks to a close.

Mr McKinney: — but with a real strategic prosperous vision.

Mr Clarke: On a point of order, Mr Principal Deputy
Speaker. | apologise for earlier omitting to declare an
interest as a recipient of small business rate relief.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: Thank you. The Member
has that on the record.

Mr Allister: It is traditional, when one follows a maiden
speech, to commend the person who made it. Mr McKinney
made his points very ably. | was a little surprised that he
appeared to cross the conventional boundary of maiden
speeches by being controversial, with unnecessary
comments about civil disobedience. Those were surprising
comments, given that it was the SDLP that introduced us
to the politics of civil disobedience. | found that a little bit
surprising. That apart, | commend him on his speech.

| want to focus on the outworkings of the public realm
schemes in some of our town centres and to place a
particular topical focus on a difficulty that has emerged
in the town at the heart of my constituency. | speak of
Ballymena, where we have a very welcome £4 million
scheme, but which has a very unwelcome dimension: an
unnecessary attempt to steamroller a portion of it on the
trading centre of Ballymoney Street without adequate
consultation with the traders.

It seems that, too often, we hand these matters over to
consultants who have all sorts of preconceived ideas
and, through some wonderful desktop compositions,
come up with aesthetically very pleasing and presentable
proposals, but which, at times, are utterly bereft of the
most basic component of common sense. We have a
classic illustration of that in Ballymena, where the traders
of Ballymoney Street are, rightly, up in arms because

they will be robbed of essential on-street parking, with the
removal down one side of the street of on-street parking in
its entirety. What does it mean for traders in Ballymoney
Street, who are already competing with out-of-town traders
with free car parking, if we put extra hurdles in the pathway
of a person who wants to shop in the town but cannot stop
there? | think that | know where he will stop; he will go to
the free car park, out of town.

When you look at some of the businesses in Ballymoney
Street in Ballymena, you see that on-street parking is not
a luxury; it is vital to their operation. Consider one of the
largest traders, Moore Electrics, which runs a very big
repair operation for appliances. People stop outside or
opposite the shop to carry in the appliance that needs
repaired or pick up an appliance that has been repaired.
However, those marvellous consultants, to whom we are
paying endless amounts of money, have come up with a
scheme under which you will not be able to do that. How
is that business going to survive if people cannot carry the
appliance that needs to be repaired into the shop? They
will simply go somewhere else because they will certainly
not carry the appliance from 300 metres or 500 metres
away, where there may be a static car park.

To put the money to good use, we need to ensure

that proposals are not just aesthetically pleasing but
compatible with common sense. | trust that the scheme
in Ballymena will be revised to make it common sense
compatible and that we will have something that works,
not something that drives those who work in shops out of
work, because that is the way in which we are headed.

Mr McNarry: It has often been said that we are a nation of
shopkeepers. One prominent offspring of a shopkeeper, by
the name of Margaret Thatcher, laid claim to that in all that
she did to bring that perception home to us all.

One reflects on those days as being perhaps a small
journey down memory lane. Sometimes we are reminded
by television shows such as the recent ‘Mr Selfridge’ of
what was often described as the joy of shopping or, when
| was a young person, trundling down to the shop for a
bottle of milk, a loaf or vegetables. People looked forward
to shopping itself, because, for many, it was nearly a
daily experience, a way of finding out what was going on
in the community and of keeping friends. In those days,
you could generally leave your house unsecured, in the
knowledge that it would be safe when you returned, so
things have changed.

Like education, and the flaw that there is in education, we
will ignore choice as an option at our peril. | commend
those who brought before the House the motion and the
amendment, because modern shoppers are key to all the
plans. They are voting with their feet and going to shopping
centres and places that are open 24 hours a day to do a
main, weekly shop. In many cases, they are also going for
value for money, which they do not often see on the high
street. We have to accept that that is the public’s thinking.

| was in the retail business for 40 years. The lesson for all
retailers is to chase the market. If the market is not there,
you are not a retailer. Therefore, retailers have had hard
times in towns and cities.

Mr Clarke: Will the Member give way?
Mr McNarry: | will.
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Mr Clarke: | accept the Member’s remarks. However,
retailers and towns have been disadvantaged, because
rates in out-of-town shopping centres are not equivalent

to those in town centres. The size of out-of-town shopping
centres and the fact that their costs are lower means that
they can sell more products and be more profitable than
retailers in towns. Although we draw comparisons between
the two sectors, and | understand why the Member said
that the trade goes there, they are not the same.

1.00 pm

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: The Member has an extra
minute.

Mr McNarry: Thank you for that. | was actually coming

to that point. The Member makes a very valid point. |

was saying that retailers in towns and cities have had
hard times due to rates and parking, issues into which Mr
Allister and others have ventured. Particular issues are
footfall and the key to making shopping an attraction, not
a chore. Each Member of the House would say, “Please
shop locally”. | tell people to shop in my local village of
Ballygowan and to go down to Comber and Newtownards.
In the main, society does not attract them to do that. That
is the way it is. | have got to say — | am sure that some
Member have done so, and | have missed it — that, above
all else, we must not forget the staff and workers in those
shops. We must not forget the hours that they work and
the security of their jobs. All those things are important and
are intertwined.

In conclusion, | want to say that | was glad to see Member
McKinney make his maiden speech. | am sure that he

is pleased that it is over. At times, | just wonder what on
earth UTV is doing to us in this place. It seems to be like
a training option for the Assembly. What next? Will we
have Dame Purdy and Lord Ken elevated to the House
of Lords to haunt us from another place? Nevertheless,

| am pleased that he has found his forte now. | take this
opportunity to welcome him. | am sure that he will be a
good and honourable Member of the House like all the
other Members from his party.

Mr McCausland (The Minister for Social Development):
| thank the Members who brought the motion to the
Chamber. | have listened with interest to all the speakers in
the debate. | would like to thank them for their contributions.
| welcome the opportunity to respond to the motion as
amended as | am broadly supportive of its aims. It also
provides an opportunity to outline the significant efforts
that my Department is making to support retailers in these
difficult times. A number of contributions were made during
the debate, and | will respond to them in due course.

As Minister for Social Development, | have responsibility
for urban regeneration in addition to community
development, housing, social security benefits, pensions
and child maintenance. That responsibility for urban
regeneration relates to urban centres with populations of
over 4,500 residents. Smaller settlements fall within the
responsibility of the Department of Agriculture and Rural
Development. The motion highlights the difficulties that are
faced by small businesses, particularly those in the retail
sector. | will focus my comments on that group.

The recession, coupled with changes in consumer
spending patterns and behaviours, has had considerable
impact on the economic performance of town and

city centres across the United Kingdom. In Northern
Ireland, the experiences of town and city centres and
arterial routes over recent years has been similar to
those elsewhere: shopper numbers are down, and shop
unit vacancy rates in Northern Ireland have risen to the
highest in the United Kingdom. My Department has been
at the forefront in supporting retailers through a range of
activities to help reverse the economic, social and physical
decline in areas where market forces will not do so
without the support of government. In taking forward the
regeneration activities outlined in our corporate business
plan, we have also taken regard of the Executive’s
commitments in the Programme for Government and

to a number of related strategies, including the regional
development strategy and the economic strategy. My
Department has committed considerable resources in
carrying out those activities in Northern Ireland. We
have invested some £100 million on urban development
grants, comprehensive development schemes and public
realm improvements over the past five years. Despite that
level of investment, my Department is well aware of the
continuing problems that face our town and city centres.
However, we must acknowledge that those problems are
not only the consequence of the financial recession but
are being caused primarily by the changes in consumer
spending patterns.

Following the publication of the Portas review, which
focused on the problems faced by high streets in England,
| initiated a task force, comprising departmental officials,
to review the Northern Ireland position. Specifically, the
task force’s remit was to review the support that the
Department for Social Development currently provides to
regenerate city and town centres; to consider whether that
might be further strengthened in light of the recommendations
emanating from the review; to consider the proposals
being put forward by representative organisations; and to
ascertain the views of local traders and high street
businesses across the cities and towns of Northern
Ireland. The task force consulted a range of stakeholders
and the Departments most closely involved with city and
town centre issues. In addition, the task force held 29 high
street meetings in cities and towns to hear directly the
views of high street traders and other parties on the issues
affecting them. Approximately 350 individuals attended the
high street meetings, representing a wide range of town
centre businesses and representatives of local government.

The main issues identified by the task force fall into two
broad categories: those that were articulated by the
representative bodies and those that were voiced at

the public meetings. As you can imagine, there was a
significant overlap. A number of recurring themes were
raised by the stakeholder bodies, namely town centre
management; business improvement districts; planning;
access to town centres; vacancy rates; town centre living;
commercial rates; town centre performance indicators; and
joined-up government.

Three issues emerged as the top concerns of traders
across Northern Ireland because of their perceived
impact: car parking charges and enforcement; non-
domestic property rates; and competition created by the
expansion of out-of-centre retail development across
Northern Ireland. Responsibility for those three issues
quite clearly falls to other Departments, but they illustrate
the requirement for the cooperation across a number of

109



Monday 7 October 2013

Private Members’ Business: Town Centre Strategy

Departments that the motion seeks. That is why | have
indicated my broad support for it.

It is also why | took the findings of the high street task
force report to the Executive’s subcommittee on the
economy. That was part of a broader discussion of the
issues facing our high streets. The task force recognised
that the economic downturn that began in 2008 had
exacerbated and accelerated the problems besetting high
streets but had not been the cause. The rise of internet
shopping and out-of-town shopping centres has changed
the face of UK retail for ever. The combined impact of
technology and the economy on consumer needs and
wants has created an urgent need to radically rethink

how we regenerate and revitalise our high streets. The
strategic challenge for central and local government is how
to be more innovative in assisting the diversification of our
high street from predominately retail-centric locations to
multifunctional social centres, not simply competitors for
the same consumers.

| turn to the issues that fall under my remit. DSD’s current
regeneration policies and activities were welcomed and
endorsed at the high street meetings. They included

city and town centre master planning — | am pleased

to see that the amendment to the motion acknowledges
the importance of having those plans in place — urban
development grants; acquisition of sites for development
opportunities; and public realm improvements. However,
it was recognised that the current constraints on public
and private funding meant that the implementation of
those policies has slowed down, owing to a more cautious
approach by developers. It was also recognised at the
meetings that strengthening DSD’s existing regeneration
policies, improving the management of city and town
centres, better promotion or marketing of city and town
centres and encouraging town centre residential living
could make an important contribution to sustaining and
improving the performance of our high streets. However, |
must stress that there is a clear message in the report that
the increase in internet shopping and out-of-town shopping
centres has changed the face of retail for ever, and we
need to be more radical in our approach. The long-term
strategic challenge is how we move from a predominantly
retail approach to one that develops these places as
multifunctional. We have outlined how we will take that
forward, and | will address that in a few moments.

Having considered the issues raised, the task force has
made recommendations for DSD, all of which | have
considered and accepted. Since the publication of the
report, good progress has been made in implementing

the recommendations. A significant number of public
realm and revitalisation and restore schemes have been
completed or are in progress. Development briefs continue
to be brought to the market and urban development

grants provided to stimulate private sector investment.
Efforts are also being made to support traders through the
introduction of legislation on pavement cafes and street
trading, and legislation to facilitate the establishment of
business improvement districts has received Royal Assent.
Regulations have been consulted on, and | have recently
announced the award of a contract to provide expertise to
support the establishment of pilot BIDs.

In an effort to broaden the role and function of town
and city centres, | will also review the Living over the
Shop scheme with a view to developing a new scheme

to encourage people to live in town centres. | will also
bring forward proposals to the Executive on a policy

for community asset transfer. That has the potential to
stimulate the diversification of services on offer in city

and town centres and bring vacant buildings back into
use. My Department has recognised those broader issues
formally, and, in our recently published urban regeneration
and community development policy framework, we have
made the competitiveness of our town and city centres

a core policy objective. The policy framework will guide
DSD interventions in urban regeneration until 2015 and,
thereafter, local government, which will have regeneration
powers and budgets conferred on it. In the future, | expect
that community planning will provide the vehicle for greater
coordination on these issues.

In drafting the policy framework, we took account of
evidence that stated that our towns and cities are not as
competitive as their national or European counterparts.
Urban regeneration has a critical role to play to ensure that
our towns and cities catch up and do better. We need to
ensure that our towns and cities support and contribute to
overall economic and social development, and, to flourish,
they require quality infrastructure and a sustainable

and accessible transport system as well as the ability

to attract and retain new and existing businesses and
provide people with access to jobs and accommodation.
Facilitating and incentivising investment in urban centres
is vital. In driving forward our framework objective to
strengthen the competitiveness of our towns and cities, we
recognise that we must be more innovative.

| will pick up on a number of points that were raised by
Members. Judith Cochrane spoke about the need for

an interdepartmental group. The issues that traders are
raising have been raised at the Executive subcommittee
on the economy. In future, when this comes around

with the councils, community planning will provide that
very mechanism. She spoke of the need for a joined-up
approach, but DSD’s promotion of master plans provides
that and a holistic approach to the regeneration of

town centres.

Mr Allister referred to the issues in Ballymoney Street

in Ballymena. | will bring him up to date on the situation:
parking spaces in that area are being looked at. In fact, my
staff are already working on the issues that were raised by
traders, which shows the importance of engagement and
consultation.

Dominic Bradley spoke of the Executive being the
appropriate forum for coordinating departmental activities.
| agree that there is no need to create another forum
because the forum is already there. | was disappointed

by Mr Bradley’s rather nasty comment in his contribution:

| stand four-square behind all that my colleague Nigel
Dodds said at the event on Saturday, fully behind what
Arlene Foster said yesterday and behind what my
colleagues William Humphrey and Nigel Dodds said before
the event on Saturday. | do not welcome advice from a
party that campaigned for the release of Marian Price

and Gerry McGeough, named a playground in Newry,
which the Member mentioned, after a terrorist, said sorry
for doing it but will not do anything to put it right. It is not
exactly the party to give advice to anybody on anything.

Alex Maskey said that it was timely to look at existing
plans in this context. The Department will work with the
new council structures to ensure that town centre work
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continues seamlessly; there has to be a seamless transfer
of powers to councils.

1.15 pm

Fra McCann spoke about the Committee for Social
Development’s report on town centres, rightly so.

The recommendations, which were accepted by the
Department, helped to inform the development of the new
policy framework and the existing programme. | assure
him that that was very much in our thinking.

People want a sense of community back, as Fearghal
McKinney said. That is why DSD not only supports
retailers but advocates greater diversification in town
centres. He said that people wanted more than fresh
paint and hanging baskets: that is why they are getting
a lot more than fresh paint and hanging baskets. That is
why we have invested so many millions in town centre
regeneration and master planning.

That, | think, covers most of the issues. On just one brief
point: David McNarry spoke about the need to increase
footfall; that is absolutely essential for businesses.

Public realm schemes have been successful in doing

so. Newcastle is an oft-quoted example, where a 300%
increase in footfall was produced. | see that the Member is
nodding, and he is right about the fact that the approaches
that my Department has been taking forward work.

Finally, as regards rates, the small business rate relief
scheme was mentioned. Almost 25,000 non-domestic
properties in Northern Ireland now benefit from a discount
of at least 20% through the scheme. It will provide over
£60 million in rates relief to business ratepayers during

its lifetime, along with the rating of empty non-domestic
properties and other initiatives taken forward by my party
colleague in the Department of Finance and Personnel.

In closing, | thank those who have taken part in the debate,
and | hope that it has been useful in underlining my
Department’s commitment to the retail sector and to town
and city centres in Northern Ireland.

Mr Dallat: It is my pleasure to wind on the debate. It is not
the first time that | have had such a task; over the years,
we have had several debates on the subject. Hopefully,
after today, we will get some results.

The motion refers to urban towns and villages. The debate
has widened that out to include all towns and villages. |
hope that that is accepted by the proposer, because the
problems in Kilrea are no different from those in Killinchy,
Swatragh or Saintfield, and | am sure that the Minister will
accept that.

The amendment to the motion was proposed by my
colleague Dominic Bradley, who has incurred the wrath

of a few people because he referred to the Minister’s
extra-curricular activities. | will not get involved in that, but
| respectfully suggest that the public, who may watch the
debate, are far happier when we are at our work in here
representing the people of Northern Ireland, particularly
those who happen to own small or medium-sized
businesses that are struggling for survival. It is sobering
to remember that 80% of employment is generated by that
sector. So, it is a serious business.

Dominic went on to say that this was a “cross-curricular”
activity, if | may use that term again, involving several
Departments. The Executive need to look, perhaps, at

the ability to develop cross-departmental issues. The
Department for Social Development certainly has a
proud history of regeneration over many years. | remind
Members that my party held that Ministry for several of
the years during which the country had to be rebuilt and
restored.

Paula Bradley, as she always does, made constructive
contributions. The only little thing with which | would take
issue is that the internet is not, necessarily, just for big
business. Our smaller businesses need to be advised on
how they, too, can take up and benefit from the internet. |
am really not taking issue with Paula at all, but we need to
get across the message that the internet, if we use it, does
not have to destroy our towns and villages.

Alex Maskey is not here. He needed some clarification,
but, at the end of the day, | think that he was happy to
support the amendment, particularly the issues that
confront us in relation to the reform of public administration.

Michael Copeland had so many relations involved in the
retail trade that | lost count. | am sorry to hear that only
one of them is left and that their business is under threat. |
am sure that many other traders will identify with that.

Trevor Clarke had some constructive points to make.
However, | was a bit confused: he supports Junction One,
but, at the same time, he takes issue with out-of-town
shopping centres. Perhaps an out-of-town shopping centre
is all right in your own patch but not anywhere else. | am
sure that Trevor will want to clarify that.

Mr Clarke: | am happy to clarify that. | support Junction
One, but the point that | was trying to make is that every
place should have an equal playing field. It follows on
from David McNarry’s point that, if you want out-of-town
shopping centres, that is fine, but DRD should do its bit
with free car parking and rates should be aligned so that
the two types of business can compete on an even playing
field.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: The Member has an extra
minute.

Mr Dallat: | am delighted that | got that extra minute out of
that.

| do not take issue with that and | do not want to confuse
or cause any more controversy, but someone needs to talk
to Jeffrey Donaldson about the John Lewis out-of-town
shopping centre at Sprucefield. That is a major issue and
not just here in Northern Ireland. Reference was made to
England, and we could go across the Atlantic to America:
where out-of-town shopping centres develop uncontrolled,
that is the death knell of our towns.

Fra McCann made some interesting points and brought

us back to a 2007 Assembly report. He was right to do so.
Fearghal McKinney made his maiden speech, and | am
sure that you would all agree that it was up to the standard
that we would expect from Fearghal. It was nice that he got
compliments from Jim Allister, who has also left us at this
stage. [Interruption.] | am sorry, it was David McNarry; |
apologise for that.

All'in all, it was a good debate. We should not merely
take note of it but ensure that some of the excellent
contributions that all the political parties made are put
into action. Perhaps, then, those issues about rates, car
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parking and all the other things that have been affecting
our town centres can be addressed.

In my final five or 10 seconds, | encourage young people
in particular to consider going into business because
new ideas and new thoughts will motivate new types of
business and regenerate our town centres and villages.

Mr Dickson: Let me say a word of thanks to all who
contributed to the debate. We will not oppose the
amendment. Whether we believe in an overarching
strategy for town centres or think that the Minister for
Social Development and the Executive should work their
way through the issues, the difference is not sufficient

to divide the House on. A very clear message has come
from the Chamber today: support for our town centres,
whether the strategy should be overarching or the
Executive should get in total control of this. | recognise
the work that the Minister for Social Development and his
predecessors have done on these issues, but there is also
recognition that that Minister on his own cannot address
it. Other people need to get involved and need to use their
Department and their influence in these matters as well.

The functions relating to the strategic development of
town and city centres are dispersed across Departments.
Whether we have, as | said, an overarching strategy that
brings together relevant Ministers or the Executive set it
on the agenda and deal with it through key players in retail
and town centre management, we need to ensure that

we have effective coordination. | think that that signal has
come very clearly from around the Chamber.

Specific areas were referred to that | will highlight.
Reference was made to transport. Local authorities, not
in Northern Ireland but in England and Wales, have much
more input into transport planning, with statutory rights
and, indeed, duties to contribute to local area transport
plans. That has been omitted from the relevant transport
Acts in Northern Ireland. As a former member of the
Regional Development Committee, | know that good focus
has been placed on the need for a joined-up approach in
the coordination of transport across education and health,
and a pilot scheme is currently running in the Dungannon
area. Nevertheless, Transport NI now needs to look at

a far more coordinated approach to transport both in

and out of our town and city centres so that we can deal
with bus routes, stops near local amenities, cycle lanes,
storage, parking and pedestrian facilities. All those issues
and factors are essential to vibrant town and city centres.
There are deficiencies in strategic transport planning.
Transport NI needs more transport planners, and if and
when those people are recruited, the focus must be on
working with the new local authorities to deliver and put in
place solutions that will work for town centres.

The Minister referred to housing and specifically to how
housing development and accommodation could be
developed in our town centres. In fact, | raised this matter
in a question to the Minister last week. Work is ongoing,
and valuable work needs to be done to help us use surplus
space in town centres and as part of the regeneration
effort there. If people live in a town centre, they may

wish to work there and they may wish to buy a cup of
coffee, shop and do other recreational activities there. If
that policy was genuinely to be revitalised, key issues in
resolving the problem of accommodation will need to be
developed. The Minister has recognised that.

Perhaps more important than all of that is how we deal with
town centres as shared spaces. They should and must be
shared spaces for all residents of Northern Ireland, not just
for those from a particular community that may lay claim

to that town. They cannot be the exclusive realm of one
community. In practice, however, violence and intimidation
over many years has prevented us from translating the
principle of equality of access to public services into
genuine sharing. We must break the pattern of choice that
is determined by fear and intimidation by actively fostering
shared and genuinely shared neighbourhoods, workplaces
and public amenities, meeting places where people can
come to socialise and interact in freedom without fear of
intimidation. Creating shared and open spaces that are
welcoming to all of us is essential to the development and
redevelopment of our town centres.

In 2010, a Life and Times survey found that 54% of

people did not believe that our town centres were safe or
welcoming places for people from all walks of life. That
perhaps demonstrates some of the scale of the challenge.
There is the downturn in retail business, the change to
internet shopping and all the other difficulties that are piled
on us because of an economic recession — and then we
in Northern Ireland add a sectarian dimension to it. We
need that cross-departmental action and cooperation if we
are genuinely to deal with these issues and bring life back
to our town centres.

The DRD, the DSD and the DOE need to bring forward
new procedures to ensure that regional planning policies
and strategic and local area plans take full account of
access and accessibility to shared resources in our towns
and villages. We believe that the DOE, in order to follow
best practice in the design of urban environment and
maximise cross-community mixing, should develop a
policy planning statement on the matter. The DSD should
develop measures to assess the use of public space and
report to the Assembly on an annual basis on how it is
achieving the sharing of public space.

The management of public thoroughfares is also a key
issue. Why, if you came from one community or another,
would you wish to use a main thoroughfare that takes

you to one of our towns across Northern Ireland to be
confronted by a mile-long stretch of road with sectarian
flags and graffiti littering the area? That is not a “Welcome”
sign to any town or village in Northern Ireland.

In short, we believe that many good initiatives are going
on across Northern Ireland, and |, too, want to pay tribute
to the Minister, particularly for the work that has been
completed in my town, Carrickfergus.

| have been a member of that local authority for so long
that | can even remember the previous public realm
scheme more than 30 years ago, which had a major
impact on the town. However, so did the Troubles, a lot of
the graffiti, and the upsets that we have seen recently.

1.30 pm

| genuinely welcome the investment that the Minister has
made and the amount of money that has been spent in
developing the infrastructure of our town centres. The
knock-on effect of that is that we have seen improved
electricity supplies and drainage. We have even seen
improvement in broadband for businesses in the town
centre because the utilities took that opportunity when
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the street was dug up and re-paved. There are genuine
benefits but more can be derived from good cooperation
among Departments. Above all, whether through an
overarching strategy or the involvement of the Executive,
we need to ensure that our town centres are vibrant,
deliver for people, are places that people want to go to,
and that they are shared spaces.

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

That this Assembly expresses its concern over the
ongoing pressures on small businesses, in particular,
those in the retail sector; notes the current and
forthcoming policies and programmes in relation

to business rates, planning, business improvement
districts, public transport, the development of shared
space and urban regeneration; further notes that the
majority of local authorities have extensive town centre
plans; and calls on the Minister for Social Development
and the Executive to enable these plans by utilising all
the funding mechanisms at their disposal.

Car Parking Companies

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

Mr Frew: | beg to move

That this Assembly expresses its concern over the
practices of some car parking companies and how they
operate; questions the adequacy of signage both on
parking times and penalties, as well as the quantum,
nature, content and design of penalty demands, the
threat of legal action and the absence of appeals
mechanisms; believes that we need a more robust
code of practice for enforcement and more effective
regulation by the British Parking Association; and
calls on the Minister of the Environment to meet with
the Secretary of State for Transport to outline these
concerns.

| propose the motion because it is an issue that concerns
me greatly. | have dealt with a number of constituency
matters and constituents on this issue over the past
number of months and years. It grieves me that we seem
to be treated differently in this part of the UK compared
with the other regions, particularly England and Wales.

| am concerned about the practices of some car parking
companies. | am concerned about the adequacy of

the signage that they use to display parking times and
penalties, as well as the quantum of fines and penalties
that they can receive, the nature and content of codes

of practice, and, of course, the absence of an appeals
mechanism here in Northern Ireland.

| am not against the regulation of car parks. It is good and
proper that we have regulated car parks so that no one
gets a free ride or tries to run over the wishes of shoppers
and retailers in our towns. It is proper that we have strict
guidelines and rules, and that we try to discipline or at
least educate drivers in respect of how they park. | am

not here to defend people who park badly, break the

rules and are just ignorant and arrogant in their methods
and practices when using car parks. Those people block
thoroughfares and bung up our town centres and retail
parks. It is vital that we have smooth running and traffic
management so that our towns tick over nicely. The one
thing that will hurt our town centres and retail parks most
is if people do not want to travel and park there because of
the inconsiderate practices of other drivers. However, it is
also true to say that people are frightened to use parking
spaces in case they do not know the full rules and are not
aware of how to park, where they can park, and how long
they can park for. The retailers and the parking companies
that they employ and that are contracted to do the job need
to ensure that they make people aware. It is fair to say:

“Everyone should benefit from good parking
management; Everyone should know the rules and
how to park compliantly; Everyone who undertakes
parking enforcement should be appropriately qualified
and properly regulated; ... Proper and effective
parking and traffic management is essential to support
sustainable growth in our high streets; Every car park
should be a safer car park; Every car park should be
properly serviced and maintained; Every parking and
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traffic Order should be easy to understand and simple
to implement”.

That is from the British Parking Association’s ‘Master Plan
for Parking 2013-14". There has been a failure to put it into
practice. | am sure that many MLAs have seen that failure
at first hand at constituency level.

| want to discuss and bring to the fore for the Minister and
other Members a couple of case studies. The first is that
of a husband who went shopping for his wife and four
children. We can all be very forgetful as husbands. If we go
with a list, we try to get exactly everything that is on it. Mr
Principal Deputy Speaker, you will know that it takes a lot
of time and hard work to concentrate and get everything on
the list. If we cannot find something on the shelves that is
on the list, it is not very often that we will use our common
sense to pick another brand. Therefore, you phone your
wife to find out what else will be acceptable. It takes time
to shop. One constituent took one hour and 13 minutes to
do a shop for his wife. She, of course, had the four babies
with her. He could park there for only an hour, and he was
totally unaware of that. As a result, this gentleman found
out a couple of weeks later that he was liable for a fine of
£150. If he paid it within 14 days, it would be only £75.

If you ask me, it is atrocious that someone could be

liable for that amount of fine for a 13-minute breach of
the conditions. It is fair to say that, when you park in a
privately owned car park, you are entering into a contract.
Very rarely do constituents realise the contract that they
are in, and this man was penalised £75 if he paid within
14 days or £150 if did not pay within 14 days. | was able
to get on to the company to harass it and harass it some
more. Meanwhile, the constituent was getting letters
threatening him that he would be taken to court, that he
would receive a black mark and that he would not be able
to get credit if he did not pay. The letters were legalistic,
and those threatening letters stopped only after about

six months. They stopped out of the blue, not because

of some technicality or some loophole that | had found

in legislation but because the company had had enough
and did not want bad attention in the media. The company
waived the fee.

| have another case study. Patrons drive into a retail park
and go into one of the premises. They come back out
and fill their boot, and they then decide that they have a
message to do a couple of yards up the street. They walk
out of the car park, and, as they do so, the man who is
enforcing and in charge of monitoring the car park lets
them walk by without telling them or warning that, if they
walk out of the premises and out of the car park, they

will be liable for a fine. Those people walked out to pick
up, | think, tickets for a theatre show and came back to
see that they had been fined £100. It is incredible that,

in this day and age, that can happen. When you try to
fight for them, it is the same story. Those people will be
bombarded with threatening enforcement letters, saying
that the company can get their details from the Driver
and Vehicle Agency (DVA), which is quite right, and that
they could be blacklisted, which could mean that they
cannot get credit. They will also be threatened with court
action. Again, you spend six months writing to those car
parking companies, and then, at the end of it, they simply
waive the payment and stop, not because you have done
something right or been smart about it, but because they
have just given up trying to get the money. It has caused

so much heartache to constituents who have had to go
through that. Sometimes those people are pensioners or
are unemployed and do not have the money to fight big
companies and take them to court. They fear being taken
to court themselves.

We need adequate signage that will make people aware of
what they are actually getting into. When you have all that,
and you go down the road of trying to appeal or trying to
get a fine reduced or waived, you will find that, in Northern
Ireland, we do not have a right of appeal as England and
Wales do. | was in correspondence with the previous
Minister of the Environment on this issue, and | know

that he was very sympathetic to my cause. The current
Minister should keep pressure on the Secretary of State
for Transport and find a way, by whatever means, to make
sure that we have an appeals structure in Northern Ireland
that is fit for purpose, that is the same as that in England
and Wales and that will treat our constituents, shoppers
and retailers with fairness.

The appeals mechanism in England costs the car parking
companies £29 every time somebody takes a case to
appeal. That in itself will hopefully focus the minds of
those companies to, at least, have a human face on them
when dealing with the population and not hide behind
threatening letters.

| am running out of time but | hope that | will have the
support of the House in trying to get something better for
the constituents of Northern Ireland and for them to be
treated with the same respect, with the same rules and
regulations, as everyone in England and Wales. | hope
that Scotland will follow suit and will be listening to this
debate also.

Mr Boylan: Go raibh maith agat, a Phriomh-LeasCheann
Comhairle. Ba mhaith liom cupla focal a ra, agus ba
mhaith liom labhairt i bhfabhar an ruin seo. | rise to speak
in favour of the motion. | want to thank those who put the
pack together for the debate. To be honest, until | started
to read up on it, I did not realise that this was a problem
in some parts of the North, and it is becoming more and
more prevalent. | am broadly supportive of the motion and
its highlighting of the problems. | share the sentiment that
the current system is open to abuse by some elements of
the private parking industry.

| want to use a couple of examples. | was talking to one of
my colleagues, who told us that she dealt with a case in
Newry, where a gentleman parked outside a well-known
clothes shop in Newry and went in. | will not mention the
shop. As you do in that type of shop, you shop around

the racks; you may get a bargain or some designer gear
there. It is a very well-renowned shop in Newry. The

key element was that, when the man and his wife left

the shop, there was a ticket for a £100 fine sitting on his
car. The man said that he could not have been looking
around the shop for more than 10 or 15 minutes. When
he enquired about it, the issue was that the company
could not rescind the ticket there and then. He had an
opportunity to write in relation to it, but, basically, he was
told that he needed a receipt from the shop to overturn
the ticket. Also, when one of my colleagues phoned up to
intervene on his behalf, the company said that it did not
deal with public representatives. Obviously, a £100 fine in
any circumstances — especially given today’s climate — is
very severe.
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The widespread and growing use of private companies

to enforce parking restrictions on private land has,
unfortunately, given rise to increasing instances of

abuse and unfair practice. Although, in many cases, the
landowners and parking companies operate reasonable
practices to deal with a legitimate issue, undoubtedly there
are some less scrupulous elements within the industry who
seek to take advantage of circumstances simply to turn

a profit. It goes without saying that stern condemnation
should be placed at the door of any company that would
seek to operate in any way that would confuse, mislead or,
indeed, intimidate members of the public.

1.45 pm

| accept that a greater degree of regulation is perhaps
necessary to ensure that adequate signage is on display
in all such parking areas and facilities so as to leave
members of the public in no doubt as to the parking policy
in operation on that site. | refer Members to the Armagh
city end of the district. Since reading up on the motion, |
have just noticed, in one area of Armagh city, a car park
attendant walking around in a fluorescent jacket. | looked
at what kind of signage there was and had a chat with the
person to see exactly what the story was. There is a sign
that says, “parking for two hours only”, but there is no talk
about clamping, fines or anything else. The proposer of the
motion mentioned that there needs to be better regulation
and signage. | certainly support him in that. Further, |
suggest that much more needs to be done to educate
drivers as to the precise extent of their rights in disputes
arising from such matters and to ensure proper access to
an accountable and transparent —

Mr Frew: | thank the Member for giving way. Does the
Member agree that although we probably have a lot of
examples of constituents coming to us, so many shoppers
and constituents simply pay the fine and do not try to fight
it or appeal? They simply pay it because they are scared
not to. That builds up resentment and could hurt retailers
and town centres.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: The Member has an extra
minute.

Mr Boylan: Thank you, Mr Principal Deputy Speaker.

| agree with the Member and thank him for his intervention.
When | started to look into the matter, | realised that it is
becoming more and more prevalent. It does affect the
consumer and is something that we need to look at. Maybe
the Minister can indicate some way forward on this.

Like | say, we need to ensure proper access to an
accountable and transparent appeals process. In the
meantime, the Department and the statutory agencies
should be doing more to identify the practitioners of
underhand or intimidatory tactics, which in some cases
amount to little more than extortion. With that, | support
the motion.

Mr P Ramsey: On behalf of the SDLP, | welcome the
motion and will certainly be supporting it. We can all
understand the testimonies and examples that Paul
has given, because we have all heard them in our own
constituencies.

As recently as May, the SDLP, through its Environment
Minister, Alex Attwood, pledged to put a stop to this and
to protect the motorist from being hounded by private

companies demanding, as both Members who have
spoken have said, punitive parking fees of up to — as
Paul said, in particular — £140 for literally 10 minutes.
That is very punitive. He has confronted those firms and
challenged them. However, as the Member said, we need
tougher guidelines and regulations and a code of conduct,
which | will reference later. Furious drivers are sharing
their stories of being hounded by private companies. My
constituency in Derry is no different, with problems in two
particular areas; not so much within the city centre as

we commonly would know it but at Crescent Link and the
out-of-town shopping centre at Lisnagelvin. Neighbours
of mine have come in, nearly in tears, with these tickets
demanding money. | agree with the Member; people panic
and genuinely believe that this is, in some way, a public
agency enforcing a penalty on them. Clearly, it is not. It is
those English companies coming here, which have been
licensed as well, may | add.

There is a need to get a handle on what is going wrong.
Cathal was right about the underhand and intimidatory
methodology used by these companies. They think that
they can get away with it, but they should not be getting
away with it. The SDLP has been pushing for this through
our Minister. | am sure that our own Mark, coming into
office, will reflect on today’s debate and bring forward a
much stronger code of conduct that will put disciplinary
action on those companies that are abusing this. There is
a need for clearer guidelines, information campaigns and
notices advising drivers of their rights, aimed at helping
those who receive threatening letters, particularly on
private land. Motorists need to be reassured that anyone
accessing the data is stringently assessed by DVA to
ensure that it is necessary and proportionate.

Although the information is processed in Northern Ireland,
all the moneys raised to date — last year, it was almost
£50,000 — go straight to Westminster's Department for
Transport, via the Driver and Vehicle Licensing Agency
(DVLA) in Swansea. Our Minister, Mark Durkan, will need
to make a strong case, as Alex Attwood previously did.
He met his London counterpart, as Paul Frew has asked
our present Minister to do, and asked for the DVA’s work
to be devolved to Northern Ireland. That will help not only
to protect the motorists using the car parks but to protect
the jobs that are under threat of being redirected out of
Northern Ireland.

The amount of stress, anger and frustration felt by young
drivers, married women with children and older people is
very worrying, and they believe that the private companies
that are coming into Northern Ireland are getting away with
it. A line has to be drawn today. The private companies
have not come across very well in the media. | do not think
that there is a local newspaper in Northern Ireland that
has not covered a story about the outrageous fees that
people are being asked to pay. Unfortunately, as Members
said, the fact that people are paying those fees is worse
again. If you pay your £100 within 14 days, it is reduced

to £50, and a lot of nonsense comes with that. We should
give a clear, united message to those companies and site
owners. In the context of my constituency, the shopping
centre owners in Crescent Link and Lisnagelvin should
take greater control of the companies that they have asked
to manage the sites.

| take the point that we have to be mindful that there is a
need for effective traffic management in small car parks in
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city centres that are being managed by private companies.
Those car parks need a turnover, but we cannot have
people getting a £130 or £140 fine because they are
parked on a line in a car park. That is also happening, and
it is not because people are overstaying their welcome

by one or two hours. It is being done in circumstances in
which people are being given fixed penalties for the most
minor offences.

The SDLP supports the motion, and we look forward to our
Minister bringing forward clear guidelines, definitions and
a code of conduct.

Mr Elliott: | thank the Members for tabling the motion.
There is an interesting aspect because it is not only about
the implementation of charges but the lack of an appeal
mechanism in Northern Ireland. One thing that appears

to be missing with the people who enforce the charges is
common sense. Where has all that gone in our society?

| am not here to defend those who park illegally and try

to trespass on people’s ground. In particular, businesses
have a right to protect their areas and keep them for

their shoppers, but they do not want to put shoppers off.
Business is tight enough, and in the previous debate, we
heard about how tight the economic situation is in Northern
Ireland. To be fair to those businesses, they do not want to
put people off, but the issue is how these companies are
engaged in traffic enforcement.

My understanding is that there is no criminal law that
supports these parking tickets or charges. It is a trespass
law and a contract law as opposed to a criminal law. Other
Members spoke about a code of conduct, but we do not
have a proper appeal mechanism, and we require a proper
legislative base. If we had that, everybody in Northern
Ireland would be broadly aware of what is required, and
people would not be forced into making the rash decision
to pay an exorbitant fine. Some of those fines are £150.
People should not be forced into paying those exorbitant
fines without the proper protection of the law. That is one
of the difficulties of this system.

| am not sure that a code of conduct will resolve the matter.
We need specific legislation here in Northern Ireland to
deal with the system so that we are not relying on contract
and trespass law, which is very vague. We should put in
place the proper regulations here in Northern Ireland to
protect the businesses that own that private property and
the consumers who park there. | will be interested to hear
from the Minister about how he can deal with that.

| got a bit of information on parking charges issued by
private groups from BBC ‘Watchdog’, which states:

“there is nothing in criminal law to support a penalty or
fine for parking on private land ... This isn’t a criminal
matter despite any impression given to the contrary by
the operator.”

Unfortunately, as was outlined earlier, not every consumer
knows that. They panic and go and pay the fine, which

is wrong. Consumers need the protection in law just the
same as business owners require it.

| support the motion, as does the Ulster Unionist Party. |
will be interested to hear from the Minister and whoever
winds on the motion about how they would provide real
protection for businesses, property owners and, more
importantly, consumers.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: As Question Time is due
to begin at 2.00 pm, | suggest that the House takes its
ease until then. This debate will continue after Question
Time, when the next Member to speak will be Ms Anna Lo.

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

Oral Answers to Questions

Mr Speaker: We now come to Question Time. We have
topical questions first, but, before we come to those, let
me say that Members from all sides of the House will know
that topical questions have been ongoing for some weeks.
We are keeping a watching brief on them. However, |
have to say that some Members are lifting questions for
oral answer from the Order Paper. They are not their own
questions, but they ask them as topical questions. We

are keeping a watching brief on that. That needs to stop,
and | assure the House that that is something that we are
watching very carefully.

Lord Morrow: On a point of order, Mr Speaker. On your
point about Members lifting questions and using them
for the unnotified question, is it your intention to make
representation to the Committee on Procedures to have
that procedure put in reverse so that it cannot happen or
will be minimised?

Mr Speaker: First of all, Lord Morrow, there should be no
points of order during Question Time. Briefly, however, to
answer the Member’s question, we are watching a number
of issues in topical questions, and there are a number of
suggestions that we will certainly put to the Committee on
Procedures to look at for us sooner rather than later.

Culture, Arts and Leisure

Bands: Funding

1. Mr Craig asked the Minister of Culture, Arts and
Leisure whether she agrees that there is room to give
more assistance to the band movement in Northern
Ireland, given that over 30,000 people are involved, they
receive annual funding of approximately £200,000, and
most bands spend about £20,000 a year on uniforms
alone, never mind the equipment, some of which is very
expensive, that they have to purchase. (AQT 161/11-15)

| listened to a very interesting article on that this morning.
However, hopefully, | am not stepping on the toes of
anyone who has tabled a question for oral answer. | could
not even tell you what the questions for oral answer are,
Minister, so apologies for that.

Ms Ni Chuilin (The Minister of Culture, Arts and
Leisure): | thank the Member for his very topical question.
Funding for marching bands is purely for musical
instruments and tuition. There was a public interest test on
whether support or moneys should be provided towards
uniforms. People could understand the return through
musical tuition and purchasing the instruments, but, when
it came to the rationale for providing support for uniforms,
it did not stack up as well. | appreciate the Member’s point,
but | certainly have no plans to introduce funding for bands
to buy uniforms. | am certainly happy to continue with the
purchasing of instruments. The Ulster-Scots bodies do a
very good job in tuition, but there are no plans to provide
money for uniforms.

Mr Craig: | thank the Minister for that answer. Obviously,
the Minister has researched the uniforms issue. Does
she agree that bands are one of the key mechanisms for
getting people into the music in our culture in Northern
Ireland? Although you cannot give money towards
uniforms, as you clearly pointed out, can you increase
the grant funding for the musical instruments, as they are,
unfortunately, getting more and more expensive?

Ms Ni Chuilin: | appreciate the Member’s concern about
the pressures that some of the marching bands face in
keeping up with music, uniforms and stuff like that, but |
have absolutely no intention of increasing the money that
is there. In fact, it is not that | have not got an intention

to increase the money; there are bigger demands from
other bands, not just marching bands but those that come
together to play pop or traditional music. We need to look
at that. Certainly, if there is an increased demand and
there is evidence of increased demand, | would certainly
be happy to review it, but | cannot go beyond that with
commitments.

Bands: Cultural Contribution

2. Mrs Hale asked the Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure
whether she recognises the valuable contribution that
marching bands make to the cultural expression of the
community in Northern Ireland. (AQT 162/11-15)

Ms Ni Chuilin: | do recognise it, for some bands more
than others. In rural areas, in particular, the band is often
the hub of the community, and music tuition and musical
expertise are passed on from one generation to another.
That is valued and recognised, but that does not mean that
there will be additional money for bands. If there is bigger
demand for the purchase of musical instruments across
the board, not just for marching bands, | will be happy to
look at it, but | have not seen any particular increase in
requests for support. However, they will probably come
flooding in after these two very topical questions.

Mrs Hale: | thank the Minister for her answer. My
supplementary question ties in with my colleague’s
question about funding and how we encourage the next
generation to participate and improve our marching bands,
given that they teach young people about time routine,
commitment to organisations and recognising the culture
of Northern Ireland. Does the Minister agree that, in

order to encourage the next generation to join our bands,
funding is absolutely necessary?

Ms Ni Chuilin: Funding is necessary, and it is awarded
through the Arts Council and the Ulster-Scots Agency.
They do an excellent job and have an excellent relationship
with a lot of the marching bands, particularly in Protestant,
unionist and loyalist communities, and long may that continue.
There is no indication that money will be removed from
bands, unless they break the law or the conditions of their
letter of offer for funding. That is the case for anyone who
gets a letter of offer, regardless of what the investment was
used for in the first place. | go back to the point that | made
to the Member’s colleague: if there is an increase, we will
be happy to review the situation, but | cannot give a
commitment for additional money.
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Exploris

3. Ms Lo asked the Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure
whether she will commit herself to working with other
Departments to find a long-term solution to sustain
Exploris as a regional facility. (AQT 163/11-15)

Ms Ni Chuilin: | recognise that there has been a very
good campaign to increase public awareness of the
situation at Exploris, but let us be frank about this: we
cannot have a situation in which people claim that a
council-run facility that is currently under threat — a
decision has been made to close it, although that has been
stayed for two months — is regional, which, | am sure,

it is, and expect the Executive to pick up the cost. | am
happy to work with colleagues on the issue, but | will not
commit myself to funding it. We could end up with a queue,
particularly in preparation for RPA, of other facilities that
we will be expected to fund as well. That is as much as |
can say at this stage.

Ms Lo: | thank the Minister for her response, although |
am disappointed by it. What impact will the loss of Exploris
have on the provision of leisure activities for families and
for tourists who come to Northern Ireland?

Ms Ni Chuilin: | have absolutely no idea of the impact that
it might have. Other than the headlines that we see in the
media, we need to see detail. There has been an absence
of detail. The campaign has been very effective and has
highlighted how people feel about Exploris; | appreciate
that. Even if — it is a big “if” — the Executive were to
support it, there needs to be a lot more detail coming
forward other than headlines. | regret that the Member

is disappointed, but any MLA or Minister worth their salt
will not be press-ganged into an answer just because a
Member has asked a question.

Irish Football Association

4. Mr Weir asked the Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure
for an update on the progress of her discussions with the
Irish Football Association on overcoming any difficulties
that there are with its governance arrangements and
articles of association. (AQT 164/11-15)

Ms Ni Chuilin: The discussions are ongoing, and | am
sure that the Member will appreciate that there is a lot of
sensitivity in the matter. | remain confident that we can
resolve the outstanding governance issues.

Mr Weir: | thank the Minister for her response. On

the other side of the issue, what discussions has her
Department had with the European Union to ensure that
there will be no blockage to funding from that end?

Ms Ni Chuilin: Again, we have been in Europe, and we
will continue to talk to Europe. We are hoping to have

an outcome from those ongoing discussions before
Christmas. Either way, it is still a very sensitive issue. |
have fought the issue on behalf of the IFA in particular but
also on behalf of the whole Executive. The state aid issue
raises questions for every investment that we have made
in the past 10 years, not just in DCAL but across the board.
The Member will appreciate and understand that | am
robustly defending any challenges on state aid. Needless
to say, we are working through it well.

Inland Waterways

5. Ms Brown asked the Minister of Culture, Arts and
Leisure whether inland waterways could be developed to
provide a major leisure and recreational activity resource.
(AQT 165/11-15)

Ms Ni Chuilin: Inland waterways to that. Waterways
Ireland is one of the all-Ireland bodies that my Department
has responsibility for. You can see the value of the work
that it does, particularly in rural areas. | am also working
with some councils to improve some of the waterways
within their control. | agree with the Member that inland
waterways provide brilliant opportunities not just for
tourism but for local leisure. They are the economic driver
in some towns and villages.

Ms Brown: | thank the Minister for her answer. She has
touched on my supplementary question. Does the Minister
agree that the development of inland waterways, while a
great source of leisure and recreational activities, can also
act as a catalyst for urban and rural regeneration?

Ms Ni Chuilin: | agree. | made a statement to the House

in July, | think, about some of the events that take place at
inland waterways across the island. Those events include
festivals and family fun days. Huge numbers attend those
events, and they act as economic drivers. Not only are
those responsible keen to make sure that they are further
developed, but people from other areas visit those festivals
in towns and villages to see how they can extract that
product for their area. They see the potential and outcome
of those events.

Sports Programme

6. Mrs Cochrane asked the Minister of Culture, Arts and
Leisure whether she will set a deadline for submitting
proposals for the Together: Building a United Community
cross-community sports programme, and, if so, has she
submitted proposals. (AQT 166/11-15)

Ms Ni Chuilin: | am working with Executive colleagues

on submitting proposals not just to the Together: Building
a United Community programme but to Delivering Social
Change and others. | may be wrong, but | think that the
Member has asked me about this before, particularly in
relation to those with disabilities. | am advancing proposals
and making access to sports for those with disabilities a
priority. There are other proposals, and we are doing good
work with Executive colleagues to bring those forward.
Deadlines bring a degree of focus, but there is no point

in battening down the hatches when we are at a good
stage. As the Member will expect, work has started and is
progressing, but we are not done yet.

Mrs Cochrane: | thank the Minister for her answer.
Have you engaged with Ulster Rugby in working on your
proposals?

Ms Ni Chuilin: | engage with Ulster Rugby and the other
governing bodies regularly. The Member may recall that
DCAL invested additional money in rugby, soccer and
Gaelic games, particularly for their work in promoting
equality and tackling poverty and social exclusion. That will
certainly be a theme in any proposals that | bring forward.
Discussions have been ongoing in that vein for some time.
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GAA: Proposed Casement Development

7. Mr Attwood asked the Minister of Culture, Arts and
Leisure, given, no doubt, that she supports the principle of
transparency and accountability, whether she considers

it desirable, if not essential, that the GAA shares with

the residents of Mooreland and Owenvarragh in west
Belfast its full business plan for the proposed stadium

at Casement in order to ensure that the residents know
what they might anticipate if the stadium goes ahead.
(AQT 167/11-15)

Ms Ni Chuilin: | thank the Member for his question. The
issue has been raised before. | went to a meeting with

the residents and, indeed, with his brother and party
colleague, at the behest of the MP for West Belfast, Paul
Maskey. The residents asked me for the full copy of the
outline business case and were advised that they could
have the parts that were not commercially sensitive. They
accepted that. If the Member is telling me that the situation
is otherwise, | am happy to meet him to talk about it.

Mr Attwood: The narrative is very different from my point
of view. Setting aside the issue of commercial sensitivity,
the residents have such a weight of concerns around the
project that they need the fullest possible information.

| note the point about the commercial sensitivity of the
GAA’s business plans, even though, in the view of the
residents, that is stretching the point. Do you not agree that
it is time for the full plan to be released to the residents?

215 pm

Ms Ni Chuilin: | am glad to see that the Member has taken
an interest in this. He is bordering on accusing the GAA of
misleading the residents, when it has not. The GAA has
engaged with the residents, as it has engaged with others,
and | have engaged with them. It is rich for anybody to
suggest that the residents have been kept in the dark. That
is not what the residents say to me at all, and | have met
them. Therefore, | wonder about the Member’s motives.

Mr Speaker: That ends topical questions. We move on to
questions for oral answer.

Ulster-Scots Academy

1. Mr G Robinson asked the Minister of Culture, Arts
and Leisure for an update on the Ulster-Scots Academy.
(AQO 4705/11-15)

Ms Ni Chuilin: The ministerial advisory group on
the Ulster-Scots Academy (MAGUS) is tasked with
progressing the Ulster-Scots Academy approach.

In response to comments received during the public
consultation, the MAGUS development and research
strategy includes a strategic objective to:

“identify, consider and progress options for the
creation of a physical ... academy.”

A business case, which should be completed by
November, is being prepared to examine a shortlist of
options and recommend a preferred option, including
potential location and premises. It is intended that

the academy should link with universities, research
institutions, historical and tourism bodies and Ulster-Scots
sectoral bodies, including the Ulster-Scots Agency, as
well as with the wider community, to ensure the benefits
from collaboration and partnership working. Community

involvement and connections with rural areas will also
form an important part of the academy’s activities. | expect
it to provide opportunities to promote equality and tackle
poverty and social exclusion by contributing to personal
and community development, enhancing skills and
creating employment and new heritage tourism offerings.
Following a period of public consultation and after securing
the views of the Committee for Culture, Arts and Leisure, |
aim to make an announcement before the summer recess
next year.

Mr G Robinson: Does the Minister agree that education
on the Ulster-Scots tradition is beneficial for placing
Northern Ireland’s history in its proper context for future
generations?

Ms Ni Chuilin: | agree with the Member. | believe that,
particularly around development and research, there are
massive opportunities not only to talk about the cultural
and heritage opportunities for now but to future-proof

it. | believe that the Ulster-Scots Agency in particular,
working with the Ulster-Scots Community Network and
the MAGUS, has huge opportunities to make sure that
the product that it offers has better long-lasting potential,
particularly for the decades ahead.

Mr A Maginness: | thank the Minister for her answers.
Will she please give an update on the development of an
Ulster-Scots hub at the Oldpark library site? | have fond
memories of borrowing books on many occasions from
that site in my youth.

Ms Ni Chuilin: | am glad that both the Oldpark library
and the Member are still here and thriving. Certainly the
Oldpark library — not so much the Member — needs
some TLC. | will leave that to you [Laughter.] The cultural
hub will not be hosted in the Oldpark library, because the
Ulster-Scots Agency — the network and others — felt that
a city centre location, with a view to having something

in a rural area, was better use of public money. | am
going to meet Libraries NI, and | have met the Minister

for Social Development and others to look at how we can
preserve the Oldpark library as part of the footprint for the
development of Girdwood.

Rathlin Island

2. Mr McKay asked the Minister of Culture, Arts and
Leisure whether she plans, through her Department’s
arm’s-length bodies, to bring new opportunities to Rathlin
Island. (AQO 4706/11-15)

Ms Ni Chuilin: | thank the Member for his question. He is
aware that, last month, my officials visited Rathlin Island
and met representatives of those living and working there.
A variety of ideas was discussed. The ideas reflected the
diverse range of support and programmes offered across
the DCAL family. | have subsequently asked Sport NI to
assess sporting needs and ways in which to bring more
sporting opportunities to that community. | understand that
a visit has been arranged for later this month. | am also
keen to explore other ways to improve the tourism offering
and opportunities for DCAL to enhance the culture, arts
and leisure offering on the island.

The Member is also aware that Libraries NI currently
provides a door-to-door delivery service on the first
Friday of each month, weather permitting. It has 45-plus
regular customers who use that facility. Those initial

119



Monday 7 October 2013

Oral Answers

discussions will be developed, and | intend that DCAL
will be represented on the Department for Regional
Development’s cross-departmental forum responsible for
taking forward the Rathlin Island policy and action plan.

Mr McKay: | welcome the Minister’s response and

the news that she will go to Rathlin Island. She will be
very welcome there, as all Ministers are. Are there any
themes or areas that islanders can focus on for their own
participation as well as promoting the island’s tourism
opportunities?

Ms Ni Chuilin: | thank the Member for his supplementary
question. In initial discussions, there seemed to be interest
in the Liofa programme, access to creative industries

and, as | said in my main answer, in increasing physical
participation in, maybe, sports. The islanders are proud

of and proactive about their heritage and the history of

the island, not just those with the Irish language but those
with Ulster Scots, as in relation to a previous question. |
am keen to make sure that DCAL has a footprint on and
investment in the island, but those need to be based on the
needs of the islanders and must stack up, as the Member
will appreciate.

Mr Campbell: The Minister responded specifically to her
party colleague’s question regarding Rathlin. In a different
context, can she bear in mind what she has said when she
is dealing with the island of Rathlin whenever she uses a
different, politically charged context talking about matters
of North and South within this island?

Ms Ni Chuilin: | thank the Member for his consistency. |
am not really too sure what he is talking about. | assume
he could write it down for me and perhaps be more
specific instead of sitting there making silly remarks and
silly points.

Innovation Strategy

3. Mr Nesbitt asked the Minister of Culture, Arts and
Leisure what input her Department had into the draft
innovation strategy, (AQO 4707/11-15)

Ms Ni Chuilin: | thank the Member for his question. DCAL
has been proactively involved in the development of the
innovation strategy. That is reflected in the draft strategy’s
recognition of the important role that the creative industries
and the wider creativity agenda can play in driving forward
innovation.

The draft strategy, for example, identifies as a key action
the development of a creative NI framework to foster and
nurture a culture of creativity and design thinking. It also
gives commitments to increase the capacity of the creative
learning centres as well as to introduce a creative credits
voucher.

DCAL also provided one of the evidence packs that

were published as part of the consultation on the draft
strategy. It outlines the guiding principles and initial actions
informing the Department’s approach to growing the
creative industries, supporting the creative economy and
stimulating social innovation.

Mr Nesbitt: | thank the Minister for her answer. Will she
expand on where she sees the balance between the
work of the Department of Culture, Arts and Leisure and
the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Investment in
promoting this important sector?

Ms Ni Chuilin: There is a very good synergy. What is
more, | have taken a lot of advice and listened to a lot
of the views and opinions of people in the sector. They
are glad to see the two Departments actively promoting
economic as well as social and cultural opportunities
for the creative industries. The balance is right, it is a
good balance, and the lesson that we need to learn is to
listen to people. When they have views that will enhance
the potential for people to access education, jobs or the
economy through the creative industries, our job is to
listen. However, this strategy has proved that DETI and
DCAL have done just that.

Miss M Mcllveen: How did the CAL Committee’s inquiry
into maximising the potential of the creative industries
shape the Department’s submission to the draft innovation
strategy? Also, how does the Department plan to monitor
the effectiveness of its proposals?

Ms Ni Chuilin: The CAL Committee’s report and
investigation into the creative industries was broadly
welcomed, not just by me but by people in the sector. It will
be an integral part of the framework; it has to be. It is very
good work. A lot of work was put into it. The sector got
very involved with it. It participated in it and felt that some
of the views that its members gave were represented in
the strategy, and that is good work. Not just that: we need
to make sure that the consultation exercise and report are
part not only of the framework but of the monitoring and
evaluation of anything that we do. The work is too good
and it is too good an opportunity to miss if we do not do
that. It is also insulting to people who spent an awful lot
of time and energy to produce what I think is very good
work that we can all use, not only in DCAL and DETI but,
certainly, across the Executive.

Mr Boylan: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Comhairle.
Gabhaim buiochas leis an Aire as ucht a freagra. | thank
the Minister for her answers.

Can the Minister outline how her Department’s focus on
STEAM subjects supports the work that others are taking
forward through STEM?

Ms Ni Chuilin: | thank the Member for his question. | know
that, even just in terms of the question that the Committee
Chairperson asked about how it will be brought forward
and reviewed, science, technology, engineering and
maths are, certainly, crucial to the economy. However,

| certainly argue and, | think, the report argues that so,
too, are creativity and design skills. Look at the power

of the arts and creativity, particularly in industry: it is
something we cannot ignore. Let us be honest about it:
creative industries include using, in particular, things like
phones, iPads, computer generation, graphic design and
set design. | could go on. To make sure that what are
known now as STEAM subjects have a partnership and
relationship with STEM is crucial not just to those who are
not involved in STEM subjects but have an opportunity to
develop and learn through STEAM.

Mr McGlone: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Comhairle.
Gabhaim buiochas leis an Aire as na freagrai go nuige seo.

Touching on the Minister’s response a wee moment or
two ago about taking us into the digital area with phones,
apps, iPads and the like, can she indicate whether her
Department has, in fact, had any discussions with DETI or
DEL, for that matter, to ensure that the innovation strategy
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deals with the skills gap in that sector and related sectors,
such as the digital apps economy?

Ms Ni Chuilin: | thank the Member for his question. | like
the way he talks about those technical things as though he
does not have any of them and still uses a telephone, not
a mobile, iPad or any of the rest. He makes a valid point:
there is absolutely no point in missing opportunities where
you can influence and actually change curricula to make
sure that children, young people and people returning

to education have the opportunities to be involved in the
development of the creative industries. | think that that is
happening. From what | have heard, we are not quite there
yet, but the discussions have been robust, and they will be
fed in. DETI and DCAL are taking forward the innovation
strategy, but DEL certainly has a huge role to play in that,
as does DE.

Libraries

4. Mr Frew asked the Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure
what investment and promotion is planned for libraries in
the next five years. (AQO 4708/11-15)

Ms Ni Chuilin: | thank the Member for his question.
Libraries has a 2014-15 budget of £34-5 million. Future
budgets are, as yet, unknown as they are dependent on
the outcome of the next spending review. That budget
is used to run 98 libraries and approximately 37 mobile
libraries and home call vehicles.

Investment projects over the next few years include £28
million for the e2 project to replace Libraries’ computer
system; new libraries in Lisnaskea and Kilkeel at a cost of
£2-5 million; and £1 million plus of maintenance work that
is also scheduled to take place this year.

Libraries promotes events in its buildings through
engagement with the press and by the use of social
media. It also has promotional partnership arrangements
with other organisations, including DARD, to assist rural
dwellers, and DEL, around access to benefits and job
assistance. Those are just two examples of activities that
have been carried out to ensure that the public library
service remains at the heart of all our communities.

Mr Frew: | thank the Minister for her answer. What
confidence can she give the House that rural libraries have
a future and that she will protect that future, considering
that, with regard to their user numbers, they sometimes
outperform urban libraries? Although their numbers are
significantly lower, they are a bigger proportion of the local
population.

Ms Ni Chuilin: | assure the Member that | have made
libraries a priority. Indeed, last year, seven libraries were
in a precarious and vulnerable situation. One example

at the heart of the Member’s question is the library at
Draperstown where, recently, the Minister of Agriculture
and Rural Development and | worked with the community.
We were involved at the launch, but we certainly worked
with the community and came together to look at all the
activities that happened in that area through the conduit of
the library.

| am aware that the figures are relative. They are not
the same. You cannot compare urban areas with rural
dwellings; it is like comparing apples with oranges.

2.30 pm

At the same time, a library’s survival is down to the
many people who use its facilities. The wider the range
of facilities and the better those are embedded in the
community, the stronger a library’s chances of survival.

| agree that it is crucial that we try to secure the future of
libraries, because they provide valuable public services.

Mr Lynch: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Combhairle.
Gabhaim buiochas leis an Aire. Will the Minister provide
an update on the seven libraries originally identified for
closure following the Libraries NI review?

Ms Ni Chuilin: | thank the Member for his question. As |
said, one has already been taken forward. The ones in, |
think, Killyleagh and, certainly, Carnlough are progressing
well. The remaining four are in Fintona, Kells and Connor,
Richhill and Greystone in Antrim. There have been ongoing
discussions with Libraries NI about trying to look at
different partnerships and different provision in those libraries
— some more than others, | have to say. | received
representations about Fintona library from my colleague
representing West Tyrone. It is crucial that the community
come together to look at what libraries can provide and to
get behind them to make sure that the service is sustained
not just in the here and now but for the future.

Mr McGimpsey: In the Minister’s answer, she talked about
keeping libraries at the heart of our communities. When
she took up office, she was aware that eight libraries had
been closed in Belfast, all of which were in disadvantaged
communities, including Sandy Row, Andersonstown,
Belvoir, Braniel, and so on. Will she look at rebuilding the
libraries in those areas and at investing in the service for
the communities affected, as she goes forward with her
investment strategy?

Ms Ni Chuilin: | have to be honest with the Member: |
have not looked into reopening those libraries or even
building new ones. | do not believe that the decision was
the right one. | share the Member’s concern, particularly
about those deprived areas where there is little opportunity
for people to get involved in a service that has no stigma
attached to it. You go through a library door, and there

is no stigma at all attached to it. The service that people
received there was, | believe, second to none; that is what
| have been told. However, people in those communities
have moved on. Library provision in the context that

| spoke about previously has been looked at, but |
appreciate that it has not been done in all areas. If there is
an increase in demand, | am happy to receive the Member,
along with whomever he likes, to argue for that and to hear
his case. | cannot give any other commitment above and
beyond that.

Mr Lyttle: This morning, an Assembly working group
heard that one in four people and as many as two in three
in older people in Northern Ireland do not have access to
the internet. How is the Minister working with libraries in
Northern Ireland to promote better digital inclusion among
the population?

Ms Ni Chuilin: The Member may have heard about the
new contract for the libraries’ computer system, the E2.
That includes using things such as Kindles and iPads,
particularly for home visits, to help people who cannot
access the library service, either because they have
mobility issues or because they look after dependants.
It is not just about getting a book; it is about providing

121



Monday 7 October 2013

Oral Answers

access to broadband. It really is important that people,
regardless of their gender, age or where they live, have
that access. Broadband and internet use are as vital as
ever, particularly in breaking down isolation, improving
numeracy and literacy, and looking at opportunities for jobs
and training.

Newry and Armagh: DCAL Investment

5. Mr D Bradley asked the Minister of Culture, Arts and
Leisure what capital arts investment has been made in
Newry in the past three years. (AQO 4709/11-15)

12. Mr Brady asked the Minister of Culture, Arts and
Leisure for an update on the current funding from her
Department for the Newry and Armagh constituency.
(AQO 4716/11-15)

Ms Ni Chuilin: With your permission, Mr Speaker, | will
answer questions 5 and 12 together.

In the past three years, my Department, through the Arts
Council, has awarded almost £87,000 of capital funding
for arts projects in the Newry area. Those funds have
been awarded through funding programmes such as the
musical instruments for bands programme and the public
art programme.

| visited Newry in the summer and met various groups,
including representatives from Sticky Fingers at the behest
of Megan Fearon. | am pleased that they have been
successful in their bid to bring the Small Size, Big Citizens
event here in February 2014.

My Department directs funding to the wider Newry and
Armagh constituency through its arm’s-length bodies. | will
draw the Member’s attention to some of that. There are
libraries, the observatory, the planetarium and the county
museum. Foras na Gaeilge and the Ulster-Scots Agency
also invest money, as does the inland waterways branch
for water recreation projects at Clare Glen. Sport NI funds
soccer, Gaelic football and boxing. Those are just a few
examples.

Mr D Bradley: Go raibh mile maith agat, a Cheann
Combhairle. Gabhaim buiochas leis an Aire as a freagra.
Does the Minister agree that Newry is grossly under-
represented in capital investment in comparison with other
towns and cities? | refer to the arts specifically. Will she
give an undertaking to work with local partners in Newry
city to remedy that situation and to help provide a high-
quality arts space in Newry?

Ms Ni Chuilin: | met Sticky Fingers and other groups in
the constituency and advised them, and they have all
mentioned that there is regional disparity in investment,
particularly, but not exclusively, from the Arts Council. They
mentioned other arm’s-length bodies through DCAL, and |
advised them, in the first instance, to have meetings with
the chief executives and the chairs and to come back to
me after those conversations. Each area that | visit claims
that Belfast gets everything and they get nothing, and
there is some truth in that for some but not for everybody. |
look forward to the result of the conversations that those
groups will have, particularly with the Arts Council and
sports council, and we will take it forward from there.

Mr Brady: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Combhairle. |
thank the Minister for her answer. | also thank her for her
recent visit to the Newry and Armagh constituency; it was

very well received. What other areas of DCAL have made
capital investment in Newry and Armagh in the past three
years?

Ms Ni Chuilin: As | said in response to Dominic Bradley’s
question, there has certainly been investment. NI Screen
has invested through the AMMA centre, and community
festivals have been done in the Newry and Mourne
District Council and Armagh City and District Council
areas through the Arts Council. Sport NI has invested
over £300,000. The Member was there, as was Dominic
Bradley, | think, at the reopening of the library in Newry

in April last year. There is also Friends of Millview,
Mayobridge Community Association, Newry City Athletic
Football Club and St Colman’s College. | do not have a
full list, but | am happy to write to the Member about other
capital investments in his constituency.

Mr Irwin: In the rural hinterland of my constituency of
Newry and Armagh, is the Minister aware of investment in
community sports in Markethill, Tandragee and Richhill?

Ms Ni Chuilin: | do not have the details of that specific
request, but | am happy to write to the Member. In the
areas that he mentioned, a lot of investment has gone in to
marching bands, pipe bands and silver bands. | am happy
to write to the Member with other details.

Gaeltacht Quarter

6. Mr O hOisin asked the Minister of Culture, Arts

and Leisure whether she has any plans to provide a
project, similar to the Gaeltacht Quarter, in a rural area.
(AQO 4710/11-15)

Ms Ni Chuilin: | thank the Member for his question.
While there are no immediate plans to develop a project
similar to the Gaeltacht Quarter, | am happy to enter

into discussions with any rural communities that are
interested in developing a project similar to Ceathru na
Gaeltachta i mBéal Feirste. The Carntogher Community
Association is an example of how the Irish language can
be promoted in a rural area through economic, social and
environmental projects aimed at developing a prosperous
and environmentally sustainable community.

Work is also progressing to consider the viability of an
Ulster-Scots hub social economy project inspired by the
Cultarlann in west Belfast. That would also provide a
central hub and a base for satellite Ulster-Scots cultural
and resource centres and provide strong community
involvement as well as connections with the rural areas.
In June 2012, the Ullans Speakers Association based in
Ballymoney applied for a full-time radio licence. At the end
of July this year, Ofcom awarded it with a full licence for
an Ulster-Scots radio station. | would like to see similar
projects replicated in other areas.

Mr O hOisin: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Comhairle.
Gabhaim buiochas leis an Aire as ucht an fhreagra sin.
Specifically, what support has she given to the Glér Dhun
Geimhin and Glor Léim an Mhadaidh Irish language
projects?

Ms Ni Chuilin: | have not yet given specific investment
to Gloér Dungiven or Glér Limavady. | am aware that both
projects have applied to the SIF programme. Following
previous requests, | will ask my officials to meet the
groups to see what, if any, support we can give to them.
| am happy to look at where the Irish language is used
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as a primary regeneration factor, and, in the case of
Carntogher, to look at the economy, environment and
social provision of services in rural areas.

Mr Dallat: | thank the Minister for her answer. Can she
give the Assembly any indication of the number of projects
that are operating under the Liofa scheme and whether
she plans to extend it?

Ms Ni Chuilin: | thank the Member for his question. | am
not too sure about the number of groups, but | know that
almost 4,500 people have signed up for Liofa thus far. The
Member will be aware that the programme was launched in
September 2011, and the target was to have 1,000 people
by 2015. By December of that year, we had reached that
target and set another of 2,015 for 2015. We surpassed
that and set a target of 5,000. So we are well on the way
and certainly hope that it extends. The evidence is that it will.

| have plans to extend the target. | will launch Liofa with
Ministers Deenihan and McGinley in Leinster House,
hopefully, at the end of this month or the beginning of next,
to look at extending Liofa across the island.

Poverty and Social Exclusion

7. Mr Copeland asked the Minister of Culture, Arts and
Leisure how her Department is tackling poverty and social
exclusion through employment, as outlined in the 2013-14
departmental business plan. (AQO 4711/11-15)

Ms Ni Chuilin: | thank the Member for his question. One of
the of the key ways that DCAL delivers on its commitment
to tackle poverty and social exclusion is by creating employ-
ment and providing opportunities to people to improve their
employment prospects. Appropriate social clauses will be
built into DCAL's procurement exercises. Social clauses in
the stadia contracts will require contractors to provide over
100 opportunities for the long-term unemployed,
apprenticeships and student placements.

The music business support programme included social
clauses committing the delivery organisations to providing
work and placements totalling156 weeks for the long-term
unemployed. DCAL will also lead on projects such as the
Gaeltacht Quarter, which will use the Irish language and
culture to generate economic growth and benefits.

Mr Copeland: | thank the Minister for her answer so far.
Harking back to what | see as one of the keys to tackle
these issues — libraries — will the Minister again indicate
whether she will reconsider, particularly in the East Belfast
constituency, the provision of library services in the new
Templemore Avenue school complex? That is quite close
to where a library was closed, and the facility could be
delivered fairly cost-effectively.

Ms Ni Chuilin: | marvel at the Member’s ingenuity in
ignoring his own question to ask his colleague’s previous
question to get it on the record. However, | appreciate that
he has lobbied me on this before. | believe that you need a
cluster of community activities to help to support a library,
particularly in areas of multiple deprivation. | have no plans
to go back and reopen a decision that a previous Minister
made. However, | am happy to talk to the Member, along
with other Members from East Belfast, about the viability
of the premises that he mentioned. However, | will not give
any guarantees at all.

Ms McGahan: Go raibh maith agat. Will the Minister
explain how DCAL's social clauses for the stadia
development are helping to tackle poverty and social
exclusion?

Ms Ni Chuilin: Certainly, one of the things that | am
looking at is the provision of a living wage foundation.
When you have huge capital developments, it is crucial
that, particularly in the lifetime of this Assembly,
opportunities must be provided. We are looking at
opportunities for the long-term unemployed, apprentice-
ships and student placements. We will make sure that we
take all steps to ensure that those who are placed in the
stadia programmes receive appropriate accreditation. That
will help to tackle poverty and will look at challenging
social exclusion, particularly for those who live beside
such opportunities and who are, more often than not, on
the outside looking in. We need to make sure that they are
in the middle, availing themselves of this great opportunity
that they have.

Sport Matters

8. Ms Brown asked the Minister of Culture, Arts and
Leisure whether her Department has identified public land
or countryside in South Antrim for development in line with
the Sport Matters strategy. (AQO 4712/11-15)

Ms Ni Chuilin: | thank the Member for her question. The
Sport Matters strategy recognises that to encourage

the development and use of open spaces for a variety
of recreation and outdoor pursuits, public access to and
sustainable use of publicly owned land for sport and
physical recreation are required. DCAL, through Sport
NI, supports local councils and other stakeholders in
considering opportunities in their area to develop public
land or countryside.

In 2010, Sport NI commissioned the Outdoor Recreation
NI document, which looks to key stakeholders in taking
forward the Sport Matters strategy to underpin a mapping
exercise for all public land use here.

2.45 pm

Ms Brown: | thank the Minister for her answer so far. Does
she agree that the construction of new facilities would
greatly increase and improve child-centred play?

Ms Ni Chuilin: | am not too sure what Antrim Borough
Council’s plans are for that, through the RPA. However,

it would be missing a huge opportunity not to look at play
activities and opportunities, particularly for the very young,
in the design or redevelopment of any facility. Through

the Sport Matters strategy, DCAL, and its partners, the
Department of Education, has been looking at that and
raising it as an issue in the rebuilding and redevelopment
of any new facilities in council areas.

Education

Immaculate Conception College

1. Mr P Ramsey asked the Minister of Education for a
formal update on the future of the Immaculate Conception
College in Derry. (AQT 171/11-15)
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Mr O’Dowd (The Minister of Education): | understand
that the Council for Catholic Maintained Schools (CCMS)
proposes to publish a development proposal that would
see the closure of the Immaculate Conception College

in Derry. To date, no such proposal has been published.
If such a proposal is published, it will be subject to a
consultation period of two months, during which time
Members of the House, the public and interested parties
will be able to put across their views on the matter.

Mr P Ramsey: | thank the Minister for his response. Does
he understand the absolute worry, concern and anger of
the parents of pupils attending the school, and amongst
the staff, that this, the only Catholic post-primary school

in the Waterside, has been starved of funding and any
form of modernisation for decades? Will the Minister in

the future reflect that their opinions are important, and
make sure that there is the most effective consultation with
everyone, including community leaders, in that area?

Mr O’Dowd: | am legally obliged to carry out an effective
consultation with everyone in that area. The reason |
brought area planning into place is so that we do not see
scenarios whereby — as has been said to me before —
schools are allowed to die on the vine.

We want to see schools move forward, in a planned
schools estate, providing excellent education for young
people in the future. | am not in a position to talk about
what has happened in the past, but | will be in the
position to do so about the future. If | am involved in the
decision-making process and if a development proposal
is published, my decision will be about ensuring that all
the young people in that area have access to high-quality
education services.

Mr Speaker: Mr Hussey is not in this place for question 2.

Learning to Learn

3. Mr McQuillan asked the Minister of Education whether
today’s publication of the Learning to Learn strategy
means that he has given up hope of an early years
strategy. (AQT 173/11-15)

Mr O’Dowd: My answer is no. The very fact that |
published the Learning to Learn strategy this morning
proves that the Department of Education now has an early
years strategy. The previous early years strategy was
published at a time when a greater role for the Department
of Health and other Departments was considered
appropriate for early years. That strategy ran into
difficulties. We recognised those difficulties and responded
to the consultation responses, and | acknowledge that the
Department of Education had a key role in developing its
strategy and needed to put its policies on paper. Learning
to Learn does that. It sets out clearly how we are going

to invest in our preschool education services and move
forward. It also acknowledges that there is an ideal
opportunity, in the Executive’s Delivering Social Change
programme, for all Departments to cooperate and deliver
an early years strategy for our entire society. So, | have not
given up on any of those things. We have put down a firm
commitment today in our Learning to Learn strategy, and
we will continue to develop close working links with all the
other relevant Departments through the Delivering Social
Change agenda.

Mr McQuillan: | thank the Minister for his answer. What
are the implications of today’s announcement for the
funding for preschools such as the Harpurs Hill Children
and Family Centre in my constituency in Coleraine?

Mr O’Dowd: | congratulate the Member for getting his
constituency mentioned in his question. Learning to

Learn will have no negative financial implications for any
preschool settings. It sets out a programme of policies
and curriculum activities that should be taking place in our
preschools etc. There are no negative funding implications
in the Learning to Learn programme.

Literacy and Numeracy

4. Mr Dallat asked the Minister of Education whether

he agrees that one of the most deprived sections of our
community in literacy and numeracy terms are the young
people who find themselves behind bars, and, given last
week’s Criminal Justice Inspection report, what he can do,
perhaps in conjunction with the Justice Minister, to ensure
that those young people are not failed for the second time
in their lives. (AQT 174/11-15)

Mr O’Dowd: | am aware of that issue as a former member
of the Justice Committee and in my role as Education
Minister. The unfortunate truth of the matter is that many
of our young people and, indeed, older people who find
themselves in jail have a very poor educational record
and attainment level. That is one of the things that |

have focused my policies on to correct. How we move
forward with education in our jails estate is a matter for
the Justice Minister. However, | have met him to discuss a
proposal to move responsibility for schooling the youngest
people in prisons to the Department of Education. Those
discussions are continuing with officials.

Mr Dallat: | thank the Minister for his answer. He will, of
course, be aware that there are excellent examples of
good educational practice at Magilligan prison. What can
he, as Minister, do to ensure that those schemes are rolled
out at the other prisons, particularly at Hydebank and the
young offenders’ centre, which seems to be a place where
good education is badly needed but not delivered?

Mr O’Dowd: Again, | currently have no responsibility

in that field. Magilligan is an adult prison. Even if

those individuals were outside prison, | would have no
responsibility for their education beyond 16, unless they
were in a formal school setting to do A levels etc. | think
that the Public Accounts Committee published a report on
literacy and numeracy that used the example of Magilligan,
which appears to be doing good work with its inmates,
but that is a totally different scenario from a classroom
setting. | advise the Member to raise those matters with
the Justice Minister.

Mr Speaker: Mr Sammy Wilson is not in his place to ask
question 5.

Teachers: Development Opportunities

6. Mr D Bradley asked the Minister of Education whether
he agrees that providing high-quality developmental
opportunities throughout a teacher’s career is a key
element in raising standards in our schools and, in that
respect, what lessons he brought back from his recent visit
to Canada and the United States. (AQT 176/11-15)
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Mr O’Dowd: The Member will be aware that | was in
Toronto and New York last week to look at their education
systems. The trip was very useful from a number of
points of view. They are facing similar challenges to

our own. Perhaps they are on a larger scale in some
areas in relation to social deprivation, etc, but they are
certainly facing similar challenges. Particularly in Toronto,
similar measures to ours have been put in place to raise
educational attainment for young people. One of the areas
identified there was continuous professional development
for teaching staff. We received a significant amount of
information on our visit, and we will analyse that further.

| found it informative that the Toronto government have
given the trade union movement a significant amount of
money to carry out continuous teacher development. | will
examine that.

Mr D Bradley: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Comhairle.
Gabhaim buiochas leis an Aire as a fhreagra; bhi sé

thar a bheith suimiil. | thank the Minister for his answer.
Considering the recent and proposed cuts to teacher
development, how does the Minister propose to deliver
real improvement through continuous professional
development?

Mr O’Dowd: All areas of our education system have seen
cuts to their funding as a direct result of British Government
cuts to the block grant. Education faced pressures
because of that, including continuous professional
development. We have to work within the resources that
we have. The current resources still allow us to continue
with a programme of continuous professional development
for our teachers. | do not argue that the measures that we
have in place are the best possible. We have to
continuously improve even our own measures for teacher
development. We will continue to do that, but we will have
to do it within the resources that we have.

Visual Impairments

7. Mr Douglas asked the Minister of Education what his
Department is doing to support people who are visually
impaired and registered blind. (AQT 177/11-15)

Mr O’Dowd: Each child with a visual impairment has
unique needs, and teachers of children with a visual
impairment provide tailored advice to meet pupils’
individual learning needs so that the curriculum can be
fully assessed. Where a visual impairment prevents a
child from fully accessing the curriculum, the education
and library boards (ELBs) will address that through the
statutory assessment process.

Mr Douglas: | thank the Minister for his answer thus far.
His constituency is one of the highest in the league table.
Is there some way that he could carry out an investigation,
perhaps with some other Departments, to find out why the
North Belfast constituency and his constituency are at the
top of the league table?

Mr O’Dowd: The Member will appreciate that | do not
have the details of that information in front of me now.

| suspect that poverty levels might play a role. The
Department has a very good working relationship with the
Royal National Institute of Blind People. The Education
and Training Inspectorate carried out an inspection report
of the services in 2011, and the report came back that
ELBs provided a very good standard of visual impairment

support. | will certainly investigate further the matter that
the Member raises about constituencies.

Mr Speaker: Question 8 has been withdrawn, and Mr
McAleer is not in his place for question 9.

Looked-after Children

10. Mr Easton asked the Minister of Education what the
education system is doing to help looked-after children.
(AQT 180/11-15)

Mr O’Dowd: Over the past number of years, including
under my predecessor, Caitriona Ruane, we have
introduced funding formulas to our schooling system.
Through those funding formulas, we identify looked-after
children and ensure that additional financial support is
offered to them. We are also conscious of the additional
needs of looked-after children in the services that are
delivered to schools, including child psychologists and
counselling services. Therefore, we are aware of the
additional burdens placed on our looked-after children
because of circumstances that are not of their making and
that are beyond their control that place barriers on their
education. | assure the Member that support is offered to
looked-after children in our education system.

Mr Easton: Do all looked-after children have personal
education plans, and if not, why not, considering that they
were meant to be implemented by June 2013?

Mr O’Dowd: All looked-after children might not require a
personal education plan. It is down to the school and the
education boards to assess such matters. You cannot
simply say that all looked-after children will require a
personal educational plan. Let the assessments be carried
out, and let those assessments determine what is required
for each child.

Mr Speaker: That ends topical questions. We now
move on to questions for oral answer to the Minister of
Education.

Mr Storey: | apologise to the House for being absent
last Tuesday for questions to the Minister for Regional
Development.

Area Planning

1. Mr Storey asked the Minister of Education what
progress he has made on securing a place for a
representative of the controlled sector working body on the
area planning steering group. (AQO 4719/11-15)

Mr O’Dowd: | knew that you would not miss me.
[Laughter.] The role of the area planning steering group

is to support my Department in taking forward work to
coordinate and oversee the continuing development of the
area planning process and the area plans. Its role is to
embed further the area-planning process and to address
the gaps in the current area plans, to embed a single
approach to area planning and to identify priority areas
for action in the short to medium term. | have considered
the requests from a number of bodies seeking to gain
membership to the area planning steering group, including
the controlled sector working group. Although | am
continuing to consider the matter, the current controlled
schools sectoral support body has no legislative basis.
The controlled sector support working group is part of

the Education and Skills Authority Bill, which is required
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to complete its legislative journey before the controlled
schools sectoral support body will have any legal identity.

There is a clear and unequivocal commitment from the
Executive and me to establish a sectoral support body for
controlled schools. That commitment was clearly reflected
in the heads of agreement published by the First Minister
and the deputy First Minister last November and in papers
that | have tabled at the Executive. | have acted on that
by setting up a working group that is representative of

the controlled sector. | have tasked that group with the
establishment of a body that will represent and advocate
for controlled schools. My Department has funded

the activities of the working group from October 2012

and has funding in place to support its work through to
December 2013.

| have also acted on the commitment in the legislation
that | have brought to the Assembly. The provisions

in the Education Bill are designed to deliver parity of
representation for all sectoral support groups. Passing the
Education Bill is, therefore, the quickest route to a defined
and funded sectoral support body for the controlled sector
with key representative functions — for instance, area
planning — that would have a basis in law. |, therefore,
suggest that, if the Member is serious about any future
role for a controlled sector support body, he should
dedicate his energy to the delivery of the Programme for
Government commitment to establish ESA in 2013.

3.00 pm

Mr Storey: | thought that that would be the answer that
the Minister would give: bring ESA into existence, and all
will be well. That is in stark contrast to what the Minister
said in the House on 16 April, some five months ago,
when he said that he would give serious consideration to
the representation of the controlled sector body in area
planning. Currently, the controlled sector body is not
represented fairly, while the maintained sector, through
the Northern Ireland Commission for Catholic Education
(NICCE) —

Mr Speaker: | ask the Member to come to his question.

Mr Storey: — which has no legislative position, is at those
meetings. Will he rectify the situation by ensuring that the
maintained sector has only one representative at those
meetings?

Mr O’Dowd: It should hardly surprise the Member that a
Minister is keen to deliver on a Programme for Government
commitment, the ESA Bill. Five months ago, | was of the
firm view that the ESA Bill was progressing as agreed
under the heads of agreement of November 2011. Now |
am not convinced that it is, and | am deeply concerned that
a Programme for Government commitment will be missed
in regard to the ESA Bill, and ESA will not be established

in 2013. That should be a matter of concern to the entire
House, including the Member.

There is no point in us having agreements. We have had
several agreements over ESA; | have been involved in
negotiations around ESA for five years now. | have several
agreements in place with the Member opposite’s party.
We have a Programme for Government commitment

to establish ESA. If the Member is serious about the
controlled sector support body, | welcome his belated
interested in the controlled sector, because the five years
of negotiations were not tied up with the needs of the

controlled sector; they were tied up in the needs of another
sector. His belated interest in the controlled sector is heart-
warming, but, if he is serious about getting it established,
they need to get serious about ESA.

Ms McGahan: Go raibh maith agat. Will the Minister
reiterate how the area planning steering group will work to
protect the future of rural schools?

Mr O’Dowd: Contrary to some representations, there

is no policy to close rural schools; there is a policy to
improve educational outcomes for all our young people.

| am on record as stating that those in rural communities
have the same right to access to good education as their
counterparts in urban communities. | have emphasised to
the area planning steering group — indeed, | will be the
final decision-maker in regard to these matters — that
rural communities need to have access to schools in rural
communities. Therefore, there is a clear commitment from
me, both in policy direction and terms of reference, that the
steering group’s task is to support rural communities in the
delivery of education.

Mr P Ramsey: | thank the Minister for his responses so far.
Will he acknowledge the importance that further education
plays in the career and employment opportunities of

young people? Has he had any discussions with the
Employment and Learning Minister to ensure that there are
representatives on the area steering groups?

Mr O’Dowd: | acknowledge both. | have had discussions
with the Employment and Learning Minister, and | am
pleased to report that a DEL official will sit on the steering
group as an observer from its next meeting.

Mrs Dobson: Will the Minister assure the House that
voluntary, integrated and controlled schools will all have
an equal position on a par with CCMS in the current
deliberations on area planning?

Mr O’Dowd: Their status is outlined in legislation. There
is a legislative commitment for us to promote and facilitate
integrated education and Irish-medium education, and
CCMS is established through legislation etc, so of course
they will have their voice recognised, as the legislative
format sets out.

Schools: Vacant in South Antrim

2. Mr Girvan asked the Minister of Education to outline
the number of vacant school properties in South Antrim.
(AQO 4720/11-15)

Mr O’Dowd: Bruslee Education Centre in Ballyclare in
the North Eastern Education and Library Board area

is the only vacant school property in the South Antrim
constituency. In the controlled sector, decisions on the
use of vacant buildings, including declaring them surplus,
will rest with the relevant education and library board

in conjunction with Land and Property Services (LPS)
advice. LPS guidance requires all owners of public sector
property to keep their land holdings under continual review
and to release surplus property with the least possible
delay, subject to the need to realise the best value for

the public purse. Voluntary grammar, maintained and
grant-maintained integrated schools are not owned by
the Department. Decisions on the use or sale of vacant
properties in those sectors are the responsibility of each
school’s trustees.
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Mr Girvan: | thank the Minister for his answer. Ballyduff
Primary School was sold off. Did the proceeds received
from that sale go back in to be used in education?

Mr O’Dowd: | am not aware of the individual school, but, if
it fell under the control of the North Eastern Education and
Library Board, it has to fall under Land and Property Services’
advice and guidance with regard to those matters. Any
finances would have to have been returned to the appropriate
source, as outlined in that guidance and advice.

Mr Kinahan: In line with his comment about getting value
for the public purse not just in South Antrim but throughout
Northern Ireland, will the Minister tell me whether many
library board areas are leased between either the board
and the Department or other parts of government where
we are not necessarily getting value for money?

Mr O’Dowd: | do not have that information in front of me.
There is clear guidance from my Department and the
Department of Finance and Personnel. Indeed, it is a
principle of government that any agency acting on behalf
of government should be getting best value for money. If
the Member has concerns about particular incidents or
cases, | would be happy to talk to him further, if he wants
to bring them to my attention.

Schools: Funding in Strangford

3. Mr Nesbitt asked the Minister of Education, based on
the reworked 2013-14 budget on the new common funding
scheme, what proportion of schools in the Strangford
constituency will have a reduction in their funding.

(AQO 4721/11-15)

Mr O’Dowd: Indicative budgets for each grant-aided
school were prepared as part of the consultation process.
Those budgets are for illustrative purposes only and
reflect the delegated budget that individual schools

would have received in the current financial year, if the
proposed changes had been implemented. My proposals
on the reform of the common funding scheme are still

out for consultation. | have not taken any final decision
on those proposals yet. It is not possible, therefore, to
provide figures on the budgets that will be made available
to schools for next year until those decisions are made.

In addition, other factors, such as the increase in the
aggregated schools budget (ASB) for next year, overall
enrolment levels, the number of pupils entitled to free
school meals and the number of newcomer and Traveller
pupils etc will impact on funding levels at individual
school level.

The independent review led by Sir Bob Salisbury
recommended that more funding should be targeted at
pupils from socially disadvantaged backgrounds and

that this funding should be weighted towards schools
with significant concentrations of disadvantage. It should
be remembered that investment in schools is on the

way up rather than on the way down. The aggregated
schools budget is set to increase by £15-8 million next
year, and | have already announced my intention to inject
an additional £30 million into it over the next two years,
targeted at social deprivation. | have not made any final
decisions on changes to the scheme. | am open to hearing
alternative ideas. The consultation closes on 18 October.
| encourage everyone with an interest in education to
take part in the debate and to submit their views to my
Department by that date.

Mr Nesbitt: | thank the Minister. | have debated with some
local heads in the Strangford area, and it is their clear view
that, if the Minister goes ahead, the proposals will hit the
most vulnerable. Special educational needs and wrap-
around services will suffer, and, in fact, the outcome will be
robbing Peter to pay Paul. Does the Minister agree?

Mr O’Dowd: There are no proposals in the consultation

to cut special educational needs services, so | am not
sure how those principals have come to that conclusion.
Special educational needs services have been ring-fenced
throughout my time and my predecessor’s time, so | am
not sure how that conclusion has come to be.

The Member would surely agree with me — we had a
discussion about it during a previous Question Time —
about the effects of poor educational attainment on the
chances of the child. Our prisons are full of young people
from a socially deprived background who did not have the
chance of a good education or were failed by education in
the early part of their life. We know that people with a poor
educational background and from a socially disadvantaged
background are more likely to suffer poor health and

more likely to be unemployed. If the Member and his

party are serious about investing in early years and in the
early part of a person’s life and if there are alternatives
out there, | will listen to those alternatives. However, my
proposal is that we put more funding into schools that
have more children from a socially deprived background.

| think that that is a good thing. Exactly the same thing is
being done in Toronto and New York because they also
recognise that children from a socially disadvantaged
background have less chance of succeeding in education.
The Programme for Government commits us to tackling
social disadvantage, and | believe that my proposals are a
step in the right direction in tackling social disadvantage.
However, | put the challenge up to the Member and his
party: if you have an alternative proposal, please forward it
during the consultation process.

Mr Campbell: The Minister referred twice to alternatives
and said that, if there were alternatives, we should put
them forward. He will be aware that the Chairman of the
Education Committee and, | think, the Committee itself
have looked at and asked him to examine another way

of examining and assessing areas of particularly acute
underachievement. Will he ensure that he examines those
closely to come to a more rounded opinion?

Mr O’Dowd: | am not sure which document or proposal the
Member refers to. | know that the Committee proposes to
investigate further whether there are elements that should
mark out disadvantage other than free school meals, and |
welcome that. It is going to look at international examples,
which is a good piece of work. | will always consider any
reports and documentation from the Education Committee.
| assure the Member that, if the Committee has or is
formatting alternative proposals, they will be given the
weight that such proposals deserve.

Mr Rogers: Thanks to the Minister for his answers thus far.
| heard you say that you have not yet made any decision
on the common funding formula, but there is a lot of fear

in hundreds of schools that they will lose money. We are
talking about schools with fewer than 105 pupils losing an
average of £24,500. What can you say today to give some
reassurance to those schools, other than that you have not
yet made up your mind?
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Mr O’Dowd: It is a consultation process, and | am saying
that those schools should respond to that process. Political
responsibility comes with being in the Assembly, so, if the
Member’s party has alternatives to my proposals, | will
welcome them.

The consultation is out there. We are targeting social
disadvantage, which is the key principle. | will not deviate
from that, but, if there is an alternative way to fund the
targeting of social disadvantage, | assure the Member and
the schools that he refers to that | am open to listening.

| also emphasise strongly that the budgets that schools are
working with do not include the additional £15-8 million that
will go into the aggregated schools budget next year. They
are working on this year’s figures. Our schools budget goes
up dramatically next year, so all schools will see a
percentage rise in their figures, depending on final decisions
being made, the number of pupils and the other elements
that | read out in response to Mr Nesbitt’s question.

Knockbreda/Newtownbreda High Schools

4. Mr Newton asked the Minister of Education for an
update on the merger of Knockbreda and Newtownbreda
High Schools. (AQO 4722/11-15)

Mr O’Dowd: Development proposal number 237 for

the amalgamation of Knockbreda High School and
Newtownbreda High School was published by the South
Eastern Education and Library Board (SEELB) on 16 April
2013. The statutory two-month consultation period ended
on 16 June. However, on 25 June, the Belfast Education
and Library Board (BELB) advised my Department

that it had not carried out the required consultation

with the schools in its area that may be affected by the
three SEELB development proposals: Knockbreda/
Newtownbreda High Schools, Dundonald High School and
Priory Integrated College, Holywood. The consultation
was initiated by the BELB in the week commencing 9
September and ended on 30 September. A response from
the BELB is expected in the next few weeks. | will then
make my decision on the proposal as soon as possible to
provide clarity and certainty for the schools affected.

Mr Newton: Does the Minister acknowledge that the
outcomes and the history of school mergers have been
mixed at best and that, among the parents and teaching
staff of both schools, there are still major concerns? What
does the Minister intend to do to assuage those concerns?

315 pm

Mr O’Dowd: | am aware of the concerns raised during
the consultation period by elected representatives for
the area, a number of the schools involved and parents’
representatives groups, which | also met. | accept that
there has been an unacceptable delay in coming to a
decision, but we could not reach a decision until that
statutory work was carried out by the board. Uncertainty
about a decision always causes further concern among
the people affected. | can assure parents that any final
decision that | come to will be based on educational
evidence of the best way forward and on ensuring that a
long-term decision is made in relation to the schools in
that area and that parents, pupils and teachers can have
certainty going into the future of the make-up and shape of
the schools estate.

Mr Copeland: Does the Minister consider that we have
sufficiently clear direction regarding the future of shared
education to wisely proceed with the current area planning
process?

Mr O’Dowd: Shared education will evolve over years. The
shared education report gives us a sense of the direction
in which it is going. | believe that area planning can
continue in the absence of a definitive and clear direction
of travel for shared education. | advise the Member that |
intend to make a statement to the Assembly on the shared
education report in the very near future.

| do not believe that shared education will affect the
proposals that are before us in any way, given the nature
of our society and the physical divisions in our society. We
are confident that we can make decisions moving forward.
As | said, shared education is evolving and will evolve over
a number of years. No one can predict the speed of that
evolution, although | hope that it is fast and determined.
There may be future opportunities for a greater shared
education element in this area and — | am not picking on
this area — in other areas.

Mr Sheehan: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Comhairle.
Gabhaim buiochas leis an Aire as ucht a fhreagra. Will the
Minister provide a summary of the current position of the
area planning process?

Mr O’Dowd: Area planning has progressed further than
many would have expected. We have now completed
consultation on draft area plans for our post-primary
schools. The primary school consultation has concluded,
and the boards are going through the consultation
responses before providing my Department with the
latest draft.

Our investment plans are based on area planning and the
intelligence that has come out of area planning. For me,
one of the positive things coming out of area planning is
that communities have started to take ownership of their
schools. | would like to have seen it happen earlier in some
cases but it is refreshing to see communities that have
been excluded from their schools over many years taking
ownership of them and demanding the right to high-quality
education for their young people. That is the way forward
for education.

Ms Lo: Would the Minister consider merging those schools
into an integrated school, given the big demand for
integrated education?

Mr O’Dowd: It is not up to me, as Minister, to make a
proposal for integrated education or any other form of
education for that matter. It is up to either the school or
the managing authorities to come forward with a proposal
for integrated education or any other form of education.
One of the proposals, which has been referred to, is the
expansion of Priory Integrated College in Holywood. | will
be in a position to make a decision on that when the other
matters have been concluded.

Entrepreneurship

5. Mrs Cochrane asked the Minister of Education what
he is doing to promote entrepreneurship in schools.
(AQO 4723/11-15)

Mr O’Dowd: Employability, including entrepreneurship,
is a key theme underpinning the revised curriculum,
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which aims to better prepare all our young people for

all aspects of life and work and enable them to develop
as confident and articulate individuals able to play their
full part in society and the economy. At primary school
level, through the area of personal development and
mutual understanding, pupils are given opportunities

to develop the knowledge, skills, understanding,
attitudes and personal qualities related to enterprise and
entrepreneurship. At post-primary level, entrepreneurship
is covered under the employability strand of Learning

for Life and Work with a focus on work in the local and
global economy, career management and enterprise and
entrepreneurship.

Pupils are given the opportunity to reflect on their

own skills and areas of self-development; explore the
changing concept of career and various types of jobs,
including those in the local area; explore enterprise and
entrepreneurship; and develop and practise some of
the skills and attributes that are associated with being
enterprising.

Mrs Cochrane: | thank the Minister for his answer. It is
good to hear about some of the work that is going on. In
primary schools, most children have one teacher for the
year. That means that there is a constant relationship
with pupils, and it provides the ideal time to introduce
new concepts to open minds. Does the Minister agree
that more could be done at primary-school level so

that children can learn entrepreneurial skills? Has he
considered something like the junior entrepreneur
programme, which is being run down South?

Mr O’Dowd: We have a programme of work going on

in our primary schools to encourage even our youngest
children to think outside the classroom and to think about
work skills and where they might go. In primary schools,
we have resources, including the ‘Anything’s Possible!’
enterprise story stack for Key Stage 1, the ‘Precious
Waste’ employability story stack for Key Stages 1 and 2
and the ‘Out of this World’ enterprise resources for Key
Stage 2. | am always open to new ideas, of course. New
ideas often require resourcing, and our resources are
quite limited at this time. However, | will explore further the
scheme that is operating down South.

Mr Gardiner: Can the Minister tell us how many previous
STEM initiatives have fallen by the wayside? What has
been put in their place, or what does he plan to put in their
place?

Mr O’Dowd: Off the top of my head, | cannot recall any
previous STEM initiatives that might have fallen by the
wayside. STEM is now a central core element of our
education. It is heavily promoted by the Department

of Education and the Department for Employment and
Learning (DEL), and rightly so, in moving forward for
our individual learners and our economy. | think that

we promote it quite well. We have programmes in place
between business and education and between business
and the Minister for Employment and Learning. So, STEM
is out there and is being promoted.

| think that, and | have said this previously in the House,
when it comes to careers guidance, the most influential
careers advisers continue to be parents. Parents have to
realise that our economy and, indeed, the world economy
has moved on. STEM subjects are central to any young
person’s career development going into the future. If we

want to compete on a worldwide basis, or if an individual
wants to compete on a worldwide basis, we need to have a
firm understanding of the STEM subjects.

Mr McKinney: Thank you, Mr Speaker, and | thank the
Minister. Does the Minister agree that one of those good
ideas might be ensuring that our universities take a lead
role in supporting entrepreneurial education in schools and
colleges? Can he tell us whether he has had discussions
with the Minister for Employment and Learning on that?

Mr O’Dowd: It is not up to me to dictate what our
universities do, but there is a good working relationship
between my Department and the Department for
Employment and Learning and between me and the
Employment and Learning Minister on cost-cutting
themes. | used an example of where we brought a DEL
representative on to the area planning body so that
both sides knew exactly what was going on with future
infrastructure.

The Member will also be aware of my recent
announcement on A levels and GCSEs and that the
organisations that were represented on that expert body
were the universities. We wanted to hear their views. |
have had discussions with our universities about education
and employment in its totality moving forward, and | will
continue to do so. | have also had recent discussions

with key employers in our economy. | have talked to them
about what skills they require, what their experience has
been of our young people who have left school and what
further skills they have to apply in numeracy and literacy
etc. | found those conversations very enlightening for the
outcomes of our education system and how it interfaces
with employment. So there are continuing discussions
across a wide range of stakeholders inside and outside our
education system, and they are helping me to formulate
policy moving forward.

Education and Skills Authority

6. Mr Elliott asked the Minister of Education to outline
the anticipated annual budget for the Education and Skills
Authority. (AQO 4724/11-15)

Mr O’Dowd: It is anticipated that the annual budget for
the Education and Skills Authority (ESA) will largely

be the sum of the budgets of the existing eight arm’s-
length bodies that will transfer to ESA. They are the five
education and library boards, the Council for Catholic
Maintained Schools, the Staff Commission and the
Youth Council. The budget in 2013-14 for those eight
bodies is £1,511,000,000 resource and £70 million
capital. In addition, the Department currently carries
out the role of funding authority for voluntary grammar
and grant-maintained integrated schools. That function,
and some other operational duties that the Department
carries out, such as capital funding for the voluntary
maintained schools, will also transfer to ESA with the
associated resources.

Work is ongoing to establish the level of funding for ESA,
but at this stage, a high-level estimate of the annual budget
would be in the region of £1-8 billion resource and £0-2
billion capital based on the budget available for education
in 2014-15.

Mr Elliott: | thank the Minister for that detailed information.
| am just surprised that there will not be more efficiency if
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all the functions go into ESA as opposed to going into the
number of bodies that are currently operating. Given that
the Northern Ireland Audit Office has indicated that the
Minister’s Department has the worst efficiency budgeting,
will he explain how he will try to improve that in moving
from a number of bodies to ESA?

Mr O’Dowd: | am not sure which report the Member has
been reading or whether he has liberally interpreted the
Audit Office’s report, which | suspect may be the case. My
Department is one of the very few Departments that does
not have to return money to the centre; because we spend
it. We spend it on education, where it is required. That is
quite a remarkable feat, given the budget lines that we
have. We have a very complicated management scheme
for the boards and the bodies that | have mentioned

and we have in the region of 1,100 schools, which also
operate budgets. All those matters point to the fact that the
Department of Education is doing quite well in spending its
budget.

The estimated savings of ESA over a 10-year period are
£185 million. We could have been making those savings
now had the Member’s party not been instrumental in
blocking ESA. The Member’s party has been pulling the
strings of other parties in the Chamber to ensure that ESA
has not moved forward. Every day and every week, every
month and every year that ESA is delayed because of
political game-playing between the parties on the opposite
Benches, the public purse loses out on millions of pounds
that could be used for front line education whether it is

in Fermanagh, Omagh, Belfast, Lurgan or wherever.
Perhaps, in its deliberations, the Member’s party might
consider, when it is playing games with ESA and other
projects, how much money it is withholding from front line
education systems because it wants to play politics over
the issue.

Mr O hOisin: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Combhairle.
Gabhaim buiochas leis an Aire as ucht an fhreagra sin.
Will the Minister outline where the savings would occur
with the establishment of ESA?

Mr O’Dowd: The savings would be largely because of a
more centralised administration system, a reduction in
senior management posts and a more efficient operating
system coming from the amalgamation of eight bodies
into one. There will be a centralisation of bodies, but it

is my vision, as set out by my predecessor and me, that
ESA would be at the front line, in the sense that it would
operate in our towns and would be accessible to rural and
urban communities, and it would not be centralised in one
of our cities or major towns. It will continue to be a local
education service, delivering for the needs of local people.

We have to get there. We have spent years messing

about on this issue and we are losing money that could

be used for front line education services and to allow me
to continue with my common funding scheme to target
socially deprived areas and not at the expense of other
schools. We are losing out on ESA as every day, week and
month passes. It is long past time for the Assembly and
Executive to realise that.

Mr Speaker: That concludes questions to the Minister of
Education.

Private Members’ Business

Car Parking Companies
Debate resumed on motion:

That this Assembly expresses its concern over the
practices of some car parking companies and how they
operate; questions the adequacy of signage both on
parking times and penalties, as well as the quantum,
nature, content and design of penalty demands, the
threat of legal action and the absence of appeals
mechanisms; believes that we need a more robust
code of practice for enforcement and more effective
regulation by the British Parking Association; and
calls on the Minister of the Environment to meet with
the Secretary of State for Transport to outline these
concerns. — [Mr Frew.]

Ms Lo: | thank the Members who tabled the motion, which
| support. | am sure that many Members have dealt with
this issue in their constituency offices. Constituents have
contacted my South Belfast office when they have been
on the receiving end of these, often unfair and seemingly
inexplicable, fines.

| am aware of the inconvenience that an improperly parked
car can cause to a neighbourhood or a business. Cars

that take up precious spaces can have a significant impact
on business. Cars that are parked where they should

not be can also cause serious risks to other drivers and
pedestrians. | take this opportunity to ask all drivers to be
mindful of others when parking. However, | also encourage
businesses to think carefully before employing the services
of companies to give out tickets on their behalf.

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

3.30 pm

From some of the reports that my office has received, |
have learned that workers can often be quite hostile or
even rude. They fail to see reason or listen when genuine
reasons are given that would mitigate the need to issue a
ticket. This can inadvertently lead to bad feeling on the part
of customers towards the business in whose premises they
may have been parked. That was the case with a constituent
of mine, who is aged 84 and who, when parked in a private
retail park, had merely forgotten to display her disabled
pass. That was a very simple oversight, and the decision
to give her a ticket could easily have been overturned if
there were a suitable appeals mechanism. My office is
helping her to liaise with the owners of that car park.

Mr Weir: | thank the Member for giving way. The lack of
common sense was also highlighted by a Member who
spoke previously. | agree with you about the need for

an appeals mechanism. However, part of the problem

is also the attitude of those who issue the tickets. Even
when faced with a reasonable excuse or a common sense
reason as to why it should not be issued, they take the
view that the ticket cannot be taken back. Those who
receive tickets have to write in with their reasons, rather
than those who give the ticket saying that they understand
and will withdraw the ticket. Does the Member agree that
that inflexibility of approach is also part of the problem?

Mr Deputy Speaker: The Member has an extra minute.
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Ms Lo: Thank you. | could not agree more. It was so
simple a matter. The woman showed her disabled pass to
the worker, and that should have been fine and the matter
forgotten about. | thank the Minister for his contribution. |
hope that we will get a sensible —

Mr Weir: Thanks for the promotion. [Laughter.]

Ms Lo: | hope that we will see a sensible outcome on this
issue.

| am sure that no one in the House is calling for the system
to be done away with entirely. As | said, for some local
businesses, for instance those on the Lisburn Road in my
constituency, it is often the only way to police private car
parks. As the motion suggests, a clear code of practice for
enforcement and more effective regulation by the British
Parking Association would ease the problem. As other
Members have said, we need a more common sense
approach.

If the issue can be dealt with through the Environment
Minister meeting with the Secretary of State for Transport,
| would support that call. The Minister has a lot on his plate
at the moment with the large amount of legislation that is
going through his Department and the Assembly, not least
the reform of local government. However, | hope that he
can find time for this issue because any move to rectify
the current situation would be a positive step forward and
would be welcomed by all MLAs. | support the motion.

Ms Brown: | welcome the opportunity to take part in
the debate. | support the motion because | feel that the
issue is important, and if it passes successfully, it will
demonstrate to the public that the House is genuinely
interested in making a difference on behalf of ordinary
people.

There are two issues to look at: the regulation of

the industry, and the need to examine the practices

and methods by which those in the industry conduct
themselves. There has long been a perception that
motorists are an easy target, and | have some sympathy
with that view. Although there might be little that we

can do when it comes to fuel duty, vehicle duty and
insurance premiums, at least in those instances we are
in step with motorists throughout the rest of the United
Kingdom. However, that is not the case when it comes to
the regulation of the practices of car parking enforcement
companies. It appears that we in Northern Ireland are
seriously disadvantaged in having any sense of redress
against those companies.

There is no doubt that there is a requirement to keep town
centres flowing and to ensure that those who abuse the
existing parking arrangements are penalised. Of course,

if you are a trader, a company or a hospital with limited
parking resources, it is obviously in your interests to do
whatever you can to ensure that your facilities are properly
managed. Most sensibly minded people accept that. They
accept that if they have breached the guidelines, there will
no doubt be a fine or a penalty. Accordingly, most people
will pay that fine and chalk it up to experience. However,
that is entirely different from the sense of outrage that they
feel when caught in the web of the seemingly outrageous
practices adopted by private companies. When it comes
to operating in Northern Ireland, those companies seem to
be able to operate without scrutiny or guidelines and to be
answerable to no one.

If individuals or businesses choose to use a private
parking company to enforce a specific parking operation,
those companies should be obligated to ensure that

the system is fair and transparent and that those who

are penalised have the right of appeal and access to a
legitimate oversight body that regulates the industry. Many
of those caught and penalised are not aware that they
have done anything wrong. In many cases, the signage
used to mark out the property is perhaps deliberately hard
to find and read. Indeed, many of the people who have
been caught and issued with either a clamp or a fine are
elderly or vulnerable. In this day and age, it cannot be right
that companies are permitted to prey on the vulnerable in
that way. We have heard from the proposer of the motion
how his constituents experienced very large fines that
caused undue stress and hardship. No one can argue if
caught fairly and squarely. However, today’s motion seeks
to ensure that Northern Ireland’s motorists are not seen as
easy prey for unscrupulous operators. It is vital that we act
now to protect citizens and ensure equality.

Mr Milne: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann Comhairle.
I, too, welcome the opportunity to support the motion.
Although, thankfully, this has not been highlighted as a
major problem in the area that | represent, | recognise that
there are a number of concerns surrounding the practices
of some private car parking companies. Therefore, as we
approach the Christmas shopping period, when you can
expect large numbers of people availing themselves of
parking spaces in areas unfamiliar to them, it is timely that
we take this opportunity to highlight the problems that exist
and ask the Minister to address the issue.

In the current economic climate, it is vital that we attract
as many people as possible into our towns and cities.
However, it is in those very places that parking becomes
difficult, and, despite a number of reliable car park
owners who operate reasonable practices to manage the
well-known parking problems, some consumers will find
themselves at the mercy of some of the less scrupulous
private car parking companies.

A negative and costly experience in any town or shopping
complex will have an impact on your decision to return
there. Therefore, it is important that a code of conduct be
created and a clear set of rules outlining maximum tariffs
and penalties be agreed. It would appear that guidelines
have not proven to be very effective. One of the biggest
difficulties that | see is the lack of consistency among
companies. The rules appear to vary from car park to car
park, making it difficult for users to know what is expected
of them. The signage relied on to explain the rules is often
inadequate or vague. However, there seems to be no such
vagueness when it comes to issuing and pursuing penalties.
The experiences of many have been well documented in
the media. Many of those who have returned to their
vehicle to find it clamped or issued with a penalty notice
are often unclear about what they did wrong and are rightly
frustrated by the lack of an appeal mechanism. With the
growing demand for parking spaces, it is imperative that
the issue be properly addressed and that private car
parking companies be properly regulated, with the same
rules and procedures in place across the board. That
would ensure consistency of service and expectation, and
it would allow users to park with confidence.

Lord Morrow: |, too, support the motion. It strikes me that
one chord goes right round the House — | do not think
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that | have done two minutes and 58 seconds, Mr Deputy
Speaker, as the clock suggests, but anyway — and that
seems to be that the motorist has become an easy touch
and good to earn a living from, whether through high fuel
costs, taxation or insurance. Now we have this debate
telling us that we have a big problem with what we would
call parking in a private/public sphere.

It is not the responsibility of only the Minister of the
Environment to tackle and look at this subject. There has
to be some joined-up thinking across some Departments.
As we look thorough some of the papers that were
prepared for us, we see where the Department of Justice
had, | think, work done in relation to this matter.

The Department for Regional Development has a role to
play. | wonder whether the Minister, when he responds to
the debate, will tell us what, if any, joined-up thinking has
been done on this subject. | see his predecessor sitting
behind him, and he might be able to give him the odd wink
and push here and there, although | know that he cannot
speak on his behalf any more. Has he, for instance, had
meetings with his counterparts in the Department for
Regional Development or the Department of Justice? | do
not believe that this is just a stand-alone issue. It would
be useful if the Minister could intimate whether he has had
discussions with his colleagues in other Departments.

We have two — or maybe three, but certainly two — types
of enforcers, as it were, in this parking field. Even the DRD
enforcers, namely our wardens, seem to overdo it at times.
It is difficult to understand why, for instance, in a town

the size of Fivemiletown, you would have three wardens
prowling around the town to pick up their victims and

hand them a parking fine. That has a direct impact on the
business and economics of our towns and villages. Very
often, those are big deterrents. This is an issue that | am
concerned about in Fermanagh and South Tyrone, and |
suspect that other Members are concerned about it in their
constituencies.

As we look through the notes that were prepared for us,
and some of the headline news, we see that one motorist
was fined £100 by a firm of clampers. | could think of
another word, taking one letter out of that, and | might
arrive at a different definition, but | will refrain from doing
that today. However, it is important that the Assembly
debates issues such as this. Although it maybe does not
have the attention that it deserves, as | see from the empty
Benches, | do not think that that reflects in any way on the
importance of this issue. It is an issue that is beginning to
really rile the motorist, and we as a House are right to take
cognisance of it.

It is good to see that the Minister in his place and that

he thinks the issue is important enough to respond to.
Therefore, | hope that, as a result of this debate, we will
see this issue moving forward. Unfortunately, this is not

a new issue. It has been about for quite some time. | was
reflecting on a report on the matter that came to the House
of Lords in the early 1990s. It might be more pertinent here
in Northern Ireland in recent times, but it is an issue that
the Minister needs to take a long, hard look at.

Mr Frew: | thank the Member for giving way. Will he agree
that it is time that the appeals mechanism, which exists in
England and Wales, as you will be aware, Lord Morrow,

is reviewed to include Northern Ireland? That mechanism
should be in place in Northern Ireland to give Northern

Ireland constituents and motorists the same level of
protection against those fines.

3.45 pm
Mr Deputy Speaker: The Member has an extra minute.

Lord Morrow: | thank the Member for making that very
salient point. Now is the time. Those who have brought
the motion to the House are to be congratulated because
theirs is a timely intervention, too. This is the time when, in
fact, there should be a holistic look at just how the issue is
going forward.

If we take a look at the number of licences that are issued,
we would be interested to know just exactly how many
licences have been issued. Or is it the case that some
have assumed this responsibility without being fully and
properly licensed? | do not blame the Minister or the
Department for that in any way. However, as a matter of
clarification, | would like to hear the Minister tell us how
many licences, for instance, have been issued within the
past five years here in Northern Ireland to private clampers
— | want to make sure | get that right. The point that | want
to make is that | fully support this, and —

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

Lord Morrow: Mr Deputy Speaker, you are intimating that,
in fact, my five minutes are up. | will abide by your ruling. |
am happy to do so.

Mr Attwood: First of all, | agree with Anna Lo that there

is a need to protect legitimate commercial interests, not
least because, in these days and times, the letting of

retail accommodation might depend on whether you can
guarantee free parking. Leases have not been signed
when people were unable to guarantee that because of
inappropriate parking. | also agree with Anna Lo that there
is a need for drivers to respect other drivers. All of us will
have experience of being frustrated in a retail park by the
inability to park because of other people parking badly.

| also want to say that | am entirely confident that the
Minister will take forward those issues. | am sure that he
will outline how that can be done. It needs to be done not
only with a new code, but a code that serves the interests
of consumers, not the industry, and touches upon all the
issues of signage, the nature of letters that are sent, the
tone of those letters, the scale of penalties, and so on
and so forth. | have no doubt that the Minister will reply
comprehensively to all of that.

| just want to caution about an appeals process. There
needs to be one; Paul Frew is quite correct to make that
call. However, this is the experience, which | will read into
the record, of one of my constituents, who went through

an appeals process following the service of a penalty
notice by UK Parking Control Ltd (UKPC). This individual
parked in a Belfast retail park, went into a shop, did not buy
anything and left again. He was then served with a penalty
notice. UKPC, after it conducted its own appeal process,
replied as follows:

“If you are able to provide a copy of your receipt
showing that you shopped at the retail park at the time
of the contravention, we will re-investigate your appeal
and may be able to rescind your parking charge.”

Therefore, the responsibility to prove that he had been in
the car park legitimately fell to the driver. The only way to

132



Monday 7 October 2013

Private Members’ Business: Car Parking Companies

prove it was to produce a receipt from one of the shops

in that centre — impossible when you have not bought
anything. All of us have been in a shop and not bought
anything. UKPC’s approach was that he must prove that
he bought something, in circumstances where he could not
prove it. That was after an appeal.

Equally as bad was that the agent who was acting on
behalf of the owner of that car park at that retail centre
justified UKPC’s approach in an e-mail to my constituent.
The e-mail said:

“Having spoken to the owner this afternoon”,
— which was the afternoon of 5 September —

“he believes responsibility to prove that you did not
leave the retail park rests with yourself.”

Therefore, not only does UKPC require the driver to prove
something that cannot be proved, but the car park owner
justifies that approach.

In passing, this was the attitude of the owner’s agent to my
constituent. He said:

“In future, any communication from yourself will not be
acknowledged.”

He added:

“Your repeated and frequent communication on the
subject is not advancing your cause’.

He then wrote:

“Something of this nature has to be considered against
the standard of spelling out the commercial advantage
to the owner”.

That is the attitude of not only a car parking enforcement
company but an agent and a significant landowner in the
city of Belfast. The problem has multiple expressions,
not least when the agent said to me, “Do you not have
more important things to do than ring about a penalty of
£100 or £120?” That is the level of respect for political
representatives making representations on behalf of their
constituents. So what is the answer? What should the
Minister do?

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

Mr Attwood: Car park owners and agents in this city and
in Northern Ireland should pull their neck in.

Mr A Maginness: It is very plain that what is required is
some form of regulatory intervention. | hope that the
Executive or the Minister can provide that. As Lord Morrow
pointed out, there are different responsibilities across
Departments, but | hope that the Minister of the Environment
can produce some form of regulation that will satisfy the
various complaints highlighted in the Assembly today.

It is important that there is some form of regulation.

The code of conduct is clearly inadequate and has to

be addressed, perhaps by providing regulation in a
statutory form. The lack of an appeal mechanism, which
the proposer pointed out to the House, also has to be
addressed. There has to be a robust and independent
form of appeal. The disproportionate penalties imposed on
people are penal. Of course, the irony is that, in the public
sphere, car parking offences were decriminalised quite

some time ago, but here you have the penal imposition
of fines. We have to arrive at a situation in which there is
regulation, and if fines are to be administered within that
context, they have to be proportionate. The fines that
Members talked about are outrageous and absolutely
monstrous. For an ordinary family on a limited income,
such fines represent a very severe penalty indeed. It is
quite wrong that those private firms and landowners get
away with it. That cannot be right in our society. As an
Assembly, we have a duty to all our citizens to introduce
reasonableness when dealing with infringements.

Mr Frew: | thank the Member for giving way. He brings me
to a valid question: what is the remit, role and responsibility
of the car parking companies? Are they there to make sure
that vehicles have safe passage and do not bung up our
system, whether it be in a retail park or town centre, and
that there is free-flowing traffic in our town centres, or are
they there to make money on the penalties? We should ask
ourselves that very valid question today.

Mr Deputy Speaker: The Member has an extra minute.

Mr A Maginness: | am inclined to suspect that the
latter is correct and that this is a happy money earner
for private firms and even the landowners themselves.
Penalties for very minor infringements — parking your
car incorrectly, and so on — cannot be seen as effective
traffic management in the real sense. If there is a real
obstruction, action obviously needs to be taken.

It is clear to me, from listening to the reports of colleagues
in this Chamber, that those firms go out of their way to
impose incredible fines that are quite unsustainable,
unbearable and disproportionate to any offence that
people might have committed. | believe that the private car
parking firms have shown themselves not to be capable
of internal regulation and have acted so unreasonably

in so many instances that it is now necessary to impose
the discipline of statutory regulation. | hope that the
Minister will consider that, and | hope that his Executive
colleagues, including the Minister of Justice and the
Minister for Regional Development, will be supportive of
that, so that comprehensive legislation that all of us can
support can be brought to the House. That will be to the
benefit of the whole community.

Mr Durkan (The Minister of the Environment): | thank
all contributors to today’s debate. | am very aware of the
widespread concern about the activities of car parking
enforcement companies, and those concerns have been
reiterated by all Members today, many of whom related
tales of their constituents and the outrageous actions of
some car park enforcement companies.

It is important that Members are very clear about the role
of my Department in the activities of those companies.
Car parking enforcement companies that work for

the owners of car parks, often large and well-known
retailers, patrol car parks looking for vehicles that they
believe have breached the conditions that apply to the
use of the car park. Typically, alleged breaches involve
overstaying the time involved, parking badly so as to
take up more than one space or cause an obstruction,

or using the car park when not a customer of the facility.
It is important to acknowledge that all those examples
constitute inappropriate behaviour by motorists and that
companies that supply car parking for customers, usually
free of charge, are entitled to take reasonable steps to
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ensure that the facility is not abused and that the users of
the car park do not cause problems for other shoppers.
Most often, when an alleged breach is spotted by an
enforcement company, the driver of the vehicle will not be
on the scene. In such cases, the enforcement company
will usually place a notice on the windscreen and note the
registration mark of the vehicle. The enforcement company
then asks for the name and address of the keeper, and it is
only in that part of the entire process that my Department
is involved. Information is only released to companies

that are members of an accredited trade association and
for which DVA holds details of their agreements with the
landowner. The enforcement company is required to make
a separate written request for the information about each
vehicle. That request must set out full details of the vehicle
— registration, make and model — to avoid information
being given about the wrong vehicle if a registration mark
has been taken down incorrectly; the date of the alleged
incident, which must have been within the past 28 days;
and an explanation of the alleged breach and why that
could not be dealt with at the time.

It is very important that Members appreciate that vehicle
licensing is an excepted matter. It is not devolved to the
Northern Ireland Assembly and remains the responsibility
of the Department for Transport. However, as Members will
be all too aware, vehicle licensing services have always
been delivered locally by DVA, and we, as an Assembly,
just last week reaffirmed our commitment to retaining the
local delivery of vehicle licensing by opposing the DVLA
centralisation proposals. Under the terms of the agreement
between DOE and DFT for the delivery of vehicle licensing
services, DVA must accept policy direction from the DVLA
in Swansea. The relevant legislation permitting the release
of data from the vehicles register is regulation 27 of the
Road Vehicles (Registration and Licensing) Regulations
2002, which states:

“the Secretary of State may make any particulars
contained in the register available for use ... by

any person who can show to the satisfaction of the
Secretary of State that he has reasonable cause for
wanting the particulars to be made available to him.”

Under those provisions, the DVLA policy direction is

that data should be released to car park enforcement
companies where there are alleged breaches of car park
rules. The enforcement companies that get those data
are subject to periodic audits to ensure that the data are
held securely, are deleted as soon as action has been
completed and are not used for any other purpose. To
date, those audits have never uncovered any evidence of
the abuse of the data in these ways.

4.00 pm

Since November 2009, DVLA has made it a prerequisite
of getting keeper information that car parking companies
are members of an accredited trade association.
Originally, only one trade association — the British
Parking Association — was accredited, but, on 24 June
this year, accredited status was awarded to a second
trade association, the Independent Parking Committee.
Accreditation has been awarded initially on a probationary
basis to allow the IPC to progress its proposed scheme.

The BPA’s code of practice specifies the required
standards that its members must meet to retain

membership and therefore their entitlement to obtain
keeper information from the vehicle record. The code

of practice sets out requirements such as maintaining
professional standards in dealing with motorists; no use
of aggressive or abusive language; using only uniformed
staff who have visible, photographic identity badges;
displaying signs at the entrance of car parks setting out
the main conditions for using the car park and other signs
showing charges and penalties, and the signs must be
clear and of a specified size; and not misrepresenting that
there is any statutory authority for enforcement, including
not misrepresenting penalty notices as statutory penalty
charge notices. Although the code of practice represents
reasonable standards of conduct, | share Members’
concerns about adherence to it.

Mr Frew: | thank the Minister for giving way. On the
specific point about signage, it is clear that, even in

the past number of months, car park companies have
increased the amount of signage because of media
attention to this matter. However, the signage can be very
misleading. Once you enter the car park, there is a sign
saying, “Three-hour maximum wait: see all other details in
other signs”. When you drive in, you get the quantum of the
penalty in the smaller signs in much smaller text. That is
misleading.

Mr Durkan: | thank the Member for that intervention. |
agree wholeheartedly, and | believe that a large part of
the problem is the lack of uniformity, if you like, across car
parks, particularly in signage.

| am also concerned that the BPA acts more as a
representative trade body that promotes its members’
interests than as a regulator of the industry. Following
representations from several public representatives, my
predecessor, Alex Attwood, raised concerns on a number
of occasions with the Department for Transport in London
about the policy of giving virtually unfettered access to
vehicle keeper information to car parking enforcement
companies. Those concerns are reflected in the motion.
They include inadequate signage warning about parking
conditions and the penalties incurred for breaches; penalty
letters designed to appear as official, legal documents; and
excessive penalty charges and overzealous enforcement.

Alex Attwood’s representations culminated in a meeting
with Stephen Hammond in London on 7 May. Following
that meeting, he wrote to Stephen Hammond specifically
requesting a fundamental review of private car parking;
consideration of the suspension of DVLA release of
information to car park operators; and the withdrawal of
Departments from the BPA. At the meeting and in
subsequent correspondence, Mr Hammond firmly rejected
those proposals and declared that he was completely
satisfied with the existing arrangements, under which car
parking enforcement companies get vehicle keeper data.
The release of information to private car parking companies
was also discussed during a Westminster Hall debate on
19 June this year on a motion tabled by my party colleague
Margaret Ritchie. In the debate, Simon Burns, the Minister
of State for Transport made his Department’s position very
clear. He reiterated that the Department for Transport was
satisfied with the existing arrangements and, unfortunately,
rejected calls for any changes.

Since coming into office, | have continued to pursue these
issues. One particular concern that | and other Members
have is the absence of an independent appeal procedure
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in Northern Ireland. In GB, the BPA administers and funds
an independent appeals system for motorists who wish to
contest parking charges. The scheme, called Parking On
Private Lands Appeals (POPLA), was established after
the implementation of the Protection of Freedoms Act
2012, a measure that does not extend to Northern Ireland.
Included in the provisions of the Act is the creation of
vehicle keeper liability to pay parking charges for the use
of private car parks. If the driver of a vehicle is not known,
the keeper of the vehicle is liable to pay the charges. In
my correspondence with the chief executive of the BPA,
he has claimed that, without the power to make vehicle
keepers liable, an appeal process cannot be implemented
here. | simply do not accept that argument, and | have
requested a meeting with him next month to press for the
extension of POPLA to Northern Ireland.

| am often asked, “What if | get one of these parking
notices and do not pay?”. My understanding is that, if a
penalty charge notice is issued and the recipient decides
not to pay, the owner of the car park may seek to instigate
court action. Only a court may determine the enforceability
of the notice. That would be a civil matter. Essentially, in
order to succeed in court, the car park owner would have
to show on the balance of probabilities either that the
vehicle driver was in breach of an implied contract or that
the driver was trespassing. There are obvious evidential
and procedural issues involved in taking a non-payer to
court, and | understand that court action is seldom taken.

It is wrong to condone the abuse of car parking facilities.
We want to see fair and reasonable behaviour by all
concerned. The rights of car park owners should be
respected and the needs of other shoppers acknowledged.
At the same time, conditions for using car parks should
be reasonable and clear, and, above all, enforcement
should be reasonable and fair. Enforcement should be
for the purposes of the good management of the car park
to the benefit of both the retailer and the shoppers and
not, as some suspect, a money-making exercise for the
enforcement companies.

Mr Elliott: | thank the Minister for giving way. This is just

a short point on his previous point about the court aspect.
Is the Minister aware of any specific cases that have been
taken to court and, if so, what was the outcome of those?
Has anyone been put on a bad credit listing because of the
non-payment of any of those charges?

Mr Durkan: Although | said “seldom”, the research that

| have shows no record of anyone having been taken to
court. However, | do not think that that is comprehensive.
As regards bad credit rating, | can check that out and get
back to the Member in writing.

| am sure that | am not the only person who suspects that
squeezing every last penny of profit out of motorists is the
prime objective of many enforcement companies, and it is
this that leads to unreasonable and, at times, unscrupulous
actions. One argument that has some validity and is often
put forward by the car park enforcement companies for
retaining the existing arrangements that enable them to
send payment notices to vehicle keepers is that the only
practical alternative available to them would be the use of
clamping, an activity that is still lawful in Northern Ireland
but can no longer be used in GB except by statutory
authority. Fortunately, there is very little use of clamping on
private land in Northern Ireland, and we must acknowledge

that finding your car clamped would be much worse than
getting a parking payment notice through the post.

Although the focus tends to be on the car parking
enforcement companies, let us not forget that they act as
agents for the car park owners, who, as | said, are usually
national retail chains. Those chains often get let off the
hook, and | urge Members to remember that when they are
dealing with complaints from constituents.

| reiterate that DOE’s only involvement in the activities of
car park enforcement companies is in relation to providing
keeper information. Around 11,000 such enquires are
made every year, and the companies pay a fee of £2-50 for
each. It is important to state that that money goes to the
DVLA in London; it is not retained by my Department.

| share the concerns that have been set out by Members. |
intend to do all that | can to promote better, fairer and more
reasonable practices by the enforcement companies and
more effective regulation of their activities. My Department
has no statutory authority to regulate the activities of car
park enforcement companies on private land. As far as |
am aware, no legislation is in place anywhere in Britain —

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

Mr Durkan: — to regulate car parking on private land.

| have engaged in correspondence with the Minister of
Justice and the Minister for Regional Development on
these issues. | will continue to pursue the matter with
them, as | will with Stephen Hammond, with whom | have a
meeting next month.

Mr Weir: | welcome the contributions from all sides of the
Chamber. The issue seems to touch many and various
parts of Northern Ireland. Mention was made of the urban
setting of Belfast and of towns across Northern Ireland. It
seems that the issue impacts on all corners of Northern
Ireland; it appears to be a reasonably universal problem.

In the debate, no one has sought to say that the problem
applies to every car parking company or made a broad-
brush statement that everyone is guilty. However, as a
number of Members indicated, the system that we have
at present is open to abuse. Indeed, there seems to be
plenty of evidence that it has been abused. That is clear
not simply from the wide range of locations that were
mentioned; Members have mentioned specific incidents.
Anna Lo referred to the situation of an 84-year-old woman,
and Alex Attwood gave the example of trying to provide
evidence in a particular case. An unusual feature of the
debate is that it is one of the few occasions in the House
on which | remember Alex Attwood sitting down after

less than five minutes. The proposer of the motion also
highlighted a number of examples. He kicked off with the
incident of the husband who was sent to get the shopping
and took a little bit longer than an hour. If there was a silver
lining to the £150 fine that he received, | suspect that it is
that his wife will not ask him to do the shopping again. He
may regard that in years to come as a suitable investment
for the future.

All joking aside, a wide range of issues have been touched
on. ltis clear that the focus has been on abuse by a number
of private companies. Although there is a desire for joined-up
government, | do not think that anyone in the Chamber has
been critical of DRD car parks or the level of enforcement

in them. The issue of signage was mentioned by a number
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of Members. Although, as the proposer indicated, there
has been some improvement in the level of signage, the
issue is that it can be misleading. It can lead to a situation
in which people are not clear about the penalty.

Pat Ramsey mentioned enforcement issues and talked
about a situation in which minor infringements had resulted
in a large fine. There is also the scale of the fines. We

are talking about relatively minor infringements resulting

in fines of £100, £140 or £150. That seems excessive.

As Alban Maginness said, we need to see regulatory
intervention. | will come to that later.

A number of Members, including Cathal Boylan, Anna Lo
and Alex Attwood, to name but three, highlighted that it is
not just a question of a change in regulation; it is about a
change of attitude. As elected representatives, we have
all, at times, seen problems with attitude. Mention was
made of a lack of respect for elected representatives, with
companies asking why we were bothering them. That is
felt even more acutely by people who are at the receiving
end of car parking tickets.

415 pm

Examples have been given of where there is a lack of
common sense applied. One of the pleas from Tom Elliott
was for common sense on the issue. The one thing about
common sense is that there is a lack of commonness
about it, and it is rarely used. Often, the people from the
ground up show no flexibility once they have pressed the
buttons for the ticket and seem to brook no argument or
discussion about the individual’s circumstances. That
seems to be part of the problem.

Then there is the issue of enforcement. Mention has
been made of what seems to be a dichotomous situation.
Pam Brown, Paul Frew and other Members said that we
are dealing with the tip of the iceberg. Although there
have been occasions that we can all point to in which
constituents have been in touch with us about a particular
parking problem, on how many other occasions has it
simply been the case that people have bitten the bullet
and paid the fine, perhaps because they were intimidated
by the threatening letter? The Minister highlighted the
position on ultimate enforceability, which seems to be
quite weak in many ways, involving companies going to
the bother of taking someone to court. We seem to be in
the slightly absurd situation of people who are vulnerable,
feel intimidated by a letter and want to feel completely
law-abiding being the ones who bite the bullet and pay,
whereas, at the other end of the scale, people who
flagrantly disregard the letter, feel that they are under no
obligation to pay and simply ignore it seem to be, if not
rewarded, certainly not sanctioned.

No Member here would endorse a situation in which there
were no restrictions on parking. As a number of Members
highlighted, there are good reasons for parking restrictions
and certain levels of penalties. In part, that is because
parking plays a key role in keeping the engine of our town
and city centres going. There is a need for turnover of
traffic and of parking so that someone is not simply parking
somewhere all day and taking up a space, destroying that
business. | think that everyone accepts that there is a need
for restriction, but we seem to have a situation that seems
to turn it about face.

Mention was made of the code from the British Parking
Association. Although it does not seem to have been a
major problem in Northern Ireland, we are the only part

of the United Kingdom in which clamping is still legal.
There is specific provision in England and Wales making
clamping illegal, and, under common law in Scotland, it
appears that clamping is potentially illegal there as well.
That needs to be addressed, and | welcome the efforts of
the current and previous Ministers in trying to raise that
issue. In answer to a question that Tom Elliott put on how
to deal with the situation, it is clear that simply pushing for
a better code and better behaviour may not be adequate.
As Alban Maginness said, we need a degree of regulatory
intervention, and | appreciate that the Minister’s room for
manoeuvre is somewhat limited. Whether that comes by
way of regulations, by way of separate legislation or by
trying to think outside the box on how we can tackle this, it
is important that we have that level of intervention.

It was also mentioned that we do not have a proper appeal
mechanism. As Alex Attwood highlighted quite correctly, if
there is to be a proper independent appeals mechanism, it
has to be genuine and fair. It cannot simply be a question
asked that more or less rubber-stamps whatever verdict
was given, without there being any proper opportunity to
explore the issues. Therefore, if we are looking at an appeals
mechanism, we need to take care to get it right.

A lot of people are affected by this. As Pam Brown said,
we are looking to make a difference to people and to
benefit people’s lives. Indeed, if we do this properly,
everyone should be able to benefit. | welcome the level of
support, and | believe that the House as a whole will be
behind the Minister in any efforts that he makes to regulate
the system.

Reference was made to the previous Transport Minister
Simon Burns, who has moved on now to other pastures
and, | think, aspires to be the new Deputy Speaker of

the House of Commons. Obviously, Mr Deputy Speaker,
you know what an august post that is, and it is no wonder
that someone has given up a ministerial post to take that
position. Whether or not that enables us to have a fresh
pair of eyes at the Department for Transport, we have to
take a look at what opportunities that gives.

For those who are at the receiving end of the level

of abuse that has been put in place, those who are
intimidated, those who are facing poor signage, rude
attendants, excessive fines and, possibly, clamping, with
a united voice, we are right behind the Minister in trying
to address that problem. | think it will require regulatory
intervention, but | hope that, with the united voice of the
Assembly, we can send a strong signal that what is there
at present is simply not good enough. A message needs
to be sent out to some of the parking companies that

the Assembly is determined to see change in this field.

| welcome the support for the motion from around the
Chamber.

Question put and agreed to.
Resolved:

That this Assembly expresses its concern over the
practices of some car parking companies and how they
operate; questions the adequacy of signage both on
parking times and penalties, as well as the quantum,
nature, content and design of penalty demands, the
threat of legal action and the absence of appeals
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mechanisms, believes that we need a more robust
code of practice for enforcement and more effective
regulation by the British Parking Association; and
calls on the Minister of the Environment to meet with
the Secretary of State for Transport to outline these
concerns.

Adjourned at 4.21 pm.
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Northern Ireland
Assembly

Tuesday 8 October 2013

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

Members observed two minutes’ silence.

Assembly Business

Public Petition: Cross-border Area-learning
Community to Provide Post-primary
Education in North and West Fermanagh

Mr Speaker: Mr Flanagan has sought leave to present
a public petition in accordance with Standing Order 22.
The Member will have up to three minutes to speak on
the subject.

Mr Flanagan: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Combhairle.
Gabhaim buiochas leatsa agus leis an Choiste Gno as an
deis an achaini seo a chur isteach.

| present this petition on behalf of the people of north and
west Fermanagh who are involved in a campaign, with
the full support of all their local political representatives
and the wider community. | welcome pupils, teachers and
parents here today for an educational visit and to engage
with interested MLAs on their campaign.

St Mary’s High School, Brollagh, which serves the rural
communities of Belleek, Garrison, Belcoo, Derrygonnelly
and Boho, is currently threatened with closure by the
Council for Catholic Maintained Schools (CCMS), and the
proposal has been resisted by the local community on a
number of occasions.

St Mary’s Brollagh opened at a time when the vast majority
of people in the area had no access to a decent standard
of formal education and very limited access to post-
primary education. That includes members of my own
family and many other people in the area. Since then, the
school has served the local community exceptionally well.

The local community, led by the work of the North West
Education Action Group and its chairperson, Theresa
Leonard, has overwhelmingly rejected the proposed
closure of St Mary’s Brollagh. The group has brought
forward an innovative and exciting alternative proposal
involving the establishment of a cross-border area-learning
community involving schools in south Donegal and north
Leitrim. The people served by St Mary’s Brollagh are from
among the most deprived areas for access to services
served by the Assembly. Closing the school and forcing
young people to travel outside the area would further
worsen that statistic and the quality of life of people there.

There is a realistic alternative to the closure of that school
on the table, one that involves establishing a genuine and
mutually beneficial partnership with other post-primary
schools in the area — in Ballyshannon, Bundoran and
Manorhamilton — which would deliver the best possible
educational outcomes for the young people of the area.

The community has rejected the proposal for closure. We
have brought forward a realistic alternative that enables
the school to meet the main parts of both the sustainable
schools policy and the entitiement framework. CCMS,
with the support of the Department of Education, needs to
listen to the local community and implement this cross-
border model to help to retain post-primary education in
north-west Fermanagh.

Mr Flanagan moved forward and laid the petition on the
Table.

Mr Speaker: | will forward the petition to the Education
Minister and send a copy to the Chair of the Education
Committee, Mervyn Storey.
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Undocumented Irish/Immigration Reform

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

Mr Flanagan: | beg to move

That this Assembly acknowledges the large number

of people who have emigrated from across the island
of Ireland to make a new life in America; notes the
positive influence that Irish and Scots-Irish immigrants
have had on the political, social, cultural and economic
success of the United States of America; further notes
with deep concern the continuing hardships endured
by the undocumented in America; welcomes the
bipartisan approach taken by American politicians to
deal with the issue of immigration reform; and supports
the call for the introduction of legislation to deal with
immigration reform, including a pathway to citizenship
for the undocumented.

Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Comhairle. | am delighted
to formally move the motion and bring the plight of the
undocumented before the House once again. It has been a
number of years since this matter was discussed here, and
that was long before | was elected to this place. Some very
welcome progress has been made in that time, but there

is still a very long and difficult road ahead before the issue
can be resolved fully.

One cannot think of the circumstances in which the
undocumented in America find themselves and not have
some sympathy for them. The most recent estimate of the
extent of the problem was that there are 70,000 people
from across the island of Ireland who are in America
without the proper visa. That is roughly the same number
of people who live in my own constituency of Fermanagh
and South Tyrone, which demonstrates the severity of the
problem and the urgent need to resolve it.

I, along with very many other elected representatives
from across Ireland, am often asked to help individuals
and families who are unable to return home, as they
would not be allowed back into America if they left. That
is particularly difficult at times of family occasions such
as weddings and births, and, for people from some other
counties, on all-Ireland football or hurling final day —
that is not an occasion that we, in Fermanagh, have yet
to experience, but we will keep trying. The difficulties
facing people are also evident on sadder days when, for
example, people are unable to return home for the funeral
of a loved one, such as a parent, sibling or friend. Such
circumstances are deeply distressing for the individuals
and families involved.

We should all be keen to resolve the matter. The most
pressing aspect of the problems facing the undocumented
is the absence of freedom of movement and people’s
inability to leave America and return home. Resolution of
even that problem would greatly improve the quality of life
of so many people in America.

There is no questioning the positive role that Irish and
Scots-Irish immigrants have had on the American way of
life. Of the 44 American presidents so far, 22 have claimed

— or it has been claimed — ancestry in Ireland. Many
other people who have left this country have set up hugely
successful businesses or have contributed positively to the
success of America in other ways.

My godmother — my mother’s sister — moved to Florida
before my mother was born, and they never actually

met until | was born. Such stories are very common,
particularly across rural Ireland, where a complete
absence of any job prospects forced many people to leave
the country to look for work elsewhere. It is concerning
that we are in a similar position once again, with more and
more people choosing to emigrate. We, as a legislative
body and as elected representatives, need to be very wary
and ensure that people leaving these shores for another
country comply with the visa requirements of that country.
We cannot have this problem starting all over again,
whether in America, Australia, Canada or somewhere else.

Of course, there are other very pressing matters that
American politicians need to get around the table to
resolve; this is only one of them. The other problems
include getting the federal Government back up and
running, which may be a more pressing matter for
Americans. However, the issue of the undocumented

is vital and cannot sit on the back-burner. The recent
successful attempts to get a bipartisan, cross-party Bill
through the Senate was hugely significant, and it was
welcomed by many people on both sides of the Atlantic.

However, a bipartisan approach needs to remain, and
American politicians need to work together to sort out
the problem, once and for all. They all agree that it needs
to be resolved. The only way that it can be dealt with is
by the two parties continuing to work together to find an
acceptable solution. Getting Democrats and Republicans
to work together can be a tricky enough job at times, and
no sooner had Richard Haass arrived here to mediate in
some of our problems than it was suggested that he may
need to go back home to mediate there.

Campaigners who have been involved in the issue for
decades know that there is still a long road ahead, but
they are ready for the challenge. Very many people, some
of them current and former Members of the House and of
other institutions on this island, have been to the fore on
the issue. They have been ably assisted by activists from
across Ireland and America who have used their influence
and access to American politicians to seek a resolution

to this long-standing problem. | am not going to highlight
one individual or one campaign group, because, if | did, it
would be unfair to those whom | did not name.

In closing, | would like the message to go out from
this place that the House fully supports and endorses
immigration reform in America. If the motion is passed —

Mr Allister: Will the Member give way?
Mr Flanagan: | happily will, yes. Go on ahead, Jim.

Mr Allister: The Member’s motion talks about something
called the “undocumented”: is that just fancy language for
those who are in the United States illegally? Does it extend
to include those who, perhaps, are there on the run, even
from this country, for terrorist offences? Does the Member
agree that the proper way to deal with those people is to
extradite them to face the outstanding charges? Does he
support that, or does he want to gloss over it?
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Mr Flanagan: | thank the Member for his usual positive
and insightful contribution. | am afraid that he is in a tiny
minority if he cannot see the actual problem. If he wants
to create other things that he thinks are a problem, he

is wrong. Those are not the problems that need to be
addressed. The problem that needs to be addressed is
the fact that around 70,000 people from this island are in
America and are unable to come back here, because, if
they did, they would not be able to return to America. That
is at the heart of the issue. No other campaign or whatever
you want to put into the middle of this will divert from that. |
ask Members to remain focused on the issue at hand and
not to allow any diversionary tactics from a tiny minority to
detract from that issue.

In closing, | want the message to go out from the House
that we fully support and endorse proper immigration
reform in America. If the motion is passed, a Cheann
Combhairle, | kindly ask that you send a letter indicating
such to the Speaker of the US House of Representatives,
John Boehner, and outline that to him directly.

Mr Girvan: This subject could open up a lot of areas in
which there is abuse. Visa requirements play a vital role in
the security of one’s borders and in ensuring that the right
requirements are in place when people arrive. Many of us
have visited the United States and are aware that an ESTA
form has to be filled in. From that form, it is known where
you are going and when you are supposed to leave.

| understand that the figure of 70,000 refers to people
not only from Northern Ireland but from the Republic.
People from Northern Ireland have made valuable inputs
to building the economy in the United States of America
and opening up the west. However, at that time, visa
requirements were not of the same nature as they are
today. Similar things happened in Australia, but it was
occupied in a different way, with people being sent out
there as a punishment.

Why are we dealing with such a matter in the House? |
appreciate that a lot of people go to America to spend a
year in a university, where they gather experience and,
hopefully, bring that back to our own country to benefit
us. Some people settle down and get a job, and some
may end up getting married. That may well be something
that can be dealt with through the ordinary immigration
process, but we know what goes on in our own country,
where people come in and use marriages of convenience
as a loophole to get United Kingdom citizenship and all
the benefits that that entails. It is important that America
has proper rules in place to ensure that people do not just
use a loophole to enter the country and then say that they
cannot go back home because they will not be allowed
back into the States. Those are the people who have
broken the rules.

10.45 am
Mr P Ramsey: Will the Member give way?

Mr Girvan: | will, yes.

Mr P Ramsey: Does the Member acknowledge the
significant contribution that Irish and Scots-Irish people
have made to America and the positive social, cultural and
economic influence that they have had through decades?

Mr Speaker: The Member has an added minute.

Mr Girvan: Absolutely. | have no doubt about that. We
know how people from Northern Ireland, Scotland and
Ireland have been key to what has happened in America,
and we know about the influence that they have had in
building business there. People from here have had a

key input into some of the major industrial developments
in the United States. However, that does not take away
from the fact that proper rules must be in place to ensure
that people do not abuse the system by going over there
and living on the legacy of the people from here who
contributed to the economy of that country and to its
democracy. | believe that that has been abused in the past.
Terrorists from this country have taken the opportunity

to go to America, and it has been impossible to get them
extradited. We have not been able to deal with on-the-
runs, as was mentioned. We have to ensure that that does
not continue.

We cannot interfere with another country’s rules. We can
make requests, but we cannot dictate to another country
what it should set as its requirements. It might be fine to
allow open season for people from Northern Ireland and
Ireland and to let them in, but any Mexicans who want to
make their way across the Texas border will be hunted
down and pursued. We have to be careful not to ask for
special status because we come from here or to claim that,
because half of America believes that it is of Irish or Ulster-
Scots descent, it is all right for us to go ahead. We are

not going to oppose what is being put forward on reform,
but proper systems should be put in place to ensure that
immigration and visa requirements are abided by and dealt
with properly.

Mr Rogers: Given the importance of the issue of the
undocumented, | welcome the opportunity to lend the
SDLP’s support to our exiles in the United States who are
caught up in the immigration debacle.

The SDLP is concerned that the undocumented and those
who encourage them to remain in America can be treated
as criminals. For example, a mother who, when taking her
child to school, gives a lift to the child of an undocumented
family living nearby would be committing a crime. Giving
an undocumented family a lift to church would be a
criminal offence. Employing an undocumented person is
also a criminal offence that carries a severe punishment.

| welcome the motion, but many would ask why Sinn Féin
is getting involved in the US immigration debate. The
research shows that it has not asked many questions in the
Assembly and has asked little in the Dail. Some emigrants
whom | know — friends and past pupils of mine who live
and work in the United States — believe that the reason for
Sinn Féin’s lack of support in the past is the direct result of
that party’s close relationship with senior anti-immigration
reform figures in America. That is a question for Sinn Féin.

Mr Flanagan: | thank the Member for giving way. Does he
really think that someone who is stuck in America and is
watching the debate wants to hear him engage in an attack
on another political party on the issue? Is that really the
way that the SDLP wants to conduct itself in the debate?

Mr Speaker: The Member has a minute added to his time.

Mr Rogers: Thank you. This is not about attacking
anybodyj; it is about the facts.

The SDLP questions the commitment of the First Minister
and the deputy First Minister in raising the plight of the
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undocumented and getting some positive commitment
from the American Administration.

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

Mr McKinney: Given what the Member has said, does he
recognise that there appears to be a distinct difference in
the approaches taken on the matter by the Tanaiste and
the deputy First Minister? That was shown by the deputy
First Minister’s answer to the House last week.

Mr Rogers: Yes. Thanks for the intervention. | would add
that, when | recently asked the First Minister a question
about this, he said:

“we are talking about illegal immigrants rather than the
‘undocumented”. — [Official Report, Bound Volume 87,
p245, col 2].

| find that an incredible way to treat our people. Yes, they
are our people — unionist and nationalist. Americans do
not see any difference in us when we cross the Atlantic; we
are all treated as Irish. If anyone wishes to contradict what
| have said about Sinn Féin during my contribution to the
debate let them give me one example of Gerry Adams or
Martin McGuinness speaking out publicly in support of the
undocumented while visiting the United States.

| consider the SDLP amendment to be completely
necessary as the motion is so outdated. What it calls for
has been worked at and achieved by the Irish-American
groups and through the powerful support of publications
such as the ‘Irish Voice’ and the ‘Irish Emigrant’.

Mr Flanagan: Will the Member give way?
Mr Rogers: No, | will not give way any more.

Mr Flanagan: You asked for Sinn Féin to clarify
something, and you will not give way.

Mr Speaker: Order. Allow the Member to continue.

Mr Rogers: | assure all those involved in the cause that
the undocumented in the United States and their families
here in Ireland fully appreciate the tireless, never-ending
work that has been carried out in preparation for and
during the lobbying process. It is their dearest hope

that those efforts will one day be rewarded. The heavy
lifting has been carried out meticulously by lobbyists,
especially by the Irish ambassador to Washington, Anne
Anderson. Irish America now awaits action on Capitol
Hill. We can best assist the hard-working groups and the
undocumented by calling on the US House leadership to
bring an immigration Bill to the Floor of the House for a vote.

| wish to remind Members that, as we debate the problems
of our exiles in America, my South Down colleagues and

| have been advised of yet another tragic case involving

an undocumented young married man from County Down
who has been locked away in prison. What joy could any
Administration get from incarcerating a young, ready-and-
willing worker in a state prison in America? That young man
has been locked away from his wife and family since July.

There are believed to be 11 million illegal immigrants in

the United States, including up to 50,000 undocumented
Irish. From what | know, each Irish person caught up in this
debacle is working, paying their way and contributing in full
to the fiscal demands of the US Government through their
taxes.

Today, a massive rally in support of immigration reform will
take place in Washington DC. Last Saturday, 5 October,
was known as the National Day of Dignity and Respect

in America, and major rallies took place in over 180 cities
coast to coast. The rallies were organised in an effort to
restart the push for comprehensive immigration reform
led by a group of bipartisan lawmakers earlier this year. At
every event on Saturday the call went out that it was time
for both parties in Congress to put aside their differences
and stop trying to make this a political game. On behalf of
the undocumented in the US, the same principle should
apply in the Assembly. Although our voice is small in
global terms, we must do what we can to help our exiles in
distress and ensure that an immigration Bill comes to the
House of Representatives.

Mr Copeland: | must say that | am somewhat surprised
at the motion tabled by Sinn Féin. The undocumented,

as they have become known, and immigration reform

in the United States are, no matter what we think or

want, matters for the Government and the politicians in
the United States. Therefore, what merit is there in this
House using valuable debating time on an area where we
can effect little change? One in five of our young people
is unemployed, families struggle with rising costs and
welfare reform looms before us. The Assembly must offer
leadership where it can and make a difference, and | am
not sure that we can do that in this case.

No matter what way you couch it, what we are dealing with
here are illegal immigrants. The Ulster Unionist Party is
against illegal immigration in all its forms. We should adopt
a consistent approach to that, and | have no trouble in
saying so.

During Question Time on 23 September, the First Minister
was asked whether he had made representations on

the issue during his recent visit to the United States. His
response was this:

“I do not think that it is a job for me to make
representations — it is for the Irish Government to
deal with Irish passport holders — nor do | think that
it would be right for me to persuade the Congress
or Senate of the United States in these matters.” —
[Official Report, Bound Volume 87, p245, col 2].

| must say that | echo that sentiment. Of course, some
so-called undocumented illegal immigrants have made an
important contribution to the United States, and | am sure
that many in America recognise that. | also welcome the
pathway to US citizenship that already exists.

The motion also highlights the contribution of the Scots
Irish — Ulster Scots, if you prefer — to the political, social,
cultural and economic success of the United States.

That is particularly evident in the fact that 17 of the 43
American presidents were of Ulster ancestry, and the
Ulster Unionist Party is proud of that. Indeed, | am shortly
to meet the American consul to discuss the large numbers
of people who find themselves disbarred from a holiday

at Disneyland because of criminal offences allegedly
committed over the past 30 or 40 years. Incidentally, the
position of consul to Belfast is the oldest continuously
running United States diplomatic posting anywhere in the
world — not to London, not to Dublin, but to Belfast. I will
come to the reasons for that later.
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We believe that there is huge untapped potential in
genealogy tourism. For example, Castlereagh is home to
the only United States military cemetery on the island of
Ireland, which, at one time, held the remains of Private
First Class E Perkins, the first American soldier killed

in the European theatre of operations. | think that it was
Theodore Roosevelt who proudly said that the American
revolution was born in the blood that flowed in the veins of
the members of his family when they manned the walls of
Derry in 1688, which is a big statement.

As | have outlined, the merits of the motion are, in my
view, questionable. | do not think that they are relevant to
us, and | do not see how the Assembly can play any part
in influencing immigration reform in the United States.
That said, we appreciate the help of Richard Haass in
facilitating some of our own solutions. | am not sure that
the US is quite so keen on a reciprocal arrangement

for our help in framing its immigration policy. | think, sir,
that we have troubles enough at home and so little time
to adequately deal with them to become involved in the
internal affairs of the United States Government.

America is famous for a large statute at the entrance to
New York called the Statute of Liberty; its proper name

is “the Statute of Liberty and Freemasonry”, which is not
widely known. Send us your huddled masses, but, please,
make them go through due process and make them abide
by the law in exactly the same way as everybody else is
required to do.

Dr Farry: | support the motion but not without some
caveats. | think that it is appropriate for the item to be
discussed in the Assembly. We have, on occasions,
advised other Governments, including one on this island,
about actions that they should take, so | do not see a major
breach in the approach that has been taken in asking the
United States Government to do something. This is also
an issue that is close to home, in the sense that those
who are undocumented have family members who are
our constituents here in Northern Ireland and elsewhere
on the island. Therefore, it is of direct relevance to our
constituents, whose lives are affected by the fact that
their loved ones cannot come back home legally and then
return to the United States. Therefore, they cannot attend
family occasions, as Phil Flanagan outlined.

| also put it on record that, if anyone has been involved in
violence, including terrorism, there should be extradition
from the United States back to the United Kingdom. That
process has not always worked. However, | believe that
that is a red herring in respect of the wider issue. The vast
majority of people who are undocumented have had no
involvement whatsoever in events at home that none of us
should be proud of.

11.00 am

This is not about us endorsing illegality. Once this issue

is properly addressed in the United States, it is important
that the situation that evolved over the past number of
years is not allowed to develop again. We have a duty here
to advise young people who want to work, initially legally,
in the United States that, if they decide to overstay their
visas, they will put themselves in grave trouble. We should
not allow any young person to go into that situation blindly.

The fact is that there are some 10 million to 11 million
illegals in the United States, including the undocumented

Irish. If the United States pursued the legal process to deal
with every one of those, potentially leading to deportation,
its legal system would be clogged for centuries. The
resources are not there to process that number of people.
So, from the perspective of the United States, a pragmatic
solution has to be found to address illegal immigration.

Mr P Ramsey: | thank the Member for giving way. |
appreciate his contribution to the debate. He spoke about
the crisis of somebody in America, maybe when a family
member died at home and they cannot come home. It

is also the case that many young men in America with
medical problems will not, for fear of deportation, go to
hospital. We know the case of John Thompson, from
Garvagh, who lost his life just a few years ago. If he had
sought medical care, he would be alive today.

Mr Speaker: The Member has an extra minute.

Dr Farry: Thank you, Mr Speaker. Mr Ramsey makes his
point well, and | echo the aspect that he added to the debate.

The United States has a long and proud track record of
immigration. It had very much an open-door policy until the
1920s and, since then, employed much more restrictive
practices. There has been a long tradition of emigration
from the island of Ireland to the United States, and that
continues. As a liberal, | believe in open borders for
people, goods and services.

Obviously, we want to keep our people in Northern Ireland
and on the island. Although it is good for people to get
wider opportunities to see the world, we should always
remind ourselves that our first duty is to constantly work
on improving the economy at home and creating more
employment opportunities. | believe that the Executive are
seized of that issue. Creating more opportunities for young
people here is very much in our mind as we look to an
investment conference this week.

Nevertheless, we have to address the situation as we
find it. Those who tabled the motion are overgenerous

in saying that there is bipartisan support for immigration
reform. Lessons were learned on the back of the 2012
election about how people voted, which the president
was certainly aware of. The Senate has now endorsed
immigration reform on a bipartisan basis but the House of
Representatives is clearly not taking up the issue.

Although border security is important for the United States,
putting it first misses the point in that there are huge
business, economic and social issues for finding a path of
legality for as many people as they can. There are health
and welfare issues, as well as issues about formalising
unofficial employment. The Hispanic community, in
particular, is the backbone of many services in the United
States, and many sectors of the economy depend on
unofficial immigrant labour.

It is fine to talk about trying to resolve this issue in
isolation, which, in some ways, may be a simpler issue
politically for some. | would not be unwelcoming of that
eventuality, but we have to remember here that this is
best done as part of comprehensive immigration reform in
the United States that addresses the needs of the entire
community —

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

Dr Farry: — including the massive Hispanic community.
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Mr Boylan: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Combhairle.
Beidh mé ag labhairt i bhfahbar an ruin. | welcome the
opportunity to speak in favour of the motion. | remind
Members that, as far as Sinn Féin and | go, my maiden
speech was on the same subject. | feel very strongly about
it. It is sad that some contributions have already been
negative. That is a negative start to a debate on what
people out there are looking for from the Assembly, which
is support for reform. That is what it is about.

| can speak personally about this because | have family
members who are now citizens over there, but | remember
a time when they had difficulties. Therefore, | know the
difficulties they experienced. Let us leave the legal side
aside. When we get into that, we get into meanings and
everything else. Let us leave that aside and talk about

the human reality of what those people face. This is what
| want to contribute to the debate. People do not see

that side. Until you live it and experience it, you do not
realise exactly what is going on. Not long ago, we had a
meeting attended by a number of parties. Members sitting
here now who have spoken or will speak in the debate
supported those people making the case for reform in the
States. | want to try to keep my comments positive. What
we want to try to achieve is broad support from the House
on the matter.

At the heart of the motion is recognition of the extent of
human suffering and hardship that is being felt by many
families owing to the current circumstances of many
migrant Irish workers in America and the uncertainty that,
for many, blights their very existence. Over the years,
many people have left these shores for various reasons.
The majority of them left primarily in pursuit of better
employment and economic opportunities. Many of those
souls have accumulated in the United States.

The people of this island have had a long, historical
association with America. They have made a rich
contribution to the fabric of that country economically,
physically, socially and culturally. Their contribution has
created a lasting and enduring bond between our countries
and their peoples. It is the closeness and familiarity that is
created by that bond that continues to cause many people
from here to gravitate towards the United States. Although
those people continue to make a positive and meaningful
contribution to the American economy, many have no
formal immigration status there. It is estimated that some
50,000 to 70,000 undocumented Irish immigrants currently
live in the United States.

| want to thank the Assembly Library team for its research
paper. | will refer to a wee piece from it. It states that
immigrants are entrepreneurial and create jobs in the
United States and that they started 25% of the highest-
growing companies between 1990 and 2005.

That is the contribution that immigrants have made to

the United States. Part of that contribution was made

by Irish people. For the vast majority, the very fact that
they cannot come home creates significant difficulties for
them. The opportunity to return home to visit relatives is
never an option. People cannot come home for funerals,
weddings and special occasions. | want to put on record
my suggestion, which is to support freedom of movement.
We are calling for that today, as well as supporting the
motion. | am disappointed that Members are trying to
score political points on the issue. People are in the Public
Gallery today to watch us and look for our support. | hope

that other Members who contribute and respond to the
debate will support the motion fully. | will leave it at that.
Go raibh mile maith agat.

Mrs D Kelly: |, too, support the motion. From a very
human perspective, we should all be compassionate to
those who are separated — often because of the lack of
economic opportunity here in their homeland. They have
had to travel great distances to build a life and a better
future for themselves. That is a matter of some regret. |
ask that Members show some compassion when they vote
on the motion. This is not an issue that affects only one
community or the other, and the House should unite on it.

| pay tribute to the successive Irish Governments and, in
particular, to the Taoiseach and the Tanaiste who made
representations on behalf of the undocumented Irish over
the summer months, and, indeed, to the senators and
lobby groups, which Mr Flanagan referred to in his opening
comments, that have worked tirelessly on behalf of the
many people affected.

| think that it was Senator Edward Kennedy who said

back in the 1960s that the issue around immigration was
disproportionate against the Irish at the time. In more
recent months, President Obama, speaking about a White
House report published earlier this year, stated:

“the report finds that the Senate-passed bipartisan
immigration reform bill:

Strengthens the overall economy and grows U.S.
GDP: Independent studies affirm that commonsense
immigration reform will increase economic growth.

The Congressional Budget Office (CBQO) estimated
that enacting the Senate immigration reform bill will
increase real GDP relative to current law projections
by 3.3 percent in 2023 and 5.4 percent in 2033 — an
increase of roughly $700 billion in 2023 and $1.4 trillion
in 2033 in today’s dollars. A larger labor force; higher
productivity and investment; and stronger technology,
tourism, hospitality, agriculture, and housing industries
are just some of the key ways that immigration reform
strengthens the U.S. economy.”

| think that President Obama finished by saying that
immigration reform is common sense.

| ask the House to display some element of common sense
and humanity in assisting those who find themselves in
such unfortunate circumstances. Indeed, we know only
too well the importance of the Irish vote when it comes

to presidential elections. Those who suggest that what is
said in the House will have no bearing on Irish America are
deluding themselves. This affects people from right across
our communities. We all represent people who have found
themselves facing this set of circumstances. | ask —

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

Mr Dallat: Does the Member agree with me that, despite
the American Government’s particular interest in Northern
Ireland for many years, there has been a failure to
recognise that something called the Troubles happened,
when young people from both communities fled this
country, not because they were on the run but because it
was dangerous for them to remain in the areas they came
from, so their only option was to leave, and that it is wrong
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that when those people are caught now, they are put into
orange boiler suits and thrown in jail?

Mr Speaker: The Member has an added minute.

Mrs D Kelly: The Member’s contribution was quite
passionate. | am sure that he knows people who have
found themselves in that situation. | recently spoke to a
family whose son was detained for over two months, and
they had no knowledge of his whereabouts. We know only
too well about the decisions that families took to keep
their young people, particularly young men, away from the
violence that erupted here over 30 years. |, therefore, ask
Members to take all those matters into consideration when
they vote on the motion.

Mr P Ramsey: It was not my intention to speak in the
debate, but | feel that it is important to reflect some of the
issues raised by my constituents who live in the States at
the minute. | think that John Dallat is quite right: during
the conflict in Northern Ireland, many hundreds, if not
thousands, of young people left because of the conflict
and because they wanted a better way of life. It was not
just Catholics in the Bogside who did so; it was Protestants
from the Shankill Road and across Northern Ireland.

Like Dolores Kelly, | encourage Members to support the
motion. It is apolitical; it is a very humane motion that is
trying to deliver, first of all, a bit of peace of mind to the
many thousands of young people who find themselves in
America, some of whom we know or are relatives of ours
in some way.

| think that Members have missed the point. Some
acknowledged the contribution that Irish or Scotch-

Irish people have made in the United States. All those
who went in the past, including those connected to the
American presidency, were illegal immigrants themselves
in different times and circumstances. They felt the need
to cross the Atlantic, as did many people in Northern
Ireland in particular, to secure employment. That was the
main reason. It was not for any selfish reason but was to
find sustenance to send back to their families, and young
people continue to do that.

11.15 am

| was in America in March with Alasdair McDonnell and
Alex Attwood, and we met senior departmental and state
officials. This issue was high on the agenda because we
felt that the onus was on us to put the message across and
to give support to the families back home. As the Minister
said, although he was speaking as a private Member, there
are families in Northern Ireland that are desperate to see
their sons and daughters, who may be coming of age, with
parents getting older or having chronic illnesses. Some
parents may never see their sons or daughters again.
Unfortunately, some families may have lost a son or a
daughter, and they cannot come back home for the wake
or funeral. We are also dealing with that context.

The SDLP has been very consistent over the years, and

| acknowledge the role of a former colleague P J Bradley,
who was very firm on the issue and is probably texting
away at the minute to make sure that we get the right
messages across. | acknowledge PJ’s contribution. This
has been a long, long journey for so many people across
the island of Ireland. | say to my colleagues the unionist
Members: this is not a religious issue. It is about decency.
| referred earlier to a young man, John Thompson from

Garvagh, who, like many others, made a significant
contribution, was paying his taxes and so on, but did not
have a green card. He was in America for seven years.
How many more young people do we want to go down that
road and be frightened that, if they go to a hospital or a
doctor, they will be served with papers to deport them to
Ireland?

People said that it is not an appropriate motion, but | think
that it is. | think that the latest figures show that nearly
1,000 people a week are leaving the shores of Ireland
because of the recession. It is no longer because of any
conflict. Our employment figures in Northern Ireland are
high and are worse than those in any other region. In
some cross-border regions, including my constituency,
unemployment is 3% higher than in any other constituency
in Northern Ireland.

Mr D Bradley: | thank the Member for giving way. Does
he agree that, quite often, the wrong impression is given
of the young Irish people who are in America? They are
sometimes portrayed as a burden on American society
whereas they are, in fact, a valuable asset, as Mrs Kelly
pointed out. They contribute to the economy, create jobs,
contribute to cultural and sporting life in America and,

as such, should be given due recognition as citizens in
America.

Mr Speaker: The Member has a minute added to his time.

Mr P Ramsey: | welcome Dominic Bradley’s contribution.
It is important that the Members opposite reflect on that.

The Bill that is going through its stages in America will give
temporary legal status to immigrants who arrived without
documentation before 31 December 2011. It is not for
people who are travelling but for people who, historically,
have been in America leading up to that date. That will
allow them to work and travel without fear, with the proper
documentation. It will also enable them to live without
fear of deportation, which so many face. If they are guilty
of anything or there is anything on their character either
here or there, they will not get those papers. It is about
ordinary, decent people who have travelled to America to
try to create a better opportunity for themselves and their
families back home. We will do the decent thing today and
give consensual support to the Sinn Féin motion. Itis a
worthy motion that will be well received by thousands of
families not only in Northern Ireland but on the island of
Ireland.

Mr McElduff: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Combhairle.
Ba mhaith liom mo bhuiochas a ghabhail le gach ball

den Chomhthiondl seo a labhair ar an run seo. | thank all
Members who spoke to the motion. Ba mhaith liom crioch
a chur leis an diospoireacht seo. My job is to bring this to a
conclusion.

The proposer of the motion, Phil Flanagan, made a
number of interesting points about progress being made
but there still being a long way to go. He talked about
70,000 people from the island of Ireland who are directly
affected by this in the United States, and he put that in
the context of his constituency of Fermanagh and South
Tyrone, which contains, roughly, that number of people.
He talked about people missing family and community
events and focused on the issue of freedom of movement.
Another theme of his speech was the social damage that
emigration does to families.
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| commend Phil Flanagan for hosting an event, some
months ago, in room 342 in this Building. Members of other
parties attended; of course, they did. It was addressed by,
among others, Fianna Fail Senator Mark Daly; Bundoran
Sinn Féin councillor Michael McMahon; and others,

by video link, from the United States, including Kieran
Staunton.

There was an intervention from Jim Allister, who wanted
to know who these people are that we are talking about.
Members explained that we are talking about real
people from this community, many of whom are, in fact,
employers. Phil concluded by calling on the Speaker to
write to Speaker Boehner to the effect that this House is
supportive.

Paul Girvan emphasised the need to comply with visa
requirements. He did not want an open season. Of course,
everybody can subscribe to that. He acknowledged

that local people had made positive contributions to the
economy of the United States. When he talked about
“local people”, | thought about people from my community,
such as Pat Donaghy from Carrickmore, who left here in
the 1950s and formed a company called Structure Tone,
which is now one of the biggest construction companies
in New York. | also thought of Fay Devlin, who formed a
company called Eurotech, in New York as well. They are
major employers that do not fall into the “undocumented”
category, but | am sure that many who have worked for
them on the east coast of the United States do.

Other Members wondered how relevant this is. Most
Members, | think, attested to its absolute relevance. For
those who are wondering about that, emigration to the
United States has been and is massive from places, not
least from my own County Tyrone. Many have gone to
Philadelphia and New York.

Sean Rogers spoke next, and he started by talking about
people not deserving to be criminalised for giving a lift to
an undocumented person or for assisting such a person

in any way. | was disappointed that Sean Rogers accused
Sinn Féin of minimal involvement. | felt that he was being
negative for the sake of it. It was the only really discordant
note in the debate, and | do not think that it was warranted,
because the evidence is to the contrary. Rather than cite it
here and now, | will say that even a quick Google check on
interventions by our party leadership over the decades in
the United States would attest to that fact. The involvement
of Sean Crowe, our TD in Dublin; the involvement of
councillor Michael McMahon and of Gerry Adams and
Martin McGuinness — all of them have spoken about this
issue ad nauseam at the highest level in the United States.
| will write, personally, to Sean Rogers with evidence

of Sinn Féin’s involvement in this debate, rather than it
becoming a major theme in my reply.

Mrs D Kelly: Ad nauseam.
Mr McElduff: Aye.

The issue does not belong to any single party. It does
not belong to Sinn Féin. It belongs to us all, and that is
one of the reasons why | mentioned Senator Mark Daly
in particular, who has made a brilliant contribution to this
campaign, to date. My colleague from South Down, Chris
Hazzard, is in Washington and is raising the issue with
people of influence there where he can do so.

Michael Copeland said that we have enough of our own
worries, but we have not abandoned our people who have
emigrated either. It is not a waste of time, and | think that
most Members agree. Stephen Farry felt that it was an
appropriate item to be discussed, but wondered whether
we were being too optimistic in describing the support of
the Republicans and the Democrats in the United States
as a bipartisan approach.

Cathal Boylan referred to the human reality and cited
personal, family and community experiences. He reminded
us that immigrants are often entrepreneurial, and he
painted the scenario of people who wish to come home for
family funerals. He also supported the call for freedom of
movement.

Dolores Kelly paid tribute to the Irish Government at
various levels and emphasised that Obama’s support for
immigration reform is acknowledged and crucial. She
described it as being common sense and humanitarian.
John Dallat wondered why people left, and then provided
the explanation of economic disadvantage, effects of the
conflict, and so on. Pat Ramsey said that for someone to
go to a hospital or doctor’s appointment only to possibly
face the prospect of being sent home is too difficult for
many families to countenance. Dominic Bradley said
that it would be wrong to characterise young people who
emigrate from here as a burden on any society; rather,
they are often an asset.

The tone of the debate was generally good, although |

was very disappointed with one discordant note that was
completely unnecessary and certainly out of character
from my knowledge of Sean Rogers to date. | felt that there
was absolutely no need to end the common approach
here. | welcome the fact that Members opposite have
declared that they will not oppose the motion.

Question put and agreed to.
Resolved:

That this Assembly acknowledges the large number

of people who have emigrated from across the island
of Ireland to make a new life in America,; notes the
positive influence that Irish and Scots-Irish immigrants
have had on the political, social, cultural and economic
success of the United States of America; further notes
with deep concern the continuing hardships endured
by the undocumented in America; welcomes the
bipartisan approach taken by American politicians to
deal with the issue of immigration reform; and supports
the call for the introduction of legislation to deal with
immigration reform, including a pathway to citizenship
for the undocumented.
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(Mr Principal Deputy Speaker [Mr Mitchel McLaughlin]
in the Chair)

Royal Mail

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

Mr Attwood: | beg to move

That this Assembly considers Royal Mail to be a vital
public service; notes with concern the added costs
to Northern Ireland businesses and consumers if the
universal service obligation and uniform pricing are
withdrawn as a result of privatisation, which could
result in reductions in the wages of the lowest paid
workers and other multiple negative impacts on
prices, services and standards, including the future
provision of rural postal services critical for isolated
communities, the elderly and other rural dwellers; and
calls on the coalition Government to abandon their
proposals.

| wish to acknowledge three things, the first being that

the co-sponsor of the motion, Stephen Agnew, is not in

the House today. He is overseas. However, we spent
some time drafting and shaping the motion together. He
sponsored the Communication Workers Union (CWU)
meeting here last week and | know that he will fully support
the motion and all those who speak in favour of it.

| also acknowledge the trade union and the workers. One
thing that struck me powerfully at last week’s meeting
was the high level of wisdom and responsibility outlined
by the trade union on behalf of the workforce and the
acknowledgement that there are changed circumstances.
We live in different times than was the case 20, 30 or 40
years ago, and the model of public ownership needs to
be adjusted and changed. That can be done in a very
successful and powerful way. That came across, not just
at the meeting last week, but in the wider commentary
around this proposal from the unions.

| acknowledge the workforce, whose argument is not about
protecting vested interests or clinging to public ownership
for its own sake; it is about the best character and nature
of public service for Royal Mail at this time.

11.30 am

Two weeks ago, John Dallat replied to the debate on the
Driver and Vehicle Agency (DVA) motion. All who were

in the Chamber on that occasion will remember what
happened at the end of the debate, when those in the
Public Gallery who were representing the DVA workers
from Coleraine stood and applauded. That was certainly
the finest moment in the Chamber since the summer
recess. Arguably, it was the finest moment of this mandate.
For all the controversy and conflict that characterises this
Chamber all too often these days, the Assembly spoke
as one and showed its best authority on that occasion by
standing in solidarity with working people and ensuring
that devolution relates to the experience and challenges
of people’s daily lives. | trust that that spirit will inform this
debate.

| will outline five arguments about what is planned and
ongoing, and which may be confirmed by the British
Government by the end of this week. We hope that, at the
end of this week, it will not be the case that the flotation will
be confirmed and part of the business sold off. | will make
five arguments about why it is a deeply flawed and foolish
enterprise by the coalition Government.

Royal Mail is more than a business with a profit and loss
account. It is more than its great workers. It is more than
a universal postal delivery service, six days a week at

a common price. It is very much part of the fabric of our
society. It is a societal element that, in providing a public
service, creates cohesion. It includes people who might
otherwise, for geographical or other reasons, feel a sense
of exclusion. It encourages and enables business and
trade, and it gives quality to the life of all aspects of our
society. If the model that that service provides is part of the
character and quality of the lives that we lead, it should be
changed only after proper consideration and wisdom.

Why should the model not be changed in the way in which
the British Government are imposing? First, it may have
been an argument 10, 20 or 30 years ago that some
models of public ownership were not all that they should
have been. That argument does not prevail when it comes
to this service because it is a model of public ownership
that works, and is working better. It is a public service that,
as the unions acknowledge, needs to further change and
modernise.

Secondly, the most recent audited profits were in excess of
£400 million, the pension deficit issue is being addressed,
and there is proof that the service is adjusting to the
changed market conditions and the changed nature of
commerce, not least the growth in parcel delivery. All those
factors demonstrate that that public service is adjusting,
changing and modernising. They also demonstrate that

it is a public service that should be retained in public
ownership to ensure that that model, which | believe is the
best model to manage services generally, is even more
successful and sustainable in the future.

Thirdly, it is becoming abundantly clear that the British
Government shaped the sale of the service to attract
private investors. By luring in big corporations, especially
corporate interest from outside Britain and Northern
Ireland, to buy what is on offer, there will be a £1 billion
shortfall in what the actual value of the service might be
when it is sold. That demonstrates the true purpose of
this exercise, which is to undervalue in order to attract
investors, for whom, because the service has been
undervalued, the price of shares will go up. At that time,
the British Government will again step in and sell the rest
of the business to the private investor world. That is what
is driving this particular flotation: low pricing to encourage
big investors to encourage the price to go up to enable the
Government to sell off the residue of what remains. That is
flawed logic and a flawed strategy, and it will come back in
the face of the public service.

The fourth argument is that, on the far side of this, when
this service is in private hands and is modelled to create
profits, there is an inevitability about what the service

will look like. To engineer and create further profit for a
privately owned business, the new practices to cut costs
will come in. You only have to look at the experience in
London, where some of the service has been privatised, to
see the practices of TNT around zero-hours contracts, pay
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rates and cherry-picking of the business. Looking at that,
you will understand that, after full privatisation, you will
see the full impact of what privatisation will mean, despite
what statutory guarantees there might be at this stage.

In that space, the universal service will be jeopardised,
come under stress and get fundamentally squeezed and
compromised. In that space, a six-day-a-week service at
a common price to all parts of Britain and Northern Ireland
will be compromised as sure as night follows day.

Why are the British Government doing this now? This is
the fifth point. They are motivated by the need to get more
balance with their internal budget, and they are sacrificing
a successful public enterprise that, compared even with
recent years, is more and more successful. The decision is
driven by budget and, on the far side of the sale, it will be
driven by profit.

All that will come home to this part of Ireland. Why?
Because the character of Northern Ireland is different.
One of the great wonders of this part of these islands

is the rural and dispersed nature of our society. That is
reflected and needs to be reflected in all sorts of public
policy, including housing strategy, planning strategy or
industrial strategy, although the experience of Stream last
week indicates that is not necessarily signed up to by all.
To deepen the rural, dispersed character and nature of our
society, you need to maintain public services and, after
privatisation of this public service, it will be our people in
the rural areas —

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

Mr Attwood: — who will see first the excesses of what the
British Government are now proposing.

Mr McQuillan: | declare an interest as a member of the
Royal Mail pension scheme. | support the motion as an
MLA for the largely rural constituency of East Londonderry,
and | thank the Members for securing the debate. |
apologise that | could not attend last week’s event in
Stormont held by the union.

The first paragraph of the Government’s paper ‘Royal Mail:
Sale of Shares’ states:

“The Government’s primary objective in relation to
Royal Mail and postal market reforms is to safeguard
the universal postal service in the UK. The one-price-
goes-anywhere, six-days-a-week universal postal
service provided by Royal Mail is part of the social and
economic fabric of the United Kingdom. Royal Mail is
the only company currently capable of providing this
service which is vital to consumers, businesses and
the UK economy.”

| begin, therefore, by asking the obvious question: why
sell it off? Royal Mail is like any other public service and
should be protected. It is a front line service for a vast
number of the population of the United Kingdom, including
in Northern Ireland.

As a former Royal Mail worker, | have seen at first hand
just how beneficial the postal service is, especially in rural
areas such as east Londonderry. The Post Office provides
local communities with a large range of services that would
not be there unless you lived in a large town or city. The
service is central to any rural environment, where people
can be cut off and isolated from the rest of society. Royal

Mail is a lifeline to many people, especially those who are
elderly and live in isolated areas. Maybe the only person
they see from day to day is the postman or postwoman.

The decision to sell off and destroy the postal service

is shameful, and that is what the reforms will do. It is

ironic that the Government are prepared to do that to an
organisation that has only worked to the benefit of the
general public, while billions of taxpayers’ money has

been and still is being pumped into banks and bankers still
receive large bonuses. It appears to me that those who are
hard-working and deliver an actual public service will be
penalised by these reforms.

Mrs D Kelly: | thank the Member for giving way and

for acknowledging the valuable contribution to rural
communities that the Post Office workers give. In the light
of today’s report that social services and home helps are
only able to provide 15 minutes, the additional familiar
face of the postman is even more important with such a
decrease in other public services.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: The Member has an extra
minute.

Mr McQuillan: Thank you. | could not agree more with the
Member opposite. | agree with everything she said.

The universal service, along with universal fixed pricing
across the United Kingdom, must be maintained for and
by the public. It is a public service, and the public must
therefore have a say. At the moment, it just appears to be
the elite in London who are making the decision to suit
their ideological standards. The privatisation of Royal Mail
will have a tremendous impact on those living in some of
the most rural and isolated parts of the United Kingdom;
that is a fact. There is not enough money to sustain such a
service if it is privatised. Such a service could be offered
at an extensive cost that most people in rural areas on a
low income would not be able to afford. If the Government
can give us a guarantee that universal service, along with
universal fixed pricing, will be maintained, that may cause
us to look at it differently. However, they have not, which is
why we are discussing it today. | know that Ofcom has said
that the Government have given a commitment up until the
end of their mandate, but that is not good enough for me,
and | do not think we should accept it.

The Government may have announced their plans to sell
off at the end of this year, but it is not too late for Ministers
to pause and reconsider the damaging impact of the

sale. My other worry is that this is a trial run for selling off
the Post Office network, and we cannot let that happen.
Indeed, we should encourage the increase of government
services and make sure that post offices retain their
central role in the provision of pensions and benefits. |
want to make it very clear that the sell-off will cost jobs
right across the Province.

Mr Campbell: | thank the Member for giving way. A

few moments ago he asked why the Government were
proceeding with the move to sell off Royal Mail. At the
weekend there was a report in some of the financial press
indicating that the price at which Royal Mail shares will
probably be offered, even at the upper end of the price
range, will probably underestimate the value of Royal Mail
by as much £1 billion. Therefore, we see exactly why the
Government are selling it off: it is an attempt to bring in
punters at a lower price in order to get more of them on
board the gravy train.
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Mr McQuillan: | certainly agree with everything that my
colleague from East Londonderry has said. It leads you to
wonder why Royal Mail is being sold off. We in Northern
Ireland do not have the advantage that the south-eastern
parts of the mainland have, being densely populated areas
where there is a huge economic advantage — hence it is
affordable — as well as the ability of the private sector to
turn a profit in order to maintain an existence.

For generations, Britain has prided itself on helping those
in hardship and those at a disadvantage. The move to
privatise Royal Mail will not only hit those unfortunate
enough to be in such a position. | support the motion and
ask the House to support it.

11.45 am

Mr Boylan: Go raibh maith agat, a Phriomh-LeasCheann
Combhairle. Ba mhaith liom labhairt i bhfabhar an ruin. | will
speak in favour of the motion. | thank the proposer of the
motion, who has articulated the points very well. | have

to declare an interest: | worked in the postal service for

a number of years, and | want to take the opportunity to
thank the good people of Kingsmill, Whitecross, Ballymyre
and Glenanne. | had the privilege of spending a few years
on a rural run in my part of the constituency at that time. |
know only too well the significance of the universal service
obligation (USO) to people in rural areas.

| understand that, for business to grow and survive in
today’s climate, it must invest and modernise to meet the
needs of an ever-growing technological age. The proposer
of the motion mentioned that Royal Mail was a profitable
company, with profits of over £400 million. In my time, |

did not see very much investment in it. At its meeting last
week, the CWU outlined how successful and profitable
the company was. It is as if Royal Mail is being run down,
instead of investing for the future. That is the point that
union members were trying to make.

Most of my contribution will be on the USO and the impact
that privatisation will have on the workers. Having been
one of those workers, | know how privatisation will impact
on the ground. | know that there are other Members
present who have worked in the postal service.

| wish to talk about the rural areas. Without proper
broadband provision or, in some cases, mobile phone
coverage in remote rural areas, rural people and
businesses are totally reliant on the telephone and a daily
postal delivery to compete in the market. | am aware that
many people travel to their nearest post office or sub-post
office for transactions and everyday essentials, although
not everyone is in a position to do that.

| will now concentrate on the universal service obligation.
It says in the proposals that that will be protected for a
period, and, at Question Time in Westminster, a Member
said that the statute would not be changed unless it went
before the House. However, clearly, somebody here is
saying that there is another process that could be used
to change the statute and the obligations — through the
Committees. | would be very concerned if that were the
case. Having spoken to some of the workers and to the
CWU, | know that they have been told that jobs will be
protected for three years and that there will be a 10-year
agreement on postal service delivery and working with the
Post Office network. | do not believe that that will be the
case. If it were to be privatised, it would be cherry-picked,

and rural people would lose the six-days-a-week delivery.
That is what would happen under privatisation. There is

a proposal to go from six days to five, and | think that that
would happen. Deliveries to rural people would be cut,
there is no doubt about it. Having worked in the system
and knowing how services are delivered in rural areas,

| can say that there is no doubt that services would be
cherry-picked. Even at present, the cost of getting parcels
delivered is quite expensive. Some of the companies that
undertake private delivery at the moment will not go to
some remote rural areas. That is one element.

In the last few seconds, | want to talk about the other
element. At the moment, there is a well-paid workforce

in Royal Mail, and it has a very good work ethic and
ethos in delivering services for the people. If there were
privatisation, there would certainly be job losses. There is
no doubt about that.

Mr Elliott: Coming from a very rural area of Fermanagh
and South Tyrone, | understand and appreciate, as do
many other Members, the value of the services delivered
by postmen, postwomen and all who deliver the mail. It
is not just the delivery service but the wider community
aspect that is important. | appreciate having the
opportunity to have input to the debate.

| cannot talk specifically about staff, as | am not as aware
as Members who have declared an interest as a former
employee. It will clearly have a significant impact. | heard
that at the union event held last week in this Building, at
which members of staff clearly outlined the problems that
they envisage for staff throughout the service.

| understand the service that is provided by the Post Office
and by the system. To me, the privatisation is a reduction
in the provision of service. | have looked at other aspects
of government agencies that have been privatised over
the past number of years, and | realise, first, that the cost
of the service has significantly increased in many areas
and, secondly — this is a personal opinion, and others can
disagree if they so wish — there has been a reduction in
the service provided by the agencies and organisations
that have now become private. We must remember that,
when an area like this is privatised, the shareholders are
then in control of it, and they want to make money out of

it. They drive the change and drive the profitability of it,
and that is something that we need to be mindful of. Is

that what this is about? Is it about driving profitability for
businesses and private investors who want to increase
their profits every year, whether that is personal profits or
business profits?

Mr Campbell: | thank the Member for giving way. He has
just outlined an important point. It will probably be the case
that, tomorrow or the day after, assuming that the process
is completed, the Government will announce that hundreds
of thousands or maybe even a couple of million people
have applied for Royal Mail shares. The Government

will then sell that as a huge success for working-class
capitalism. What they do not tell us is that, within two or
three years, it is inevitable that the small shareholder will
sell out at a small 10% or 15% gain, and the hedge funds,
the big boys and the city men and women will then take the
decisions that affect the Royal Mail, not the one and a half
or two million punters who buy in at the early stages.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: The Member has an extra
minute.
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Mr Elliott: Thank you very much, Principal Deputy Speaker.
| agree with Mr Campbell on that very point. We have seen
that over and over again. It is not something new. We have
experience of it from other organisations that have been
privatised in this way, so we are very aware of it.

| have one major question: what other options have been
considered? What have they tried to do internally in the
postal service and Post Office to improve the service, to
make it more efficient and to make it a better service for
the wider community? | have been given no explanation
of how they have tried to deliver on that or to change the
system or to make the amendments that may help, first,
the staff; secondly, the service; and, thirdly and most
important, the consumer, the members of the general
public who deserve the proper and efficient service that
we all want to see.

| read in some of the notes from the Post Office that it is
suggesting that the six-day postal deliveries will continue
and will be part of the contract, but how long will that last?
| recall when another service was privatised — BT — there
was an indication that it would provide repairs and repair
lines seven days a week. Now that does not happen. |
know that, when your phone goes off, it will not come out
and repair it at the weekends because it says that it is no
longer an essential service and it does not have to do it.
What | see here is the serious potential for a reduction

in service, and, coming from the rural constituency of
Fermanagh and South Tyrone, | believe that that will be
very important, and it will be a downgrading of the entire
community service that is provided here by the postal
service.

Mr Lyttle: | support the motion on behalf of the Alliance
Party and as the current chairperson of the recently
established all-party Assembly group on postal issues.
It has been established to consider the challenges and
opportunities for postal issues here in Northern Ireland,
and | am grateful to the Members who have shown their
support for the group already, including the Deputy
Chairperson, Pam Brown MLA. The all-party Assembly
group on postal issues will hold two meetings next week,
and | encourage MLAs to take that opportunity to meet key
stakeholders around this important issue.

As many Members have said, Royal Mail postal services
are absolutely vital on many levels. There is, of course,

a need to continue to develop its business model and for
investment, but it is not for the Government to sidestep
their responsibility to make that investment. Although the
public sector has a lot to learn from the private sector, it is
just wrong to assume that the only solution to public sector
reform is privatisation. It is welcome that the new Minister
of Finance has set out an ambitious vision for public sector
innovation in Northern Ireland.

The universal price and universal service — one price, six
days a week, to anywhere in the UK — is vital to people
across this community. It is a service for the people, and
it should belong to the people. Although reassurances
have been given that this vital service obligation would be
protected under privatisation, it is a key concern whether
that will be upheld outside public ownership. The Alliance
Party, therefore, has consistently opposed the proposal.

| welcome the cross-party support on the issue. The
Assembly will hopefully send out a united message today.
It is also important for us to acknowledge openly that the

process is now at a very late stage. | emphasise, therefore,
that stopping the process will require united and immediate
action. | want to hear more about the action that parties
have taken on the issue.

My colleague and Alliance Party MP for East Belfast,
Naomi Long, opposed the UK Government legislation to
privatise Royal Mail — the Postal Services Act 2011 — and
has continued to work on the issue since. Naomi has made
representations to the relevant UK Minister, Michael Fallon
MP, stressing Alliance Party concerns about the potential
impact of privatisation on isolated communities, older
people, businesses, staff and the Post Office in Northern
Ireland if the cost and availability of postal services

cannot be protected. Minister Fallon’s response has not
convinced us, as a party, that privatisation is the best for
cost of service and the availability of Royal Mail and postal
services in Northern Ireland. The Alliance Party also has
significant concerns about the potential consequences of
privatisation for the Post Office network.

Mr Dallat: Does the Member acknowledge that SDLP MPs
have also taken part in the debates at Westminster and
opposed the sale?

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: The Member will have an
extra minute.

Mr Lyttle: | thank the Member for his intervention. |
absolutely recognise that; it is in line with the need for
cross-party, united action on the issue.

As | was saying, the Alliance Party also has significant
concerns about the potential impact on the Post Office
network, which is a separate business but relies heavily
on mail services. It has not seen delivery from the
Government on their commitment to make post offices
more of a front office for government services across

the UK. My colleague Naomi Long MP presented those
concerns to the UK Government Under-Secretary of
State for Employment Relations and Consumer Affairs,
Jo Swinson. It is my understanding that the National
Federation of SubPostmasters is also calling for the
proposed privatisation to be stopped until a fuller appraisal
of its potential impact on its services has been conducted.

We also heard that city experts have suggested that the
Government may have undervalued the business by as
much as £1 billion. It is a profitable business that made
£440 million last year, which only adds to the perception
and concern that the Government’s proposals have been
hastily hatched and badly judged. That was certainly the
opinion of the CWU at a briefing in Parliament Buildings
last week. It highlighted the possible impact on wages and
conditions for workers in the postal industry, which should
be another area of concern for the Assembly.

The united message that the Assembly will hopefully send
out today will be welcome. The Alliance Party believes
that retaining Royal Mail in public ownership will give
taxpayers an ongoing direct interest in the maintenance of
universal postal services, help to safeguard Royal Mail’'s
vital link with the Post Office and ensure that taxpayers get
to share in the modernisation and increased profits that
Royal Mail delivers. The process is at a very late stage,
but it is not complete. The Alliance Party has consistently
supported postal services and adds its voice to the call

of the Assembly on the UK Government to abandon

this proposal and to make the investments and policy
decisions necessary to maintain the Royal Mail and Post
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Office network that is so vital to the life of so many in this
community.

12.00 noon

Mr Storey: |, too, support the motion. It should not go
unnoticed outside the confines of the Chamber that, in

a very short space of time, the House has been able to
come to a place where it has an agreed motion on an issue
of great concern. Nor should it pass our gaze that both of
these issues emanate from decisions that are being taken
by the Government at Westminster. We will come on to
that in a moment or two.

| welcome the fact that we are having a debate in the
Chamber today for a number of reasons. First, we should
not lose sight of the fact that Royal Mail has provided a
service to the people of the United Kingdom for almost
500 years. While history and sentiment are all well and
good, the concerns and fears of those employed by

Royal Mail, in particular, need to be taken on board and
seriously considered. We, as a local Assembly, should be
concerned about any plan that changes the nature and

the operational ability of our public service. The Member
who has just spoken mentioned that the current Finance
Minister has recently made some comments about that.
The House is well aware that, if the Minister of Education
were to approve proposals in the House, the public service
would be affected in that we would see the loss of teachers
from our schools. So, we should not be partial on this
issue. We should ensure that, in every case where we
value the public service that is being given, we take all
possible steps to mitigate any long-term effects.

We also have a duty to raise the concerns of the staff of
Royal Mail. The reasons have been set out very well and
very clearly by its union. | commend its members for the
briefing that we had last week in the House and for the
work that they have done and the information that they
have provided for us. If we look at the end-to-end service
that is being provided currently by other providers in
regions in the United Kingdom, we see that it is abundantly
clear that those workers are not being treated in the

way that we would like to see the current staff of Royal
Mail being treated. There are zero-hours contracts, for
instance, and there is a differential in pay outside the city
of London and in other places. Clearly, there is a duty on
us as public servants, as a legislature and as an Assembly
to voice those concerns not only here but in the House of
Commons.

That brings me to the comments that were made about
what has been going on in the House of Commons. There
have been a number of debates and questions. My party
colleague and MP for South Antrim, Rev William McCrea,
asked the Secretary of State for Business, Innovation and
Skills if he could set out the safeguards to universal Royal
Mail services in Northern Ireland. In April of this year, the
Minister replied that the Government were committed to
securing the future of the universal postal service provided
by Royal Mail, which is so important to our communities,
society and the economy. He went on to use as
justification the Postal Services Act 2011. Does anybody
believe that the Postal Services Act of 2011 is currently
being delivered — excuse the pun — in a way that protects
the service and those who deliver that service?

| see comments from the regulator, who has sent us
correspondence over the past couple of days. We know

that there is a limit to how far they can go in interfering on
this issue. So, despite the promises that have been made
and the assurances that have been given, they are not
being delivered, in reality.

Finally, | concur with the point made by my colleague
from East Londonderry. We need to ensure that this is not
the first step in an attack on the Post Office. If it is Royal
Mail today, it could very easily be our post offices in the
future, despite all the guarantees and promises. For those
reasons and many others, | support the motion.

Mr Dallat: | will begin where Mr Storey left off. It is
important to note that postal services were split into
Royal Mail and the Post Office, which was the first step in
organising the sale of the family heirlooms.

In the past few days we have seen what is happening.
Well-intentioned people have been queuing up to buy
shares for, say, £750, and we know that they can sell
them in a couple of days’ time for £1,000. That seems to
be a handy profit, but let us think about it. What have they
bought? They have bought shares in an organisation that
they already own and for which they have paid money.
Then, what do they do? They hand their shares over to
the fat cats and the financial institutions for a paltry profit
of £250. | am not against people investing in the Stock
Exchange, but this is just about the most barefaced
robbery | can think of.

The universal postal service has been with us since the
days of the penny black stamp and the stagecoach which,
a couple of hundred years ago, could deliver a letter to
Dublin faster than, perhaps, it happens today, but that is a
different issue.

Is this what we want? Do we want the postal service

and Royal Mail to be handed over to people who are
motivated entirely by greed; certainly not by the service
that is provided to the public and most definitely not by the
interests of the workers?

No one is against the modernisation of Royal Mail or

the Post Office. It is interesting to note that it has been
suggested that, some time in the future, the Post Office
might be mutualised. That is a concept in cooperatives
that | would not reject, but what was wrong with suggesting
it for Royal Mail? Oh no; the opportunities for privatising
Royal Mail are so lucrative that the concept of a
cooperative was not even considered.

| was looking though the research documents which tell

us that, according to the Postal Services Act 2011, the
Post Office and Royal Mail would continue to be sister
companies after Royal Mail is flogged off in a fire sale.
Who really believes that kind of nonsense? Certainly, when
the financial institutions get control of Royal Mail dare |
say that it will be a case of the ugly sisters, with the fat cat
investors posing as the fairy godmother.

This sale has particular consequences for the people of
Northern Ireland, which is largely rural. Is anyone seriously
trying to tell me that private enterprise motivated by profit
is going to deliver mail to rural areas six days a week at a
universal price? | think not.

Here, | must return to the future of the post offices, which
of course are separate but, remember, are a sister of Royal
Mail. Interestingly, a different route has been suggested,
which | have covered. This is the work of a right-wing
coalition Government that, down through the years, have
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denied people their pension rights. That is really what it is
all about.

| will refer to what my colleague Alex Attwood said a few
minutes ago. The Assembly is going to have to stop sitting
on its hands. It is going to have to stand up for itself and for
the people of Northern Ireland. | do not think that there will
be any disagreement across the Floor on this issue. Just
as with the Driver and Vehicle Agency (DVA) workers a
couple of weeks ago, there is an opportunity now for us to
say that this is not Birmingham, Manchester or London and
that there are no real opportunities to make fat cat profits
out of delivering mail in densely populated areas, because
we are a rural community.

A simple solution might be to join up with An Post. We
could paint the vans green. That would suit some people
but cause palpitations in others. That is obviously not the
solution, but the Assembly needs to speak up for those in
Royal Mail.

Mr G Robinson: | support the motion, and | want to

try to protect the jobs that | believe could be lost under
privatisation. Any reduction in employment and service
cannot be accepted, and would certainly not be of benefit
to the community of Northern Ireland.

| want to acknowledge the sterling work that postal workers
have done over many years, particularly the postmen

and postwomen who provide an unstinting service,
particularly to our elderly population in isolated areas. We
all deeply appreciate the service that Royal Mail provides.
Whether in our constituency offices or at home, it is,
perhaps, a service that we take for granted. Only now,

with privatisation looming, are we beginning to think of the
impact that changes will have on our communities.

As a representative of a mainly rural constituency, | believe
that it is essential to maintain the service that we have.
Remember that the service has seen detrimental changes
in recent years. What will happen to our rural post offices?
| believe that there is a real possibility that they could all be
lost, as private owners put profit before service.

We must also ask how privatisation will impact on postage
costs. | believe that we could see a negative impact on
the price of postage, denying generations who do not
have access to e-mail or the skills or ability to easily stay
in touch. Does a birthday e-mail have the same impact

as a birthday card? For older generations, the answer is
definitely no.

| am also concerned that a two-tier price structure could
emerge in which those in rural areas may pay more for
postage. There must be a system under privatisation that
guarantees that the cost of posting a letter is the same in
London, Glasgow, Cardiff, Ballykelly or Aghadowey. We
must ensure price uniformity and equity of service.

Maintaining our current service and the daily delivery that
is much looked forward to and depended on in isolated
communities is the ultimate goal. Any form of privatisation
will not guarantee that. We must also not overlook the
possibility of additional costs to business. At a time when
every penny counts, rises in postage can and will harm the
viability of our local firms and will negatively impact on
possible expansion and employment. That is not acceptable.

| urge all Members to support the motion and to
support individuals and businesses in coming years by
guaranteeing a first-class postal service for Northern

Ireland and the entire UK. | hope that we will see the same
very welcome cross-party support for this motion as there
was in the recent DVA jobs debate. We must protect this
much-needed service in Northern Ireland.

Mr McCallister: Like other colleagues, | support the
motion and the Royal Mail.

Several key issues come to mind when we look at this
issue. First, there is the effect that the privatisation

of Royal Mail might have in Northern Ireland.
Demographically, the way that we live in Northern Ireland
is fairly spread out. Privatisation could also have a big
effect on other parts of the country, particularly the
Highlands and Islands of Scotland and the more remote
parts of the north of England. We have witnessed similar
issues when debating the provision of other services,
including water and roads infrastructure. Indeed, per head
of population, our roads network is two and half times
longer than in other parts of the UK. Providing the same
level of service will be very testing. Mr Robinson made the
point about the cost of providing that service. Yes, it might
be guaranteed for a certain time, but the cost of providing
it will put it under serious stress.

1215 pm

Northern Ireland has a population of between 1-7 million
and 1-8 million. The size of the marketplace in Northern
Ireland that the national Government is committing us to is
very questionable, and the size and the locality of the rural
setting of the marketplace would cause huge concerns
about whether it is a viable way forward.

Mr Storey: | thank the Member for giving way. Does

he agree that there is an example that we need to pay
attention to, which is the way in which the gas market
was rolled out in Northern Ireland? You have access to
the service only if you are near a large hub, because, as
far as the companies are concerned, it is not financially
viable to deliver that service to you. So, you are excluded,
particularly in rural areas such as in my constituency of
North Antrim.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: The Member has an extra
minute.

Mr McCallister: Thank you, Deputy Speaker. | agree

with the Member’s point. We see that with other services.
When farmers or landowners try to tap in and produce
renewable energy, the cost of connection to the grid can
be very problematic in more rural locations. He, like me,
represents a large rural constituency. Of course the impact
will be felt much more keenly in those areas.

Whether we like it or not, the Post Office and Royal Mail
are inextricably linked. They might be separate in certain
areas, but they are linked and do business together. There
is provision for a 10-year guarantee for business, but we
all know how quickly 10 years slip by. What happens to our
post offices after that? With regard to Mr Storey’s point,
that will be most keenly felt in rural areas.

Many Members attended an event last week that was
organised by the trade union. | warn the Government, and
one of their own centre-right think tanks, the Bow Group,
has been warning about the dangers of this and saying
that it will have a huge impact in parts of rural England.
That is why | warn the national Government that this is not
the right way to proceed.
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When you look at the amount of money that they are
talking about raising, you see that it is not a huge sum of
money bearing in mind the scale of our national finances.
Nevertheless, we are going through all this turmoil and
creating huge uncertainty about the future of the universal
service delivery and how much it might cost in the longer
term, and we are also creating huge uncertainly for our
rural post offices in the longer term after the 10-year
period runs out. It seems to be a very foolish and unwise
way to proceed with this service when those services are
all under pressure. Despite all the advances, many people
still use those services. Very often, the only network that
some of our older citizens use is the rural post office,

and we could be endangering that very service in the
years ahead. That would be a hugely retrograde step and
something that we should guard against and do only when
the evidence is there. The Government, quite clearly, have
not made the case for it.

Mr D Bradley: Go raibh maith agat, a Phriomh-
LeasCheann Combhairle. | thank all who participated in the
debate. There was unanimity across all the speeches, and
tremendous support for the motion.

The motion was proposed by my colleague Alex Attwood.
He began by apologising for the absence of his co-
sponsor, Steven Agnew, who is out of the country but who,
no doubt, supports what we are about today. He attended
the union briefing last week — indeed, he hosted it.

Alex Attwood acknowledged the contribution of the trade
unions to the debate and their willingness to look at new
models of public ownership. He stated that the workforce
was not simply opposing change but seeking the best
possible model. He appealed to us to adopt the same spirit
in this debate as was prevalent during the debate on the
DVA issues last week.

He outlined five arguments in opposition to privatisation.
He said that Royal Mail was more than a business and
more than its workers — it was part of the very fabric of
society, inclusive of people, encouraging business and
trade, and providing services for those most isolated.
He warned that we should change that model only after
careful and proper consideration.

He said that Royal Mail as it exists is a good model of
public service, which is working, showing profits of around
£400 million and able to deal with all its pension contributions.
He said that it is a successful and sustainable model. He
outlined the reasons why the British Government are
shaping the sale in this way. He said that the shares were
being deliberately undervalued to attract big corporates to
enable the Government to sell off the residue.

He asked what the service will look like when privatised.
He said that we will probably see zero contract hours
introduced, services cut, cherry-picking of services and
the universal obligation compromised. He asked why the
British Government were doing this and said that it was
purely to balance their budget.

He investigated the effect that the change will have in
Northern Ireland. He made the point that the character
of Northern Ireland was different; that we live in a rural
society with a dispersed population and need to maintain
public services at the highest level to ensure that those in
rural areas who are part of that dispersed population are
not left out in the cold or isolated.

The second speaker was Adrian McQuillan. He is a former
employee of Royal Mail. He also spoke strongly in favour
of the motion. He said that the Government paper made

a commitment to safeguard the universal obligation to

a six-day postal service. He said that that was already
being provided by the service, and that privatisation would
in no way enhance that. He said that Royal Mail was a
front line service, providing a wide range of services to
the public. He said that it is a lifeline, as Mr Attwood also
said, especially in rural areas, and he said that it was
“shameful” to sell it off. He also warned about the impact
that privatisation of Royal Mail might also have on post
office services in future. Many other speakers reiterated
that point.

Cathal Boylan, who is also a former employee, made the
point that, rather than privatisation, further investment is
needed in the Royal Mail for the future. He referred to rural
areas. He said that many in Northern Ireland do not have
an internet connection or mobile-phone signals, so for that
reason, they depend more and more on postal services
for communication. He also referred to the universal
service obligation, which he was concerned about. He,
too, thought that services would be cherry-picked in the
future and that rural areas would be left wanting. He also
mentioned that the people in the current workforce have
good, well-paid jobs and that they work hard and provide
an excellent service. However, he predicted that, under
privatisation, there would be job losses.

Tom Elliott also spoke in support of the motion. He
compared the proposed privatisation of Royal Mail

with that of British Telecom. He said that, in that case,
privatisation led to a reduction in service provision. He also
said that, in the future, shareholders would be in control
and would drive the profitability of the company and shape
services to suit profitability, which would, no doubt, lead to
a reduction in services.

Gregory Campbell intervened by making the point that
smaller investors would gradually be squeezed out

by the bigger, corporate investors. Tom Elliott asked
what alternatives had been considered. He compared
the situation with that of BT and mentioned the fact
that, inevitably, services in those circumstances are
downgraded.

Chris Lyttle also supported the motion. He said that

Royal Mail services are vital on many different levels. He
said that privatisation was not the only option to improve
public companies. He was concerned about the universal
service obligation. He asked what other parties, apart

from Alliance, had done to stop privatisation. John Dallat
answered him and said that Margaret Ritchie, MP for
South Down, and Mark Durkan, MP for Foyle, have been to
the fore in the campaign against privatisation.

Mr McQuillan: Will the Member give way?
Mr D Bradley: Yes.

Mr McQuillan: | want to clarify that and put it on
record that the DUP also voted against privatisation at
Westminster.

Mr D Bradley: | thank the Member for his intervention. It
is good that, in fact, there is that unity of purpose in the
debate.

Mr Storey also supported the motion. He welcomed the
debate and the Assembly’s concern. He said that valued

153



Tuesday 8 October 2013

public services should be protected, and not just in the
short term. Mr Dallat said that the Assembly should, in this
case, stand up and be counted, just as it did in the debate
on the DVA.

It is difficult to cover all the contributions, but | hope that
| have given a flavour of most of them. | will conclude

by, once again, thanking all Members for their support.
George Robinson and John McCallister also spoke in
the debate. Both emphasised their strong support for the
motion.

| commend the motion to the House.
Question put and agreed to.
Resolved:

That this Assembly considers Royal Mail to be a vital
public service; notes with concern the added costs
to Northern Ireland businesses and consumers if the
universal service obligation and uniform pricing are
withdrawn as a result of privatisation, which could
result in reductions in the wages of the lowest paid
workers and other multiple negative impacts on
prices, services and standards, including the future
provision of rural postal services critical for isolated
communities, the elderly and other rural dwellers; and
calls on the coalition Government to abandon their
proposals.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: The Business Committee
has arranged to meet immediately after the lunchtime
suspension. | propose, therefore, by leave of the Assembly
to suspend the sitting until 2.00 pm. The first item of
business when we return will be Question Time. The sitting
is, by leave, suspended.

The sitting was suspended at 12.29 pm.

On resuming —

2.00 pm

Oral Answers to Questions

Employment and Learning

Student Governors

1. Mr McKinney asked the Minister for Employment and
Learning to outline whether he intends to retain student
governors in further education colleges. (AQT 181/11-15)

Dr Farry (The Minister for Employment and Learning):
| thank the Member for his question. We are considering
that in the round. We need to be conscious of student
governance, alongside the wider governance issue in
further education, particularly as colleges move to become
multimillion-pound businesses. Student participation

in the governance of colleges can be taken forward
through a number of different approaches, including
student representation on boards of governors. There

are others aspects to it, such as sabbatical posts, which
could be extended into the further education (FE) sector,
and the creation of student councils. All those are under
discussion, including with the National Union of Students-
Union of Students in Ireland.

Mr McKinney: Is it not important that boards of governors
reflect a younger person’s perspective? Will the Minister
consider capacity building and training for students in that
role to enable them to develop better governance skills?

Dr Farry: | am happy to consider the Member’s point
about capacity building. However, it is important to bear

in mind that boards of governors are not simply there to
represent a series of different sectoral interests and to try
to fashion a common position from the different dynamics.
Members of the boards are there as individuals who can
take a collective view on what is in the best interests of not
just their college but the sector and the Northern Ireland
economy.

Teacher Training

2. Mr Attwood asked the Minister for Employment and
Learning, given that he has appointed a team to review
teacher education in Northern Ireland and his ambition for
a more shared and integrated approach, which has merit,
to explain why he has gone on a solo run on a shared and
integrated outcome and whether he agrees that it would
be better if this were coordinated in a comprehensive way
with the Minister of Education. (AQT 182/11-15)

Dr Farry: | thank the Member for his question, his interest
and, indeed, his endorsement that there is merit in moving
towards a more shared and integrated system.

We have appointed Pasi Sahlberg, who is an international
figure, and four other individuals, all of whom have
international standing, to take forward stage 2 of the
teacher training review. In doing that, we have had
discussions with my colleague the Minister of Education.
He has clear responsibilities for the nature and content

of teacher training and for setting the numbers. As the
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Minister for Employment and Learning, my responsibility
is to resource the different providers and institutions. The
current situation is not sustainable. We have consulted
on and discussed those different aspects, and we will
continue to do so regularly.

Mr Attwood: | note that the Minister has not denied that he
is on a solo run, but | will put that aside for a second.

Given that you say that you wish to have agreement on the
future shape of teacher training in the North of Ireland, do
you accept that you will not have reached the threshold of
agreement that you aspire to if, at the end of the process,
a teacher training college rightly decided that its autonomy,
location and role are important and need to be protected?

Dr Farry: First, the Member should know well the nature
of Ministers’ relationships with and authority over their
Departments and colleagues, because he was very keen
to ensure that others in the Executive and the Assembly
understood that point. | hope that he is not shifting his
position as he moves to the Back Benches.

| assume that the Member is referring to the situation
pertaining to St Mary’s. Again, it is disappointing that the
SDLP is taking a very particular approach by representing
one particular institution rather than looking to the best
interests of the entire sector and the future of the Northern
Irish education system as a whole. The fundamental point
in all of this is that whether you are talking about St Mary’s
or the system as a whole, it is not financially sustainable
today, and that will continue to be the case. Therefore, we
have to make some changes to ensure that we have an
affordable system that provides teachers who are fit for a
much more diverse and shared society, as we hopefully
move in that direction.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: Mr Michael Copeland is
not in his place.

Dress Code: Colleges and Universities

4. Mr Girvan asked the Minister for Employment and
Learning what instruction is given to colleges and
universities, which do not have a uniform, on what clothing
is suitable. (AQT 184/11-15)

Dr Farry: The acoustics here are very weak, and | barely
caught that, but | gather that the Member was asking
about standards of dress in colleges. Those are matters
of detail for the colleges themselves, and | suggest that
the question is probably a prelude to discussing various
symbols that might be associated with one section of the
community or another. | stress that the colleges control
that, but all the colleges have commitments on equality
and good relations, which will be reflected in the manner
in which they address issues that may cause tension in the
workplace or the learning environment.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: Members, it is useful
to ensure that the microphone at your desk is pointed
towards you. | know that Paul has made his adjustment
now, but | say that for the benefit of other Members.

Mr Girvan: | thank the Minister for his answer. He said that
each college must put this in place. | thought that those
directives came from the centre, because one college in
my constituency gave an instruction about the wearing of
football tops, yet no direction was given to another section

of the community that seems to feel that it is perfectly all
right to attend college wearing GAA tops.

Dr Farry: | thank the Member for his question. If he
wants to write to me with the specifics, | will happily take
a look and raise those matters directly with the colleges
concerned.

Colleges will be able to take advice from my Department
or the Equality Commission, and the Member is right to
say that we need a standard approach so that everyone
understands the parameters and what behaviour is
acceptable. However, in Northern Ireland, we are
evolving away from talking about neutral workplaces
where any notion or celebration of culture or identity is
removed towards more shared workplaces where people
can express opinions and their identity within different
parameters. That has to be done in a carefully balanced
way, and those are live debates across the sector.
However, we will take on board any comments that the
Member wants to direct to us.

Zero-hour Contracts

5. Mr Lynch asked the Minister for Employment and
Learning whether he is aware of the continuing problems
faced by people who are in employment and to outline
what discussions he has had with employers and trade
unions about zero-hour contracts. (AQT 185/11-15)

Dr Farry: Mr Principal Deputy Speaker, | am conscious
that this subject is on our formal list of questions for oral
answer later, but | will proceed to address the question
unless advised otherwise.

We are conscious of the issue of zero-hours contracts

in Northern Ireland. Given the nature of the labour force
survey and the sample size, it is not possible, at this
stage, to give a reliable estimate of the number of zero-
hours contracts in Northern Ireland, but our impression is
that they are used less than in other parts of the United
Kingdom. It has been said that universities are among the
more common employers that use zero-hours contracts,
but none of our universities in Northern Ireland uses zero-
hours contracts. That is one snapshot from one sector
that gives some meat to our suspicion that the problem is
less serious here. We have commissioned research to try
to get a firmer basis and are taking into account what is
happening in other jurisdictions before we take any policy
decisions on changes or legislative action in Northern
Ireland.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: | draw Members’ attention
to the fact that if it is very clear that a topical question

is similar to one that is listed for oral answer, | will not

in future call for an answer to that question, because if
other Members from other parties have taken the trouble
to lodge a question, we should have the courtesy to

allow that to happen. In these circumstances, | am taking
the opportunity to make it clear that, from now on, the
Speakers will normally intervene to prevent that.

Mr Lynch: Go raibh maith agat, a Phriomh-LeasCheann
Comhairle. | understand and accept what you have said.

Gabhaim buiochas leis an Aire. | thank the Minister for his
answer. Will he outline what consideration he has given
to the introduction of legislation, through the employment
law review, to appropriately regulate the use of zero-hour
contracts and protect the rights of workers?
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Dr Farry: The issue is not, formally, part of the current
public consultation that is under way and closes at the
beginning of November. Nonetheless, we in Northern
Ireland could take forward a free-standing consultation
that could tie in to any future employment Bill that may
come before the House. | stress that, given that this is a
legislative matter, the House will need to take a decision
on the way forward. We are looking closely at any policy
changes that might happen in Great Britain. | think that
the one area that people might zero in on — if | can use
that term — as a cause of particular concern is exclusivity.
There might be circumstances where a zero-hours
contract benefits a person. Most concern, though, has
been expressed around employers saying that a person on
a zero-hours contract can work only for that one employer,
which denies them other work opportunities. That has,
perhaps, emerged as the single, strongest aspect where
concern has been expressed, and we might come back to
the House on that matter.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: | have received an apology
from Michael Copeland, and | thank him for that. Mr Ross
Hussey has also sent an apology and given an appropriate
explanation. We will move on.

Mr Gardiner: Thank you, Mr Principal Deputy Speaker. |
am here.

Colleges: Courses

7. Mr Gardiner asked the Minister for Employment and
Learning what steps he takes to ensure the fair distribution
of higher level courses across all campuses of our regional
further education colleges. (AQT 187/11-15)

Dr Farry: | thank the Member for his question. We have
six excellent FE colleges, as well as our universities.

It is for the colleges to develop their own curricula and
prospectuses on the courses that are available. On the
particular issue of higher education in further education,
we distribute what is, essentially, a maximum student
number (MaSN) figure for further education. That changes
each year, based on relative performance. The Member
will note that, in recent years, we have been in the position
of increasing the MaSN figure for the colleges across
Northern Ireland. Indeed, there may well be additional
future changes in that regard.

Part-time higher education falls outside MaSN, and that
is an area of particular growth. We are committed to
seriously increasing the number of foundation degrees
that are offered in Northern Ireland, because they are of
particular use in developing high-level vocational skills.
Employers are central to the development of the curricula
in that regard.

Mr Gardiner: | thank the Minister for his response. Of

the FE colleges’ budget, 98% comes from the taxpayer.
Given that fact, will the Minister investigate why the Newry
campus of the Southern Regional College, with 32% of
the catchment population, has 75% of higher education
foundation enrolments, and Portadown and Lurgan, with
32% of the population, have only 25%?

Dr Farry: | understand the Member’s point, and | am
happy to address those issues with Brian Doran, the
director of Southern Regional College. Ultimately, the
decision on placing courses is for the colleges. They do
so in reflecting demand and how they can best engage

with employers. To give one example of good practice:
Southern Regional College has worked closely with
Norbrook Laboratories in developing apprenticeships.
The move now to have a level 4 apprenticeship is a clear
sign of how colleges are working with employers to push
the boundaries of what can be offered in the FE sector.
That is something that is very much in the best interests
of Northern Ireland. However, | will certainly reflect the
Member’s specific comments to the director.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: That ends topical
questions. We move to questions for oral answer.

215 pm

Colleges: Capital Investment

1. Mr D Bradley asked the Minister for Employment
and Learning how much capital investment the
regional colleges have received over the past 10 years.
(AQO 4734/11-15)

Dr Farry: We are back to the FE sector. Over the past

10 years, my Department’s officials have been working
closely with the colleges to oversee substantial levels

of investment in their estates. The further education
sector has been upgraded with a series of new, state-of-
the-art campuses equipped with the latest technology
and industry-standard equipment. That investment was
crucial to enable further education colleges to support
economic and workforce development as set out in

the strategy, ‘Further Education Means Business’. The
investment has been delivered through conventional
procurement and public-private partnerships. The focus
remains the provision of a fit-for-purpose education estate
that supports the delivery of a modern and dynamic
curriculum and which delivers education and training that
enhances the skills and employability of Northern Ireland’s
workforce.

A total of £262 million has been invested in the FE sector
over the past 10 years. Major projects include: North
West Regional College’s refurbishments and newbuilds
in Derry and Limavady; Belfast Metropolitan College’s E3
campus at Springvale; South West College’s campuses
at Enniskillen and Cookstown; South Eastern Regional
College’s £4 million construction centre in Newtownards;
Northern Regional College’s £12 million campuses at
Larne and Newtownabbey; and Southern Regional
College’s £4 million upgrade to its Newry west campus.
The remainder of the budget was used across the sector
to address health and safety deficiencies and to meet the
requirements of the Disability Discrimination Act.

In addition to the departmental capital input, £124 million
of private sector investment has been generated through
public-private partnership projects in the FE sector. Those
are the Belfast Metropolitan College’s Titanic Quarter
campus; South West College’s campuses at Dungannon
and Omagh; and the South Eastern Regional College’s
campuses at Lisburn, Newcastle, Ballynahinch and
Downpatrick.

Mr D Bradley: Go raibh maith agat, a Phriomh-
LeasCheann Comhairle. Gabhaim buiochas leis an Aire as
ucht a fhreagra. Does the Minister agree that the Southern
Regional College has been under-represented in the
allocation of capital investment over the past 10 years?
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Dr Farry: The short answer is yes. We are looking forward
to receiving business cases from the Southern Regional
College very soon in relation to further investment. That
relates to the Armagh, Banbridge and Craigavon areas.
That is certainly a priority for me and my Department for
further capital spend, and | hope to be in a position to
make some announcements in the next months.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: Before we continue,
| inform Members that questions 9 and 14 have been
withdrawn.

Mr Storey: The Minister will not be surprised that | want
to raise the issue of the lack of capital investment in the
Ballymoney and Ballymena campuses of the Northern
Regional College. Will he tell the House when he believes
he will be in receipt of a business case? Will he give the
House an assurance that, in the outcome and outworkings
of that business case, the Ballymoney campus will not be
the sacrificial lamb to any proposals that would take the
college out of the borough?

Dr Farry: | can reflect that the Northern Regional College
area has not had the same level of capital investment

as some parts of Northern Ireland in recent years. It is
my intention to rectify that in future spending. We are
expecting a business case from the college shortly to
take forward a number of projects. That will include the
Ballymena campus, as well as a revised proposal for the
northern part of the college area. Obviously, Coleraine
and Ballymoney are in the mix in that situation. | assure
the Member that no decisions have been taken; we will
see what is in the business case. | am happy to continue
the discussions that | have had with the Member and

his colleagues about future provision in the area. It is
important that we find an outcome that works for the
people of the area, rather than simply discussing one
location or another. The ultimate prize is to ensure that we
have skilled young people who are capable of taking up
jobs in the local community.

Mr Kinahan: The Minister touched on this, but | would
like him to be a bit more specific: will he outline how he

is encouraging and facilitating collaboration between the
regional colleges and the business community to support
progression into business-related opportunities?

Dr Farry: | thank the Member for his question. | draw
attention to the fact that we are undertaking a major
review of apprenticeships and a review of youth training.
We want to ensure that what is happening with the FE
sector in particular is relevant to the needs of the business
community. Also, the foundation degrees that we are
promoting as a Department are very much informed by the
needs of employers. In that respect, they are different from
the more traditional bachelor’s degrees that are offered by
universities and, to a small extent, the FE sector.

| also emphasise that we are going through the process of
a revised further education strategy for Northern Ireland.
FE Means Business, which is the current strategy, dates
back to 2004. | am pleased to say that, on the back

of that strategy, we have seen a major change in how

the FE sector has been positioned vis-a-vis business.

The purpose of our revised strategy will be to further
consolidate that growth and make sure that the FE sector
really is developing to its full potential for the Northern
Ireland economy.

Mr Allister: Given the deficit in the north Antrim provision,
does the Minister have any comment to make about the
fact that, year on year, his Department is spending over
£8 million on educating over 4,000 students from the
Republic of Ireland free of charge? Does the Minister not
think that the Northern Ireland taxpayer might expect the
priority to be to make provision for those whose parents
pay their taxes in this jurisdiction rather than free provision
for others?

Dr Farry: | thank the Member for his question. Itis an
issue for not just the Northern Ireland taxpayer but the UK
taxpayer, given the nature of the subvention that comes
here. | am fully aware of the situation. It is worth drawing
to the attention of the House that probably about three
quarters of that spend derives from the Donegal-Derry
corridor, which probably reflects the lack of equivalent FE
provision in the north-west of the island. We are required
under European Union directives to treat the citizens of
other European Union jurisdictions as we would treat our
own. We have no choice in that matter. We derive huge
benef