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Northern Ireland
Assembly

Monday 17 February 2020

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

Members observed two minutes’ silence.

Assembly Business

Speaker’s Rulings

Mr Speaker: Members, Mr Allister raised a point of order
last Monday about remarks made to him by the Minister
of Finance during Question Time. It was clearly a heated
exchange, and | have written to both Members to advise
them to ensure that they meet the standards expected

in the Chamber. | do not intend to rehearse the incident
any further and consider the matter closed, but | want to
take the opportunity to give the House an indication of my
approach to the standard of debate required.

As the Principal Deputy Speaker pointed out on Monday,
previous Speakers’ rulings have focused less on individual
words being deemed unparliamentary and more on the
tone and context in which they are said, and that ensures
that Members show one another respect in the Chamber
no matter what words they use. Tone and context will
remain important considerations for me when judging our
debates. There are, of course, myriad important issues to
be dealt with in the time ahead on which Members will not
agree. It should still be perfectly possible to express and
challenge opinions robustly, but that must be done with
respect, courtesy, good temper and moderation. Those
are the standards that Members should observe and that |
intend to uphold.

We have to be mindful that what is said in this place is
not simply a matter of relationships between Members,
as crucial as those are. We also have a leadership role

to play in the wider community. At a time when there
have been community divisions and when developments
such as social media often make abusive language more
commonplace, we should be careful to set an example
that helps to minimise those tensions rather than add fuel
to them. We are all fully aware that there is much to do to
build confidence in the Assembly, and we all have a role
to play in that. If people watching from outside can see the
main issues of the day being dealt with constructively and
respectfully, that would be a very good start.

Finally, if Members are in any doubt as to how they can
express themselves in an orderly way, | encourage them to
return to my remarks this afternoon in the Official Report
and be guided by them.

Mr Allister: On a point of order, Mr Speaker.

Mr Speaker: | am not taking any points of order on the
matter. The matter is closed.




Monday 17 February 2020

Tributes to Former Members

Mr Speaker: Last week, the Assembly observed the
normal convention to express condolences on the death
of our late colleague Francie Brolly. From a distance,
public perceptions often focus only on the party political
differences among Members. They often overlook the
respect for one another, the strong working relationships
and the friendships that are created while pursuing
common interests on behalf of our constituencies and
sections of our community, and that is why the convention
to pay respect to former colleagues exists.

However, during the period when the Assembly was not
sitting, a number of other former Members passed away, but
there was no opportunity to extend the same convention to
them. Having consulted with the Business Committee last
week, | take the opportunity put that right today and allow
the Assembly to pay its respects on the record.

Today we remember eight former colleagues who served
in the Assembly: P J Bradley, the SDLP MLA for South
Down from 1998 to 2011, who would undoubtedly be
proud that his daughter Sinéad continues the legacy of the
Bradley name in the Assembly; Pat O’'Rawe, the Sinn Féin
MLA for Newry and Armagh from 2003 to 2007 and former
Mayor of Armagh, whom | obviously knew and respected
as a party colleague; Donovan McClelland, the SDLP MLA
for South Antrim from 1998 to 2003, who was one of the
first Deputy Speakers of the Assembly; Oliver Gibson, the
DUP MLA for West Tyrone from 1998 to 2003, who, like
Francie Brolly and Séamus Mallon, whom we have lost in
recent weeks, gave significant public service as a teacher;
the Rev Robert Coulter, the UUP MLA for North Antrim
from 1998 to 2011, who was a long-serving member of the
Assembly Commission; Dr lan Adamson, the UUP MLA
for East Belfast from 1998 to 2003, who was a former Lord
Mayor of Belfast; Wilson Clyde, the DUP MLA for South
Antrim from 1998 to 2007, after a lifetime in the agriculture
industry; and Seamus Close, the Alliance Party MLA

for Lagan Valley from 1998 to 2007 and former deputy
leader of the party. We formally express our belated
sympathies to their families, colleagues, friends and, of
course, parties.

The fact that many Members here today may recognise

the names but had never met those Members highlights

the fact that, increasingly, the Assembly relies on a new
generation to take it forward. However, a few of us, including
me, worked alongside almost all of them throughout their
tenure in the Assembly in the early days, which were also
difficult days. While | knew some of them better than others,
| acknowledge the significant public service and sacrifice
that they made to their constituencies and our society as a
whole. No matter the challenges that continue to exist, we
should not overlook the problems faced in the first terms

of the Assembly and the pressures that they imposed on
those who were Members at that time. | extend my personal
condolences to all the families, friends and colleagues

of the deceased. We, therefore, record our thanks for

the contribution that all those colleagues made to public
service, the Assembly and our community.

| invite other Members to add their tributes.

Mrs Foster: Let me say, Speaker, that this is a very timely
matter that you have brought to us today, which, obviously,
comes all together, for very obvious reasons. It is important
that we remember former colleagues in this way. My

colleagues will pay tribute to individual Members, but, as
First Minister and leader of the DUP, | put on record my
sympathy to all the families who were bereaved during
the three years that we did not meet in this place. It is
important that we recognise the service that was given by
those Members, as you rightly said, sometimes in difficult
and challenging times. We sometimes think that we are
the only politicians to live through challenging times, but

| well remember that first Assembly and how there were
many challenges to be dealt with. | particularly pay tribute,
of course, to Oliver Gibson and Wilson Clyde, who were
members of my party and served with distinction during
that time. | pass my condolences to their families and all the
families of the Members who are remembered here today.

Mr O’Dowd: | also welcome the opportunity to add
tributes to the Members who have passed away since
the Assembly last sat. As has been said quite often but
deserves to be repeated, public life is not always an
easy life. | admire anyone who steps forward to serve

in public life, regardless of which political tradition or
background they come from or espouse to. | knew some
of the Members who passed away. | pay particular tribute
to Pat O’Rawe, who, as you mentioned in your opening
comments, was the first Sinn Féin mayor of Armagh

city. | worked with Pat in the Assembly on a number of
committees in preparing for the establishment of the
Assembly pre 2007. Often when public figures lose their
life, it is forgotten that there are family members left behind
— they could be partners, husbands, wives, children etc
— who grieve the person while society grieves the public
representative.

| also pay tribute to Rev Robert Coulter, who represented
his constituents in a very quiet and humble way but made
his point. | remember that, when | was Education Minister,
he lobbied extensively for schools in his constituency. He
always did it in a very respectful way, but he made his
point. | think we could learn a lot of lessons from how the
Rev Coulter went about his business.

So, to all those who lost their life since that last sitting of
the Assembly and to all their family members — | think of
Sinéad Bradley and pay tribute to P J, whom | also worked
with and knew — we pay tribute to them and honour their
memory.

Ms Mallon: Thank you, Mr Speaker, for creating the
space for us today to reflect on the contributions of former
Members who passed away over the past three years.

On behalf of the SDLP, | express my sincere condolences
to the families of all those who served their communities
here and to the current Members who served with them in
difficult times. While we often disagree in this Assembly,

it is fair to say that, more often than not, political battles
rarely infect the personal relationships that have been built
across our parties and communities. The strength of this
place should be our ability to respectfully differ but to never
stop working together in the substantial common interests
of those we represent. That is the thread that connects

the contributions of all those across all parties we are
remembering today.

| pay particular tribute to those SDLP voices that are no
longer with us. If you were looking for inspiration on how to
connect with your community and represent its interests,
you would need look no further than P J Bradley. A fierce
and compassionate advocate for Burren, Warrenpoint
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and Ballyholland, P J’s loyalty was to the people of South
Down before anyone else. That spoke to his values and his
character. P J was a patriot in the truest sense of the word,
working quietly without fanfare to bring our communities
together and build a resilient peace. He was a trailblazer
in initiating the campaign for Narrow Water bridge, a
campaign his daughter Sinéad has taken up with the same
vigour. | know how proud he was when Sinéad won his
seat in South Down, and | have no doubt that, the moment
the votes were tallied, he was already thinking about the
next campaign. Their contribution to our party, to South
Down and to Ireland has been immense.

| also reflect on the contribution Donovan McClelland made
to peace and politics on this island. As an SDLP delegate
to the Brooke-Mayhew talks and a participant in the Good
Friday negotiations, Donovan was an important member of
our negotiating team and a key part of that immense effort
to get an agreement over the line in 1998. He then worked
to sustain these institutions as Deputy Speaker, winning
respect for his unfailing fairness to all Members.

It is impossible to reflect on Donovan’s life without
mentioning the lasting legacy of love he had for his family. |
have the privilege of working with Donovan’s wife, Noreen,
who is one of the North’s most genuinely caring public
representatives. Her support for him during peace talks
and her work since has created a lasting legacy that they
both share as pillars of our peace. Life in politics is never
easy, not least for our family members, who, in many ways,
have to share us with our constituents. It can be difficult
for them as their husband, wife, father or mother work

long hours; as we know, being an elected representative

is not a nine-to-five job. At the same time, it is with great
pride that they see their loved ones battling tirelessly and
serving relentlessly their constituents as they strive to
make life better for their own children and for all children
across Northern Ireland.

| have no doubt that the families of P J Bradley, Donovan
McClelland, Seamus Close, Dr lan Adamson, Pat O’'Rawe,
Rev Robert Coulter, Oliver Gibson and Wilson Clyde are all
filled with immense pride at the contribution and legacy that
they each made to making this place of ours that much better.

1215 pm

Dr Aiken: On behalf of the rest of the Members from the
Ulster Unionist Party, | pay tribute to all our Members, but
in particular to Rev Robert Coulter and Dr lan Adamson.

Rev Coulter was a man of faith who served in the
Assembly from just before its formation in 1996, when he
was elected to the Northern Ireland Forum for Political
Dialogue, where he served as the UUP Chief Whip. He
had a long political career. In 1985, Robert was elected
as a UUP councillor to Ballymena Borough Council. He
retained his seat in 1989, and, in 1993, was re-elected

to the council and also elected as the first UUP Mayor of
Ballymena since the early 1970s. He served as first citizen
of Ballymena from 1993 to 1996. He was part of the team
in the background that laid the negotiation foundations for
what was to become the Belfast Agreement in 1998, and
he was elected as a North Antrim Assembly Member in
1998, a seat he was to hold until his retirement in 2011.
During his entire Assembly career, he was a member of
the Assembly Commission.

He was also active in the Commonwealth Parliamentary
Association, which saw him represent the Assembly

at conferences at India, Australia and Canada. In the
Assembly, he also served on the Health Committee and
on the Employment and Learning Committee and was our
party spokesman on both portfolios during his time on
those Committees. In 2010, he was awarded an MBE for
his services to the Commission and to the Assembly.

Following his retirement in 2011, he championed the cause
of special needs education and, something that was very
dear to his heart, he served as a chaplain to the Ulster
Defence Regiment Association and was president of the
mid-Antrim branch of the Ulster Special Constabulary
Association. Rev Dr Coulter passed away on 5 September
2018 after a long battle with cancer. We remember him
very fondly, and we pass on our prayers and good wishes
to his surviving family.

Dr lan Adamson was a former Ulster Unionist Party Lord
Mayor of Belfast who died in Belfast. He was a man of
many talents and interests. He represented the Victoria
electoral area on Belfast City Council from 1989 to 2011
and served as Lord Mayor, Deputy Lord Mayor and High
Sheriff. He was also the MLA for East Belfast between
1998 and 2003 and was a founder member of the Somme
Association. In addition to his political career, he was a
medical doctor and had a keen interest and provided a
wealth of knowledge in the field of history, particularly local
history and Ulster Scots. As many of us can testify, he
was the author of numerous books and papers. He made
a huge contribution to cultural and political life and will be
greatly missed by all his friends in the party. Indeed, Lord
Empey, who served with Dr Adamson in both City Hall and
Stormont, said he had :

“a great sense of humour and dry wit. His flair for
cultural issues, particularly as they applied to the
Ulster Scots tradition, were brought to life with his
lectures and anecdotes. Those of us who were
colleagues in the City Hall will miss him greatly.”

Indeed, he will probably be looking down now with
amusement as there was one time in the Assembly where
he made a short contribution in Welsh, and a Member
from Sinn Féin congratulated him on his fluency in Irish.
Adamson corrected him:

“It is the oldest British tongue; it is the language of the
Welsh.” — [Official Report (Hansard), Bound Volume
2, p247, col 2].

He is survived by his family, and we wish them all the best
wishes.

Mrs Long: It feels very strange to be making these tributes
to colleagues in this way, but | am genuinely grateful for
the opportunity to do so. | hope that Members from other
parties will forgive me for focusing on my late colleague
Seamus Close in my remarks today.

He was one of the first people to join Alliance when it was
first formed in 1970, driven by his belief that the horror
that was unfolding on our streets needed to stop and that
Northern Ireland needed to change. Characteristically,

he did not sit back and wait for someone else to do the
heavy lifting, but rolled up his sleeves and he did it himself.
In 1973, he was first elected to the new Lisburn Borough
Council, and between his role there and as an MLA, he
served as an Alliance elected representative for over 34
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years. One of the highlights of that time for him was in
1993, when he became the first Catholic and non-unionist
mayor of Lisburn council. His first act on that occasion was
to write to the leaders of all the local churches to ask if he
could attend worship with them. That is a measure of how
he tried to instil respect at the heart of everything he did.
He was always willing to share his advice and experience
with others, often, whether we wanted it or not, and to
share his views with younger councillors and politicians.
That advice — that you could have it out in the chamber,
you could have hot and heavy arguments, but if you could
not go outside, shake hands and still be friends at the end
of it, you were in the wrong job — is good advice for all of
us in this Chamber, too.

Seamus was very much a conviction politician. That
showed in his courageous stand on paramilitarism and
his unswerving commitment to creating a shared future.
He was an inspiring person to work with, to listen to and
with whom to be part of the same team. His style was
direct and blunt, something which | personally like, and he
never pulled his punches with anyone, not even his party
colleagues. That style led to his being not just respected
but a very useful negotiator: people knew where they stood
and knew that he could be relied upon to still be standing
there when they returned to him later. They were able to
rely on him to be honest and forthright with his opinions.
However, that directness was also laced with a wit and
humour, which made him not just respected but much liked.
It also meant that, post-retirement, he made the transition
to political commentator seamlessly, aided hugely by his
independence of thought. Having shared a studio with him
in his role as commentator on occasion, | certainly never
took it for granted that Seamus would agree with me and
always felt very relieved on the occasions when he did. |
have no doubt that those of you who also shared a studio
with him will have felt the same relief.

In the Assembly, Seamus’s training in business came to
the fore, particularly in finance. His desire to know that
public money was not misspent made him a passionate
advocate on the Public Accounts Committee. He was
always ready to challenge where he felt that there was
waste or that money could be better spent and was always
conscious that it came from someone else’s pocket and
should be taken care of properly.

While Seamus was a formidable debater, a fierce
opponent and a fearless defender of democracy, he was,
at heart, a family man. It is fitting that his wife, Deirdre,
has been able to join us today. To her, Natasha, Stephen,
Brian and Christopher, and to his grandchildren, | want to
extend our ongoing thoughts and prayers at this time. |
never had the pleasure of being in the Chamber with him,
but we were part of the same Assembly team during the
hiatus in proceedings between 2003 and 2007. It was an
honour to be so. He was always an encourager to me. He
encouraged me to not mince my words, to be direct and
to be truthful in what | said. Some of you may wish that |
had taken his advice less to heart than, perhaps, | have.
He was larger than life. He was full of good humour and a
generous spirit. He is very much missed by all of us who
knew him.

Mr T Buchanan: Of course, it is good to take time to
remember and reflect on those who used to serve in the
House, sat on these Benches and made their contributions
to society and the constituencies that they served. Sadly,

they are no longer with us. A number of them were in the
House when | came here in 2003. | had the privilege of
serving alongside some of them. We will all remember
them in different ways; for the different contributions that
they made and the service that they provided to their
constituencies.

As for me, | remember with fondness my dear friend

and colleague Oliver Gibson. Oliver was the person who
brought me into politics at the very outset. He brought
me into council and paved the way for me to follow him
into the Assembly in 2003. He was someone who lived
for politics. He made some very valuable contributions
indeed. He delivered for his constituents. He was a former
schoolteacher and vice-principal of Omagh High School.
He was passionate about education and delivering for
the people of West Tyrone. He was also a member of
the Ulster Defence Regiment, and he wanted to make
sure that law and order was protected for the people of
Northern Ireland.

Oliver made some very good contributions to and
deliveries for the people in West Tyrone, which still stand
as a testament to him. Throughout the length and breadth
of West Tyrone, people still talk passionately about Oliver
Gibson and his legacy.

Today, we remember all the respective families whose
homes have been left with a vacant chair and a voice
silenced. As they seek to learn to live with the loss that
they have sustained, | want simply to pass on our deepest
and heartfelt sympathy to them all. | trust and pray that
they will know God’s help and blessing in the days that

lie ahead. It is always difficult when a dearly loved one is
taken from us. You do not get over it, but you learn to live
with it. As those families learn to live with their grief, sorrow
and loss, we assure them of our prayers. It behoves each
one of us in the Chamber to number our days and to apply
our hearts unto wisdom.

Ms Kimmins: | echo the comments of other Members
about former Members who have passed away in the last
three years. | pay tribute to Pat O’Rawe, a former MLA for
the constituency that | now represent, Newry and Armagh.
| thank Pat for her service to the constituents of that area
during her time in the Assembly and as the first Sinn Féin
Mayor of Armagh City and District Council.

Ms S Bradley: First, | offer my condolences to my friend
and colleague, Pat Catney, who today lays his mother,
Eileen, to rest. | extend my condolences to his siblings
Elizabeth, Laurence, Jim, Dymphna, Damian, Patrick,
Assumpta and Broz-ana.

| also add my belated words of sympathy to all families
of former Members who have been, rightly, remembered
here today. | welcome Noreen McClelland, the wife

of former Member Donovan McClelland, who is in the
Public Gallery today.

It is at times like this when all our differences, whether real
or merely perceived, vanish. As P J Bradley’s daughter
and an elected representative of the House, | find myself
in the most unusual and highly privileged position of being
able to stand and thank each of you for the kind words

and expressions of condolence that you offered to me and
my family following our loss. The sheer volume of kind
words of condolence extended to us, often coupled with
shared personal stories that beautifully captured Daddy’s
kindness, has been overwhelming and most comforting. To
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each of the individuals who reached out to comfort us from
near and far, we are truly grateful.

Before and after politics, P J — or Daddy, as he was
known in our house — held one rule above all others
during his lifetime: his respect for human life was
paramount; his commitment to peace unwavering. In this
Chamber, Daddy’s love for Ireland and its people was
repeatedly displayed: his tireless work on the delivery of
Irish passport services to post offices here; the realisation
of his vision for all-island free travel; and reaching out to
the undocumented Irish abroad. These were just some
of the projects that he pursued with passion. Daddy
immensely enjoyed representing all the people of South
Down and his time on the Agriculture Committee. He did
so with great humility, diligence and respect for all.

It is my opinion, however, that local issues brought him the
greatest sense of achievement. Projects such as securing
a village green for our parish in Burren, and placing on it

a millennium wall that recorded the name of every person
who was living in the parish on millennium day, mark some
of his local legacy. He was an avid GAA supporter who
never missed an all-Ireland football final, and a lifelong
member of St Mary’s GAC. It is not possible for me even
to begin putting on record the vast range of achievements
that Daddy accomplished in his lifetime.

Thankfully for me, much of them have been captured in
the books that he published before his passing. Of course,
any work unfinished has been passed to me and others

to administer for completion, so there is absolutely no
pressure on delivering the Narrow Water bridge.

12.30 pm

On behalf of my mother, Leontia, my siblings Martin,
Joanne, Deborah, Catherine, Stephanie, William and
Miceal, Daddy’s brother, Liam, and sisters Nora and Nuala,
and all our extended families, | thank the House and all of
those who offered words of comfort to us. So many people
stepped in to help us. | am acutely aware that, in naming
some people, | will leave others out. However, | cannot

let the moment pass without personally thanking Father
Charlie Byrne, Roisin McCrink, my office staff, Sean
O’Hare, and the McAteer family, all of whom offered us
great support at a very difficult time.

Finally, | use the opportunity to place on record our huge
appreciation to the medical team who supported Daddy
during his short iliness and to the Southern Area Hospice,
which supported Daddy and our family during what was a
very peaceful passing. | will always be proud to be P J's
daughter. Rest in peace, Daddy.

Mr Swann: | thank you, Mr Speaker, for allowing this
business to proceed today. Like other Members, | pay
tribute to those former Members who have passed away,
in particular Rev Dr Bob Coulter, who was a personal
friend and mentor to me. As John O’Dowd and our party
leader have already expressed, Bob’s passion for health
and for employment and learning matters in this place is
something that he held deeply. He brought that experience
to bear in the delivery of Castle Tower special school

in Ballymena. Many will see that as part of his enduring
legacy, because he was chair of the board of governors
from the original concept to the delivery of the school.

| know that he did not make John'’s job as Education

Minister easy at times, but the way in which he conducted
that campaign brought about the delivery of the school.

It has been noted that, during his time at Stormont, he
moved around the corridors not just with ease but with
speed. He often left many a staff member or visitor finding
it hard to keep up with him. In the tributes that have been
paid, everyone has acknowledged his warmth and the
personal time that he gave to anyone whom he met. He
was a man who was as comfortable sitting at a kitchen
table up a lane in Clogh as he was sitting down to tea with
Nelson Mandela.

Like many, | am blessed to have learned from Bob’s
experience. Having had him as a political mentor and
guide has been a great resource to me. A mentor is
someone who wants to see you rise to the top and is
willing to help you get there, even if it means letting you
stand on his shoulders. Bob would not mind my saying
that, even with me on his shoulders or him on mine, there
is many a hedge or wall in North Antrim that neither of us
could have seen over. [Laughter.] For those who knew
him, he was a man who had a story for every occasion
and eventuality. It was only at the end of those stories
that you could tell by the glint in his eye whether he had
been winding you up. | once said to him that he taught me
everything that | know of the craft of politics. His answer to
me, with that same smile, was, “Yes, but | didn’t teach you
everything | know”.

Unfortunately, Elizabeth, Bob’s wife, constant companion,
confidante and adviser, passed away only a few weeks
ago. | pass on my condolences and our condolences to
comfort John, Liz, Sharon, Nick, Dan and Adam and the
wider family circle. It is known that Bob was a man of great
faith who had great love for the Lord. It was his greatest
strength, and the gift to us all is that we are assured that
he is walking the corridors of power in a better place with
the same ease, grace and welcome that he walked the
corridors here in Stormont.

Mr Lunn: | pay tribute to all the Members whom you
mentioned at the start of proceedings. | cannot say that |
knew them all very well, but | remember P J Bradley as an
absolute gentleman. He was a pleasure to be with. | also
knew the Rev Robert Coulter. | will say exactly the same
thing about him: he was a true gentleman and made some
great contributions to the House. Oddly enough, | also
remember Oliver Gibson. | knew him before he got into
politics, back in the ‘70s. He was another gentleman, but

| knew him through education, so | will not say anything
about his politics.

In particular, | will carry on from what Naomi said about
Seamus Close and then say a few words about Dr lan
Adamson. Seamus Close was the reason | joined Alliance
back in 1989. | will not repeat what Naomi said about him,
but | will amplify it slightly. He was awarded the OBE in
1997 for his contribution to public services, and, in 2010,
he was awarded the freedom of the city of Lisburn, along
with Ivan Davis, who was a past Deputy Speaker here, and
Edwin Poots’s father, Charlie Poots. They all achieved the
freedom of the city on the same day — all richly deserved.

Seamus had many strings to his bow. He was, for instance,
a prison visitor at the Maze prison for some time, and his
concern for the welfare of prisoners and staff was very
evident at times. He was capable of demonstrating his
sense of humour. You might remember when a tunnel was
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discovered under a fence at the Maze. Seamus stood up
at Lisburn council and speculated that he was not too sure
if it was for people trying to get in or people trying to get
out, because of the benevolent regime that was the public
perception of what went on in the Maze at that time.

Seamus was the first non-unionist Mayor of Lisburn, but
he even made a joke about that: he said that he was the
first one who had a beard. That was Seamus. He was a
very gifted debater in the Assembly and in council. He did
38 years’ unbroken service on council — more than half a
lifetime. | do not know how he stuck it, but he did, and fair
play to him. He was a massive contributor to the affairs of
Lisburn and to Lisburn council.

Following the Good Friday Agreement in 1998 — in which
election Seamus topped the poll in Lisburn, which is fairly
unusual for an Alliance person, but he did — he was
tipped at that time to assume your job, Mr Speaker. It did
not happen for him, but | know that it was a possibility,
because he was sitting in my house when he received the
call in which he was offered the job by a Northern Ireland
Office Minister. He indicated that he would accept it, but
it did not happen for him. We heard on the news later that
night that somebody else was to take the post.

Seamus held very firm views on matters that sometimes
diverged slightly from party policy, but there but for the
grace of God go we all. [Laughter.] Members might
remember back in the 2000s when the Alliance Party had
decided to redesignate as unionist for a day. They all did
— | was not here — except for Seamus. Seamus was for
having none of that; he did not believe in it at all. He also
had trouble with some of the social issues of the day: |
will not go into that. He stuck to his beliefs, always. There
was one thing about him: you always knew where you
stood with him, because he would tell you, and he would
tell you straight out. That applied to his friends as well as
his so-called foes. However, he had no foes outside the
Chamber; he just did not. His attitude was, “Leave it in the
Chamber”. No matter what was said or how vitriolic it got,
you could have a cup of tea with Seamus afterwards or
drain a wee brandy if you really wanted it.

| want to talk briefly about Seamus as the family man.

He was married to Deirdre, who is in the Public Gallery
today, for around 40 years. They have four lovely children:
Christopher, Brian, Stephen and, of course, Natasha. When
| first got to know him, around 1990, Natasha was very ill,
as most of you will probably remember. She was suffering
from a childhood leukaemia — an illness that did not

spare many children. In fact, | think the survival rate was
about one in five at the time. However, Natasha survived.
She is now in her early 30s — a lovely young lady. She

was blessed with a son two or three years ago, which is
something that would have been in some doubt at a time
because of what had happened to her during her childhood.

Seamus delighted in his family. He was the ultimate family
man. While he could be quite scathing in his behaviour here
and through politics, his attitude in the family was completely
different. | know his son Brian, who may be in the Gallery as
well, referred to him as a big “softie”. | think that is going a bit
far, but he was certainly a lovely family man. He took great
pleasure in the family and also in his grandchildren, of which
he had three: Rory, Thomas and Emily.

As a family, we shared some very good times with Deirdre
and Seamus at weekends and on holidays over the years.

We came to be very, very good friends, and we will miss
him, as will all of his colleagues. He had a wide family
circle — all his friends in Lisburn and his friends here as
well.

However, we have his legacy as an Alliance
representative, a prominent politician and a supreme
family man. That is the way | would like to remember him.

| will turn briefly to lan Adamson, who | did not know very
well but whose language skills and intellect | admired. |
gather he knew maybe about a dozen languages fluently,
including some that some of us had never heard of
because they were very old languages. He knew about
the history of language, and he could be very severe on
our Irish-speaking colleagues because he thought that
sometimes the Irish that they were speaking was not true
Irish because they had not gone back 5,000 years to find
the derivation of it.

He did not particularly favour the Alliance Party, to be
honest, especially in his later years. He could be quite
severe with us —.

Mr Storey: Hear, hear. [Laughter.]

Mr Lunn: But that is politics. He was a decent man, and
we miss him just the same. My abiding memory of him — |
will finish with this, Mr Speaker — is that | made the trip
to the Somme battlefields with the Somme Association

a few years ago. lan, who was a founder member of that
association, was our guide for the time we were there. He
sat at the front of the bus, and, in between every stop, he
told us exactly where we had been and the history of it,
where we were going and the history of it and probably
what was coming up next. He was an absolute fund of
knowledge about the battlefields, the First World War and,
particularly, the details of the Somme.

| express my sympathy to everybody who was mentioned
today, particularly to lan’s family and, of course, to
Seamus’s.

Mrs Cameron: Thank you for the opportunity to pay these
tributes to the many Members who passed away in the last
three years while this place has not been sitting.

| will be very brief. | just want to mention in particular
Wilson Clyde, who was MLA for South Antrim. He was
part of my beginnings in my political time with this party,
the DUP. Wilson was a bit of a character. He was a farmer
and a very proud unionist. He was incredibly loyal in every
way, and that was in a very personal sense as well. | had
the pleasure of working for him in his constituency office
for a few years back in the 2000s. He always turned up
with a smile on his face and was always ready to crack
some really crummy joke. He was notorious for that. He
was an incredibly honest gentleman, he was very loyal

in character and he was very much a family man. | know
he will be very much missed by his wife, Evelyn, and the
entire family circle in the Randalstown and south Antrim
area.

Mr Dallat: | am probably almost in a unique position in
that | knew all these Members from my long service in this
place. Obviously, | knew some better than others. My two
party colleagues Donovan McClelland and P J Bradley

| knew in particular, but there were others | knew from
serving on Committees.
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12.45 pm

Donovan McClelland was a lecturer in the University

of Ulster. Life could have been very comfortable for

him, but he did not choose that. He contributed to the
peace process that eventually became the Good Friday
Agreement and, in doing that, he brought himself danger. |
remember being in his home on several occasions, which
was fortified with high fences, bulletproof glass, deadlocks
and all sorts of things. However, that was the contribution
that he made, which has brought us to where we are today.
Of course, you cannot mention Donovan without his wife,
Noreen, who served in parallel on an adjacent council and
who, today, makes a huge contribution. If | had one wish, it
would be that Noreen would join the Assembly one day.

As you know, Mr Speaker — this will be of particular
interest to you — Donovan was a Deputy Speaker, and

he was a man of severe discipline. He did not suffer fools
easily. On one occasion, there was a Member who was
particularly troublesome in the morning. | reassure the
existing parties that it was not one of their members. In the
afternoon, Donovan was in the seat you are sitting in now,
and, within 30 seconds, that Member was ejected. | am not
sure if it was done according to the rules, but Donovan had
had enough of him, and the Member got the message.

| served alongside P J Bradley on the Agriculture
Committee, but he also lobbied me many times on behalf
of the undocumented in America. | am glad that Sinéad
has mentioned that, because that was important to a lot of
people. His and Donovan’s contributions were invaluable.

| know that Alliance Members and others have spoken
about Seamus Close, and | am conscious that his wife
Deirdre is here today. Seamus Close was an amazing
individual, and | had the pleasure of serving on the

Public Accounts Committee with him. He quickly became
known as the Rottweiler, not because he went around
biting ankles or things like that but because of the way

he penetrated bad practice in Departments. | know that
Seamus and other retired members of the Public Accounts
Committee met for years after he retired to reminisce
about the good old days when they sorted out the financial
difficulties of the Assembly. Seamus will be sadly missed,
and | wish to record my experience of working with him,
particularly on the Public Accounts Committee. | know
other Members appreciated it equally.

| could not resume my seat without making reference to
Reverend Robert Coulter — Bob, as he allowed me to call
him. He was an incredible person who had a vision for the
future of the Assembly that went far beyond simply winning
the next election.

When | was speaking about Donovan McClelland’s difficult
life, | neglected to say that | am so sorry that, in recent
days, our First Minister and deputy First Minister have
received threats. That was the type of life that Donovan
McClelland lived in Randalstown in those years. Current
Members of the Assembly should never forget that there
were a lot of people who went before them and who made
huge sacrifices and took enormous risks to bring this place
to where it is today.

Mr Clarke: Thank you, Mr Speaker, for the opportunity

to reflect on the Members who passed away during the
time when the Assembly did not sit. Other Members have
mentioned their party colleagues, and | want to talk in
particular about my two party colleagues: Oliver Gibson

and about Wilson Clyde, who has already been described
as a “proud unionist”. | echo those comments, because
Wilson was very proud of his unionist roots.

Wilson Clyde was from South Antrim, and he and | shared
the townland of Groggan. He was one of the biggest
encouragements for me to first put my name forward

in 2005. When | was a young boy, Wilson’s name was

on the ballot paper and | was unable to vote for him, so
Wilson had been about for a long time: over 20 years

in local government and then, from 1998 to 2007, in the
Assembly. Behind all that, as my colleague from South
Antrim described, Wilson was a family man and a farmer.
He spent much of his life building his farm, but, behind

all that, he was a community man. He wanted to see the
community thrive, and he worked in his community to do
that. | pay tribute to Wilson and offer my sympathies to his
wife, Evelyn, who has been left behind.

Wilson was a very active member of the party right up until
he suffered poor health. He was still an active member

of our party into his early 80s and was frequently seen at
meetings. He was so loyal that he was probably one of

the first ones to be seen there and one of the last ones

to leave. That may be because, as my colleague said,

he was still telling silly jokes at the end. Wilson was very
dependable, and | pay tribute to him for that and for what
he has done for the people of South Antrim.

Mr Butler: Thank you, Mr Speaker. | put on record my
thanks to you for facilitating this moving tribute to former
Members of the House. You could not sit here and not be
moved by some of the remarks that have been made about
former Members who, perhaps, operated in much more
difficult, turbulent times than we find ourselves in. | am
sure that we will note that we could do a lot better in the
future learning from some of the instances of the past.

Before | talk about particular Members, | pay tribute to
Sinéad Bradley for speaking so passionately about her
father. Sinéad has probably made the most difficult tribute
today, and it was fitting for her father. | put on record our
regards at this difficult time to another Member for Lagan
Valley, Pat Catney, who is burying his mother.

| am one of the new Members. | am not that young, but |
did not get the privilege and chance to work with any of the
people whom we have spoken of today. However, | had the
chance to know two of them in different formats. | knew
Rev Bob Coulter through his family. He leaves a legacy
not only through his family, which is a credit to him, but
through the Member for North Antrim, who is sitting here
today thanks to Bob’s guidance, and we will be forever
grateful for that.

| am minded to pass on my personal respect for Seamus
Close. Seamus was a politician in Lisburn when | was

not interested in politics. | certainly may not have shared
absolutely everything that he aspired to, but | can tell you,
hand on heart, that | respected everything he stood for,
because he was able to politic in a very mature way. | also
knew Seamus — he would not have known it at the time —
because his wife, Deirdre, shopped in the butcher’s where
| worked. There are connections that we do not even know
that we have with people, but | knew of him through my
admiration of him and through his wife Deirdre.

To close, Mr Speaker, the real reason for me rising is
that, | think, the only time that | spoke to Seamus was
about six months ago. He was having a meal with his wife
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and another couple in Hillsborough, and we stopped. He
stopped me, because he knew who | was, and | stopped
him. We talked for five minutes and made a commitment
that we would meet for coffee. | really looked forward to
meeting Seamus for coffee, and the reality is that that
coffee never happened, so | urge the Chamber to keep
short accounts. If you have an appointment to make and
you have someone that you need to meet up with, putitin
your diary, guys, and make sure that it happens, because,
like many, | will not get that chance to have coffee with
Seamus.

Mr Newton: Thank you, Mr Speaker, for making the time
available to carry out the tributes today, some of which are,
perhaps, more personal than others. | acknowledge what
has been said by my colleagues about Oliver Gibson and
Wilson Clyde, two men whom one had to respect.

| hope that the Ulster Unionist Party will forgive me and
will not mind if | pay tribute to Dr lan Adamson, whom

| regarded as a personal friend, and | am sure that you
did, too, Mr Speaker. We served together for many

years in Belfast City Council, where he earned respect
across the chamber for his abilities to communicate in an
effective but very poignant and, indeed, jocular way, as
has been mentioned. As a person, lan was a man of great
distinction. He was a great historian, the author of many
books, a man of great intellect in his research work and,
as already mentioned, a man who spoke many languages.
Yet, he was a man who was extremely humble and could
walk comfortably in the presence of kings and in the
presence of the most humble. He had the ability to cross
the Chamber and be friends, yet he was a strong unionist
— a unionist with a capital “U” — and never at any stage
did he forsake those unionist principles. He had the ability,
as | said, to walk with the most high but also an ability

to drill right down into matters affecting the community
that we both served in the east of the city. Indeed, it was
a privilege to be at meetings with lan, and it was a good
learning experience for me. lan was interested in and a
strong promoter of Ulster Scots, not just the language but
the Ulster-Scots life and the Ulster-Scots times.

Many of us knew that lan was ill, but his sad passing came
more quickly than had been anticipated. When it is your
time and a village is sealed off to hold the funeral, when
the president of the Republic of Ireland makes the journey
to that funeral, when you see the respect and silence
during the entry of the remains to the church and, indeed,
when, as the funeral procession takes place, there are

17 lifts of the coffin, you know that someone special has
passed. | extend my sympathy to his wife, Kerry — many
of you know that lan married late in life — and, indeed, to
his wider family.

Mr Speaker: That concludes the tributes to former
Members who passed away during the past three years
while the Assembly was not sitting. | also like take the
opportunity, on behalf of Members, to extend all of our
condolences to our colleague Pat Catney on the sad
passing of his mother, Eileen.
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Mr Speaker: Claire Sugden has been given leave to make
a statement on the death of Mr Harry Gregg OBE that
fulfils the criteria set out in Standing Order 24. If other
Members wish to be called, they should rise in their place
and continue to do so. All Members called will have up to
three minutes to speak on the subject. | remind Members
that | will not take any points of order on this or any other
matter until at least this item of business has concluded.

Ms Sugden: Today, we mourn the passing of Harry Gregg
OBE, who passed away peacefully yesterday surrounded
by family. | offer my sincere condolences to his wife,
Carolyn, his family, friends and fans across the world.

Leading tributes today, Sir Alex Ferguson described him as:

“a man of great character and a true legend”.

Harry was our hero in so many ways. He was a hero

on the football pitch — unrivalled. When he had the

ball, it was safe in his hands, much to the dismay of the
opposing side. In 1957, he was the world’s most expensive
goalkeeper; a year later, he was voted the best. He made
25 appearances for Northern Ireland. He dominated the
nets both in stature and talent. He was a reluctant hero.
Following the 1958 Munich air disaster — over 60 years
ago — he bravely rescued teammates and passengers,
including a young baby.

He put aside concern for his own life to save others.
People live today because of Harry Gregg.

1.00 pm

Harry did not want to talk too often about the tragedy, but
it was clear that he carried the trauma for all of his days.
He was the “hero of Munich”, but that name gave him no
comfort. He is an inspirational hero. Harry’s legend is
without doubt, and, long before he passed, when others
sought to immortalise him in a sculpture, he spoke with
unfiltered honesty against the idea; rather, he advocated
for a foundation that aimed to inspire young people so
that they might follow their dreams, as Harry was able

to follow his. The Harry Gregg Foundation, which to this
day attracts hundreds of children and young people each
week, is his legacy.

Harry was full of character. His height and lean, straight
frame and, usually, hat gave him such presence. | met
him on a number of occasions. His candid conversations,
sharp wit and incredible stories made him the best
company. He talked about football and his family. He
dearly loved his family, and | know that they will sorely feel
his loss today and in the days ahead. Although incredibly
humble, he was quietly proud of all his achievements.

| know that some here have visited his home outside
Castlerock. It is a sight to behold: a private collection of
global football history.

Harry was a Coleraine man. Being born in Tobermore and
raised on the Bann side gave him his most distinctive and
formidable quality. Despite his success, fame and famous
friends, he was one of us. To us, Harry Gregg OBE is a
legend in every sense of the word, but, to him, he was
Harry Gregg of 34 Windsor Avenue, Coleraine: a husband,

father and grandfather, and now a “Red Devil” in heaven.
Rest easy, Harry, and God bless.

Mr M Bradley: It is with sadness that | remember former
Northern Ireland and Manchester United goalkeeper Harry
Gregg, who passed away on Sunday evening at the age
of 87. Harry passed away peacefully in the Causeway
Hospital surrounded by his loving family.

Harry survived the 1958 Munich air crash and was

often referred to as the “hero of Munich”, after pulling
passengers and teammates from the burning wreckage,
including Bobby Charlton and Dennis Viollet. It was a
tragedy in which 23 people died. Harry Gregg was a
member of Sir Matt Busby’s team of talented youngsters,
who were nicknamed the “Busby Babes”. Harry joined
them from Doncaster Rovers for a then world-record fee
for a goalkeeper of £23,000. On that fateful night of 6
February 1958, the plane carrying the team back from
Belgrade crashed in a blizzard after refuelling at Munich.
United were returning from a European game when the
aeroplane in which they were travelling crashed while
attempting to take off from a slush-covered runway. He
escaped the burning wreckage but went back in and
brought Vera Luki¢, the pregnant wife of a Yugoslav
diplomat, and her young daughter, Vesna, to safety. He
also attended to Matt Busby and fellow Northern Ireland
international Jackie Blanchflower. In an age in which the
words “hero” and “legend” are bandied about loosely,
Harry was a true legend and a true hero. Not only was
Harry a legend at Manchester United, where he kept 48
clean sheets during his nine years at Old Trafford but he
starred for Northern Ireland at the World Cup in Sweden in
1958, helping Northern Ireland to reach the quarter-finals.
He was named goalkeeper of the tournament. Harry used
to tell me that, had Peter Doherty, the manager, registered
himself to play in the competition, they could have won it,
such was the regard that he had for Peter Doherty.

Harry was awarded an MBE in 1995, followed by an OBE
in 2019. He was a straight talker. He told you it as he

saw it. | spoke with him for the last time on Thursday. He
recalled a visit that he had had from Arlene Foster as First
Minister as one of his fondest memories. | loved listening
to Harry, especially when he started to recount his football
stories. He described them in such detail that you would
nearly believe that you were there. He was a marvellous
man to listen to, and | enjoyed his company.

| will continue with a quote from Harry from 2008:

“I'm Henry Gregg, 34 Windsor Avenue, who played
football. Who was useful at it on good days and
rubbish at it on bad days. That’s what | want to be
remembered for — not something that happened on
the spur of the moment.”

Harry will long be remembered for his love and passion
for the game. He enjoyed watching young players coming
through the Harry Gregg Foundation. To explain the
breadth of that foundation, there are players there from
Ballymena, Antrim, Dungiven, Limavady and all over the
north-west and north-east of the Province who come
down to Coleraine to take part every Saturday morning;
it is a treat to watch. That is what Harry would like to be
remembered for: his belief and passion for the game

or, as he described it, “the beautiful game”. | extend all
our deepest sympathies to his wife, Carolyn, son, John,
daughters, immediate family and extended family circle.
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Dr Archibald: | extend my deepest condolences to the
family and friends of sporting legend Harry Gregg, who
died last night. Being from Coleraine and coming from

a family of United fans, | grew up knowing about Harry
Gregg. His story has inspired many from the local area as
well as across the world. Harry’s playing career started

at Windsor Park Swifts, and he enjoyed spells at Linfield
and Coleraine before moving to Doncaster Rovers at the
age of only 18. However, it was his then record-breaking
transfer fee for a goalkeeper of £23,000 to Manchester
United that enabled Harry to showcase his talent. As one
of the “Busby Babes”, Harry cemented his reputation as
one of the best goalkeepers in the world, keeping 48 clean
sheets in 247 appearances during one of the club’s most
successful periods.

Harry survived the Munich air disaster in 1958, showing
great bravery by returning to the plane to rescue
teammates and other passengers, including a pregnant
woman and small child. He returned to play only two
weeks after the crash and kept a clean sheet. He went
on to play for Northern Ireland at the 1958 World Cup,
where he reached the quarter-finals and was voted the
best goalkeeper at the tournament. His legacy will live on
through the Harry Gregg Foundation, which was founded
in 2015 and continues to help to inspire young people to
get involved in football and to engage in an active lifestyle.
My deepest sympathies go to Harry’s family and friends.
Ar dheis Dé go raibh a anam dilis.

Mr Dallat: | was in the privileged position of being a
member of Coleraine council for over 30 years, and, if | was
asked to highlight one of the greatest events | experienced
during that time, | would say that it was meeting Harry
Gregg. | am not into sport big time, but | am into sporting
people who have made a huge contribution to this world.
His sporting achievements have been well documented,
and his heroism at Munich is known the world over. The
fact that he came from Windsor Avenue, a working-class
area of Coleraine, makes me particularly proud.

Harry Gregg was a working-class man, and, all through the
most difficult years of the Troubles, he was well above the
unsettled state that we survived in. My deepest sympathy
to his family and to his friends. Windsor Avenue has lost

a hero, Coleraine has lost an icon, and the world has lost
someone who was very special not just to Manchester
United and Northern Ireland but to the people as a whole.
That is one of the reasons why Harry Gregg stands in such
an elevated position: he was above politics, he was above
sport, and he made a huge contribution to this world.

Mr Nesbitt: | will not pretend that | was some sort of
bosom pal of Harry Gregg, but | had the honour and
pleasure in equal measure of meeting him a few times,
most recently during a visit to his home outside Castlerock
with a small number of people, one of whom was Liam
Beckett. If you know Liam and you knew Harry, you will
understand that, after a rather promising start, when | got
out the full word “Hello”, it was something of a challenge
to insert a third syllable into the next two hours of
conversation. Joel Taggart was there that day, and | heard
him on the BBC this morning saying Harry would be very
cross if we started with Munich rather than concentrating
on his football career. And what a career that was. Of
course, we think of George Best as our greatest, but let
us not underestimate how Harry Gregg became the most
expensive goalkeeper in the history of world football

when Manchester United brought him to Old Trafford from
Doncaster. Time after time, he showed us why, not just for
his club but for his country.

Earlier today, Sammy Mcllroy, the last of the “Busby
Babes”, said Harry had the courage of a lion. In the

1958 World Cup finals, he was voted goalkeeper of the
tournament, outperforming the great Russian Lev Yashin,
whom many still believe to be the greatest goalkeeper of all
time. As somebody lucky enough to have commentated on
Northern Ireland the other two times they made World Cup
finals, | think that it is easy to forget that, of the three, the
‘58 squad was probably the best. It made the quarter-finals
of the World Cup in Sweden, a squad that included some
of Northern Ireland’s all-time greatest. There was Gregg
himself, of course, Bertie Peacock, Peter McParland,
Jimmy Mcllroy, Billy Bingham and Danny Blanchflower.
The FIFA all-star team of the tournament in 1958
contained six Brazilians, two Frenchmen, a Swede and
two Northern Irishmen in the best team in the world: Harry
Gregg and Danny Blanchflower. Blanchflower’s brother,
Jackie, was one of the Manchester United players whom
Harry Gregg saved in Munich just a few months before.

“Only a fool would do what I did”,

said Harry Gregg, but that belies a fundamental truth about
him, which was identified by George Best, who said:

“On that occasion, it wasn'’t just an act of courage. It
was acts of goodness.”

Harry Gregg was a very good man. | can think of no
country in the world that would not rejoice in saying, “He
was a son of this country”. Our condolences go to his
family, his friends and to all his admirers, many of whom
never knew him and never saw him play but respect him
nonetheless. A good man has gone.

Mr Lyttle: On behalf of the Alliance Party, | pay tribute to
the legendary Northern Ireland and Manchester United
goalkeeper Harry Gregg. First and foremost, | offer my
sincere condolences, thoughts and prayers to the Gregg
family and hope that the tributes paid in the Assembly
today go some way to offer some comfort for their loss.

Harry Gregg was a member of the legendary Manchester
United “Busby Babes”, playing 247 times for the club, and
he is part of a rich heritage of Northern Irishmen who have
graced the “theatre of dreams”. He also played 25 times
for Northern Ireland and, as mentioned, was a star of the
1958 World Cup. He was voted best goalkeeper in a side
captained by Danny Blanchflower that reached the quarter-
finals of the competition.

Harry will be remembered for his bravery during the
Munich air disaster, when he courageously and without
second thought helped to rescue teammates and survivors
from the wreckage. As mentioned, Harry’s reluctance to
accept the recognition he received for that act gives some
insight into the humility and humanity of the man and,
indeed, into his determination to ensure that that tragic
accident did not define his life or the life of his teammates.
| think he can proudly recognise that he achieved that aim.
Forever recognised as one of the greatest goalkeepers in
the history of the beautiful game and loved by his family,
Harry Gregg was an inspiration on and off the football pitch
to so many.
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Mr Allister: Northern Ireland has been blessed with many
sporting giants not just in football but in many disciplines,
but towering among them, undoubtedly, is Harry Gregg.
All that has been said about him today in tribute is well
deserved for his sporting achievements alone, but, of
course, it is not just his triumph on the football field that
made him the memorable son of this land of whom we are
all proud.

It was also his triumph in the adversity of the Munich airfield,
where he showed the selfless courage that most of us can
only dream about. With no thought for his own safety, and
thinking only of those who were in great peril, he conducted
himself in a way that ensured that some people lived who
otherwise would have died in the Munich disaster.

1.15 pm

Many of us — | suspect maybe all of us — in the Chamber
have no recollection of the Munich disaster because

it happened so long ago, yet it is embedded in the
consciousness of us all. Why? Because of Harry Gregg. It
was that selfless behaviour — that heroic behaviour — that
made Harry Gregg one of whom we are all so proud, not
just for his sporting prowess but for what he did on that
occasion. Yet, through all that, as the House has heard, he
was a man of immense modesty, self-effacing and looking
nowhere for glory. | met him only once or twice, but it was
a privilege to meet him and be in the presence of someone
who so earned the respect of this country and whom we are
all so glad was indeed a son of Northern Ireland. He was
one of us; he lived amongst us; he came from us. He never
forgot and was very proud of his roots. He was anxious to
remind us all, quite properly, of where he came from. There
were no airs and graces. He was straight up and down,
straightforward, and exactly the sort of Ulsterman who
personifies much of the greatness of this Province.

| want to add to the expressions of sympathy and
condolence to his family and many friends. He will be
much missed, but not forgotten.

Mr Robinson: First and foremost, | express my sincere
sympathy to the family of local football legend Harry
Gregg OBE. It was with huge sadness that | learned of
the passing of a man who could be described only as a
legend and a hero. | consider it a huge privilege to have
personally known Harry and his passion for his hometown
team, Coleraine Football Club, which, ironically, won the
league cup the night before his untimely death.

Although Harry was much too modest a man to call himself
a hero, this is simply the truth. During the awful events at
Munich, which robbed the world of football of some of its
rising stars, Harry Gregg put his own safety aside to try to
rescue friends and colleagues. For me, that labelled Harry
as a hero, even if he did not want that title. In the years
after Harry became a legend of the Manchester United
team, he was a hero, most of all, in his Northern Ireland
home. He never saw himself as anything but Harry Gregg.
That is what made him such a special individual.

While it is his family who will miss him the most, | hope
that it will be of comfort to them to know how greatly
appreciated Harry was as an individual throughout
Northern Ireland and far beyond. Today, Northern Ireland
has lost a gentleman, a sporting hero and an inspiration,
but, through the Harry Gregg Foundation, his name will

live long in his native land. Again, | extend my deepest
sympathy to all his family.

Ms Ennis: | thank Claire Sugden for bringing this Matter of
the Day to the House, and to give us the opportunity to pay
tribute to Harry. As a Manchester United fan, |, too, feel a
sense of loss. | want to extend my deepest sympathies to
the family and friends of Harry Gregg.

Harry played for United during arguably one the most
successful periods in the club’s history. He is considered
one of the club’s best ever keepers. Despite being known
for his talent, as Members alluded to, Harry will always be
remembered as one of the unsung heroes of the infamous
Munich air disaster. Following the horrendous events of
that ill-fated journey, Harry set about pulling people from
the wreckage, without a thought for his own safety. We
heard other Members allude to the fact that he rescued

a pregnant mother and her other child, whom he later
met. Harry also rescued the great Bobby Charlton, Jackie
Blanchflower and his manager, Matt Busby, who was
seriously injured.

By any standards, Harry Gregg was a hero, but he never
sought any recognition for that, and he was a very private,
extraordinarily ordinary person. He was a hero who wanted
to be remembered for football. George Best best summed
Harry up when he said:

“Bravery is one thing but what Harry did was about
more than bravery. It was about goodness.”

Harry Gregg was a good person.

Mr McNulty: Harry Gregg was a sporting icon. He was

so much more than a sporting icon or a sporting man; he
was a man of great dignity, humility and strength. He was a
family man, touched by personal tragedy as well, with the
loss of his first wife and his daughter through cancer. Harry
was a “Busby Babe”. | am a GAA man, but, in my formative
years, | was also a Man U fan. | grew up admiring such
players as Sammy Mcllroy, Mal Donaghy and others and
their exploits with the Northern Ireland team in Mexico ‘86.
Sammy Mcllroy said today that Harry was a man with the
bravery of a lion, on and off the pitch. He was a man who,
in 1958, climbed back into a burning aircraft in an effort to
save his teammates’ lives. Although Harry was a reluctant
hero, what he did that night in Munich says everything

you need to know about the man. Rest in peace, Harry.
Condolences to his family, friends and fans.
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Committee Membership

Mr Speaker: As with similar motions, the motion on
Committee membership will be treated as a business
motion, and there will be no debate.

Resolved:

That Ms Martina Anderson be appointed as a member
of the Committee for Infrastructure and as a member
of the Committee for Justice. — [Mr O’Dowd.]

Mr Speaker: As with similar motions, the motion on
Committee membership will be treated as a business
motion, and there will be no debate.

Resolved:

That Mr Gary Middleton replace Mr Harry Harvey

as a member of the Committee on Procedures; and
that Mr Harry Harvey replace Mr Gary Middleton as a
member of the Public Accounts Committee. — [Mr K
Buchanan.]

Committee Business

Sea Fish Licensing Order (Northern Ireland)
2019: Prayer of Annulment

Mr Speaker: The Business Committee has agreed that
there should be a single debate, during which Members
should address both motions. Following the debate, | will
put the question on each of the motions separately to the
House.

The following motion stood in the Order Paper:

That the Sea Fish Licensing Order (Northern Ireland)

2019 (SR 2019/61) be annulled. — [Mr McAleer (The
Chairperson of the Committee for Agriculture, Environment
and Rural Affairs).]

Motion not moved.

Sea Fishing (Licences and Notices)
(Amendment) Regulations (Northern
Ireland) 2019: Prayer of Annulment

The following motion stood in the Order Paper:

That the Sea Fishing (Licences and Notices) (Amendment)
Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2019 (SR 2019/65)

be annulled. — [Mr McAleer (The Chairperson of the
Committee for Agriculture, Environment and Rural
Affairs).]

Motion not moved.

Mr Speaker: The next item of business in the Order Paper
is Question Time. | therefore propose, by leave of the
Assembly, to suspend the sitting until 2.00 pm.

The sitting was suspended at 1.25 pm.
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2.00 pm

Oral Answers to Questions

The Executive Office

Mr Speaker: Members, it is time for questions to the
Executive Office. We will start with listed questions.
Questions 4 and 8 have been withdrawn. Topical questions
1 and 9 have been withdrawn. We have not been informed
of any groupings.

Executive Subcommittee on Brexit: Update

1. Mr Middleton asked the First Minister and deputy First
Minister for an update on the Executive subcommittee on
Brexit. (AQO 110/17-22)

Mrs O’Neill (The deputy First Minister): Before |
respond, | take the opportunity to acknowledge the
passing of Harry Gregg, who died today. Harry was a great
sporting icon and role model. My thoughts are with his
family and friends at this time.

| am pleased to advise the Member that the Brexit
subcommittee is firmly established and working to ensure
that our interests are being protected and that we get the
best deal for us. The subcommittee has met twice, and
further meetings are scheduled over the coming days and
weeks. At our first meeting, we received an update from
officials on what they identified as the key challenges
facing us. We also agreed a work schedule to ensure

that we are focusing our efforts on the most appropriate
areas, although it was recognised that our consideration of
issues will be informed by the timetable of the negotiations
processes. At our second meeting, we had a focused
consideration of the issues around the movement of goods
east-west and west-east. Given the importance of that
issue, we will give further consideration to our position at
the next meeting.

We also considered the implications for services North/
South, as well as how we can appropriately engage with
stakeholders in recognition of the established and ongoing
stakeholder engagement undertaken by the various
Departments. We also received a paper from officials on
draft negotiating principles for the Executive that will be
discussed in detail at our next meeting.

Mr Middleton: The deputy First Minister highlighted the
importance of ease of trade east-west and west-east.
The agri-food sector in Northern Ireland is crucial to our
economy. Her party’s position is that there should be no
checks or infrastructure, but does she agree that, if there
is an insistence that there be checks, they should not be
done on this side of the Irish Sea?

Mrs O’Neill: | do not wish to see barriers east-west or
North/South. We do not wish to see any kind of barrier to
trade. We want to make sure that we have a prosperous
economy and everybody has an opportunity to flourish.
The Member mentioned the agri-food sector and its
significance to our economy. We have to do everything
that we can to protect the sector. The First Minister and

| have written to the Prime Minister, Boris Johnson. | am

seeking clarity around some of the issues. We have a
protocol that needs to be protected, but we also have to
guard against the fact that we could come to the end of
this year and still not have a deal. We need to protect our
local interests. We are determined to work together, and
we have sought clarity from Boris Johnson on a range of
issues and hope to get a response in the weeks ahead.

Mr O’Toole: The Ireland protocol sets out a joint
committee on the implementation of the protocol. It sets
out a specialised committee that will report to the joint
committee on the operation of the protocol. Once the
protocol is operational, it envisages a joint consultative
working group on the operation of the protocol.

Have officials advised her or the First Minister of the
membership of those committees and whether there will
be Executive representation? If not, when will we find out?

Mrs O’Neill: We are working our way through the detail
of all those things. The First Minister and | attended the
Joint Ministerial Council (JMC) meeting in Cardiff a few
weeks ago, at which we raised those issues, including that
of representation. The Executive voice needs to be heard
as part of the discussions. How it is organised and how it
will operate are not yet definitive, but suffice it to say that
we will insist that our voice is heard and that we are part
of the discussions at each stage of the negotiations. It is
important, as negotiations move — we know that they can
move very quickly — that our voice is heard and that we
can adapt to be part of them. That is why we are meeting
as an Executive subcommittee on Brexit every week. We
are trying to get up to speed and to make sure that all
Executive Ministers are involved in the discussions and
decisions that we need to take.

Ms Anderson: Given the deep and genuine concerns

and the widespread discussions that are taking place
among a range of stakeholders representing the economy,
social justice and constitutional change, plus rights
advocates, such as trade unions and the Committee

on the Administration of Justice (CAJ), will the Brexit
subcommittee, in the context of participatory democracy,
undertake engagements with such relevant stakeholders
to listen, possibly learn and discuss their views on Brexit?

Mrs O’Neill: We absolutely recognise the importance

of stakeholder engagement. Well-seasoned, long-
established mechanisms are already in place to engage
with stakeholders in each Department. The subcommittee
aims to build on those. Each Department will continue

to engage with its stakeholders, and the subcommittee
will make arrangements to receive briefings from key
stakeholders as it feels appropriate.

The subcommittee will keep stakeholder engagement
under review, and we will consider detailed stakeholder
events at certain points between the phases of the
negotiations. We have to adapt to the process as it unfolds.
At the last meeting of the Brexit subcommittee, officials
committed to bringing forward proposals on stakeholder
engagement for consideration, and that will build on the
stakeholder engagement that is already established in
each Department.

Mr Muir: Will the deputy First Minister give a guarantee
that the Executive and all the Ministers will act faithfully to
implement the Ireland/Northern Ireland protocol?

Mrs O’Neill: The protocol is established. It is in place and
is an integral part of the withdrawal agreement, so it has
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to be adhered to. | am committed to making sure that that
is the case. That is why we have a Brexit subcommittee: it
is important that every party represented on the Executive
is part of that. Our duty is to try to protect the interests and
livelihoods of the people who live here and to ensure that
citizens’ rights are not diminished and that our economy
can flourish. That includes the implementation of the
protocol, making sure that we have everything in place that
needs to be in place. There is still a danger that, at the end
of the year, we could have a no-deal scenario.

Paramilitarism: Action Plan

2. Mr McGuigan asked the First Minister and deputy First
Minister to outline progress on the Executive action plan
for tackling paramilitarism. (AQO 111/17-22)

Mrs O’Neill: While the Department of Justice takes the
overall lead on coordinating the Executive-wide action
plan for tackling paramilitarism, our Department has lead
responsibility for delivering on four of the 38 actions in
the plan. Good progress has been made on actions B1,
B2 and B3. That includes the Civil Service implementing
the employers’ guidance, which sets out best practice in
recruiting people with conflict-related convictions. Access
to financial services and travel advice have also been
improved. Specifically, in relation to action B4 — the
communities in transition project — the Department is
nearing the end of the process to appoint delivery partners
to deliver individual projects across eight B4 areas. It is
anticipated that all projects will be on the ground by April
this year.

The New Decade, New Approach deal includes a renewed
commitment from all parties to tackle paramilitarism

and should be a priority in our revised Programme for
Government. We look forward to working together across
the Executive in support of this challenging and ambitious
programme of work.

Mr McGuigan: | thank the joint First Minister for her
answer. Will the Executive Office review the outworking of
the plan to ensure increased community input and public
confidence?

Mrs O’Neill: The previous Executive developed a
cross-cutting action plan to deal with paramilitarism and
organised crime, and that is constantly reviewed. The plan
placed a focus on developing a range of criminal justice
and community empowerment interventions to tackle
paramilitarism, criminality and organised crime.

Dealing with criminality in all its manifestations requires a
whole-community response, and | am acutely aware that
people on the ground need to see, feel and experience
change. As the basis for maximising public confidence, |
am committed to working with all Executive colleagues and
with those in public, civic and community life to ensure that
no person is held back from realising their full potential as
a consequence of paramilitarism or organised criminality
in their community. Only by working together will we create
a better future where there is no place for paramilitarism,
criminality or organised crime in our communities.

Mr Speaker: | call Trevor Lunn.

Mr Lunn: Thank you, Mr Speaker, but the Minister has
already beautifully answered the question | was about
to ask.

Mr Allister: | hope that it is agreed that it is important that
the victims of paramilitarism should not be retraumatised.
Does the deputy First Minister accept that the murder of
Paul Quinn was a paramilitary killing? What steps has she
therefore taken to require the Finance Minister to publicly
acknowledge that Paul Quinn was not a criminal?

Mrs O’Neill: Conor Murphy has unreservedly condemned
the murder of Paul Quinn. The people who murdered Paul
Quinn are criminals and need to be brought to justice. He
has called on anyone with information on the murder to
bring it to the Gardai or the PSNI. | know that Conor very
much regrets the comments that he made in the aftermath
of Paul's murder. He has apologised for his remarks
unreservedly. He has withdrawn his remarks, and his
apology was heartfelt and sincere. He has offered to meet
the Quinn family at a time and place of their convenience,
as has Mary Lou McDonald.

Mr Allister: He has not said —.
Mr Speaker: Order. | call Justin McNulty.

Mr McNulty: | acknowledge the presence of two incredibly
brave people in the Public Gallery today: Breege and
Stephen Quinn. | was pleased to see the First Minister and
the deputy First Minister at the meeting of the Executive
Office Committee confirm that, in their view, Paul Quinn
was not a criminal. Will the deputy First Minister confirm
that that view is held by all Ministers in the Executive,
including the Finance Minister, Conor Murphy?

Mrs O’Neill: Again, | have said very clearly that Conor
has apologised for his remarks and has unreservedly
withdrawn them and that his apology was heartfelt and
sincere. | believe the best place to deal with these issues,
which are very sensitive — [Interruption.]

Mr Speaker: Order, please, in the Chamber.

Mrs O’Neill: | believe that the best way to deal with these
issues, which are very sensitive — we are talking about

a mother who has been hurt; |, as a mother, cannot even
begin to understand how you deal with that trauma — is
on a one-to-one basis, and Conor Murphy is very happy to
meet Breege Quinn at the earliest opportunity.

Mr Beattie: Given that the funding for the action plan on
tackling paramilitarism, organised crime and criminality is
due to end at the end of the 2020 financial year, will the
deputy First Minister outline what discussions she has had
with the Finance Minister about that plan and the funding
for it carrying on?

Mrs O’Neill: We have not had any discussions with the
Finance Minister on that yet. We are looking at all these
things, and we have a scheduled meeting with the Finance
Minister to discuss our priorities in the Executive Office.
As we approach the Budget, we hope to get positive
outcomes across the whole range of issues, not least
funding for that area of work.

Ms Bunting: Does the deputy First Minister agree

that, in circumstances where departmental agencies

and arm’s-length bodies afford access to these people

in another role, they afford credibility to those who

have been engaged and that, therefore, permits them

to maintain coercion and control in areas where the
tackling paramilitarism programme is trying to reduce

all such influence? In circumstances where the Parades
Commission, the Housing Executive, the councils and the
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police continue to meet these people, it affords them a
status, a credibility and an access that the average citizen
is not afforded.

Mrs O’Neill: We all have a duty — we, as an Executive,
have that duty — to bring forward work that allows
communities to transition and makes sure that nobody is
held back, that we lift communities up and that we create
distractions to make sure that young people are not drawn
towards those elements in society. Nobody should be held
back, so, if there are particular issues around arm’s-length
bodies that the Member wishes to write to me about, | am
more than happy to receive that.

Civil Service Reform

3. Mr McHugh asked the First Minister and deputy First
Minister for an update on Civil Service reform set out in
New Decade, New Approach. (AQO 112/17-22)

Mrs O’Neill: We are very mindful of the commitments in
the ‘New Decade, New Approach’ document, including the
commitment towards further reform of the Civil Service.
Officials will bring forward proposals for the establishment
of a dedicated programme to coordinate and drive forward
that work in a formal and structured way. Civil Service
reform will require discussion by the Executive, and we will
keep Members updated as that work is taken forward.

Mr McHugh: Will the review of the Civil Service be
independent and draw on best practice?

Mrs O’Neill: Part 1 of the ‘New Decade, New Approach’
document refers to “further reform” of the Civil Service.
The Executive have not yet determined how they wish
to see that taken forward. There are priority themes
underpinned by actions that are interlinked, and they
would, in my view, be key principles going forward:
leadership from within the Civil Service at all levels

and from Ministers; collaboration; working across all
Departments and Ministers; a high-performing Civil
Service; an outcomes-focused Civil Service that is well
placed to deliver on our Programme for Government
commitments; an inclusive, dynamic and innovative
workforce in which diversity is truly valued; and a great
place to work that can attract new and young talent. Those
are the aims that we and, | am sure, all of us want to
support and build on.

215 pm

Mr McGrath: Given that a review often means a reduction
in staff and extra responsibility for those that are in

place, and recognising the fact that there is a current

Civil Service pay dispute, what action is the deputy First
Minister and the whole Executive undertaking to ensure
that we value our Civil Service staff and that we pay them
a decent wage?

Mrs O’Neill: | know that the Finance Minister has been
engaging with Civil Service side in relation to the pay
dispute, and we hope to get to the point where we have

a positive resolution. We must value our staff; we must
invest in our staff. That is really important. The Chair of the
Committee asked that question, and | want to work with the
Chair around the proposals that we are going to develop in
due course around how we can reform and do better in the
Civil Service.

Attorney General: Recruitment Plans

5. Ms Bailey asked the First Minister and deputy First
Minister, given that the current tenure of the Attorney
General is due to expire in June 2020, what plans are in
place to fill this post. (AQO 114/17-22)

Mrs O’Neill: We are aware that the Attorney General’s
term of appointment will expire on 30 June and recently
met with him to discuss various issues. We are currently
considering the position and will provide an update to the
Executive in due course.

Ms Bailey: To follow on, | would like to ask the question
that has been unanswered so far by the First Minister and
deputy First Minister: do they have any concerns about
potential conflicts of interest in relation to the Attorney
General’s office, given his recent appointment as a
temporary deputy High Court judge?

Mrs O’Neill: | am assuming that the Member is referring

to a question for written answer, and perhaps she has not
received the answer yet, but | am happy to respond. We
are aware of the potential conflict of interest that could
arise between the role of the Attorney General and the role
of temporary High Court judge. The temporary High Court
judge application process provided for a conflict of interest
declaration where applicants were required to declare
interests and potential conflicts.

| also understand that, at the point of deployment in each
case, the potential temporary High Court judge to be
allocated will be assessed individually by the Lord Chief
Justice on a case-by-case basis. The First Minister and |
are keen to ensure that there are no conflicts of interest or
perceptions of conflicts of interest that may undermine the
Attorney General’s office or the Executive.

Mr G Kelly: Will you go into some detail as to the process
of recruitment for the new Attorney General?

Mrs O’Neill: The appointment of the Attorney General

is legislated for by the Justice Act 2002. The legislation
determines that the Attorney General is appointed by the
First Minister and myself acting jointly, and we are currently
looking at options on how best to take that forward.

Mr McGlone: Does the Minister agree that the changes to
the guidance of the office of Attorney General need to be
reviewed to ensure that there is no potential for conflict or,
indeed, any influence, political or otherwise, on the scope,
role or work of that office?

Mrs O’Neill: In the previous answer, | said that we have
to get to a point where there are no conflicts of interest,
real or perceived, so we need to look at all those things. In
the current guidance that is at play, we will be able to look
at all those things around an appointment process if and
when we replace the Attorney General.

Mr Lunn: The Minister is being very coy about hiding
behind procedure and so on. Does she agree with me that
it is an absolutely clear conflict of interest for somebody to
hold the position of Attorney General and also be a High
Court judge? This should not be allowed to proceed. It
should be stopped at source.

Mrs O’Neill: | am sure that the Member will agree that we
should not just throw caution to the wind and just go with
our guts. We need to follow process, and | am determined
to follow process. That is why we have sought additional
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information around the conflict of interest. Once | am
satisfied about that, we will be more than happy to move
forward and take new action.

Mr Stalford: Does the deputy First Minister agree that
it is absolutely imperative that any appointment process
to replace the Attorney General is not meddled with by
politicians trying to make political points?

Mrs O’Neill: | agree that any public appointment process
needs to follow the due process. [Interruption.]

Mr Speaker: Order, Members.

Civic Advisory Panel

6. Ms Kimmins asked the First Minister and deputy First
Minister to outline progress in relation to the appointment
of a compact civic advisory panel. (AQO 115/17-22)

Mrs O’Neill: The compact civic advisory panel will be
reconstituted through a public appointments process, which
will be scheduled for completion within the six-month period
as required by the New Decade, New Approach deal.
There will be an important role for the panel in advising the
Executive on approaches to engagement on complex policy
issues. An important initial task is, therefore, to review the
existing remit of the compact civic advisory panel and to
design a specification for the role of panel members to set
out the qualities and experience we will be seeking from
potential candidates. In the light of the panel’s remit to
convene one citizens’ assembly each year, we will also look
at good practice elsewhere.

Ms Kimmins: | thank the joint First Minister for her
response. Given the challenges facing the Executive, how
will issues be prioritised to ensure maximum strategic
benefit from the panel’s work?

Mrs O’Neill: The Member is right that there are many
issues facing the Executive, not least the budgetary
situation. That said, it is essential that the Executive’s
decision-making is as informed as it can be. In going
forward, it is essential that the Executive listen to, engage
with and work with the broadest range of stakeholders.
Members of the compact civic advisory panel will bring an
expertise and an insight that can only but inform the work
of the Executive. It also evidences a step change in how
we now do government. On that note, | want to encourage
as many people as possible who feel that they have the
skills to apply. It is essential that we see an advisory panel
that is reflective of all our society in all its diversity.

Mr Stewart: When the panel was announced in December
2016, the Executive Office stated:

“The panel will consider specific strategic issues
relevant to the Programme for Government and report
to the Executive.”

Given that the deputy First Minister has had three years to
think about this, what are the top three strategic issues that
she would like the panel to consider?

Mrs O’Neill: The Member will know that, yes, it was put

in place in 2016, but, because the Assembly did not sit,
the work was not progressed, so we collectively have a
job of work to do. We are a collective Executive. We are

a five-party coalition, so the five parties need to sit down
and discuss what issues we can consider and what will be
the first item that the compact civic advisory panel could

take forward. The panel that we nominate and put forward
will also have ideas, so it is time for a wee bit of outside
thinking. If we are going to demonstrate that the Assembly
is in a new mode and that we are working in a different
way, we need to work together as a five-party Executive.

NSMC/BIC: Future Meetings

7. Ms Dolan asked the First Minister and deputy First
Minister for an indicative time frame for the next meeting
of the North/South Ministerial Council and the British-Irish
Council. (AQO 116/17-22)

Mrs O’Neill: The next meeting of the North/South
Ministerial Council is planned to take place after the
formation of a new Irish Government. The next scheduled
summit meeting of the British-Irish Council will be hosted
by the Scottish Government in June.

Ms Dolan: | thank the joint First Minister for her answer.
Will the Executive Office ensure that the implications of
Brexit are addressed as part of the ongoing work of those
bodies?

Mrs O’Neill: The UK’s withdrawal from the EU and the
practical application of the withdrawal agreement will have
implications for North/South cooperation as defined under
strand two of the Good Friday Agreement. They are not
specifically issues that can be addressed solely through the
North/South Ministerial Council. However, as has already
been identified within the agreed protocol, as part of the
withdrawal agreement, it is envisaged that the NSMC and
the North/South implementation bodies will play their role.
The practicalities and the outworkings of the protocol, of
course, still need to be considered and will be included on
the agenda for discussion at relevant NSMC meetings. New
Decade, New Approach commits the Brexit subcommittee
to initiate an assessment of the impact of Brexit on the
institutions North/South and on east-west relationships.
Consideration of that issue has been included in its forward
work programme. | am of the view that the North/South
Ministerial Council meetings will present an opportunity for
Ministers North and South to discuss Brexit issues that may
impact on their agreed area of cooperation.

Mr Allister: If the ungovernable Irish Republic ever obtains
a Government and if Sinn Féin is part of that Government,
when it comes to the North/South bodies, will the deputy
First Minister have the same concerns of imbalance that
she and her party expressed in regard to perceived DUP
influence on the Conservative Government? If it turns out
that her party is sitting on both sides of the table in the
North/South bodies, will she then have any concerns about
balance or was that just faux outrage?

Mrs O’Neill: Given his legal profession, you would think
that the Member would be more in tune with the political
situation. The very different situation in terms of the
DUP’s confidence-and-supply deal was the fact that the
British Government have jurisdiction here but the Irish
Government do not. | would have thought that your legal
mind would have picked up on that.

| see no contradiction whatsoever in power-sharing and
making the Assembly and Executive work; and, at the
same time, articulating my ideological position of a united
Ireland. There is no contradiction in that whatsoever. Let
me also say this: no one has anything to fear from the
future or from political change on this island.
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Well-being and Resilience Working Group

9. Ms Flynn asked the First Minister and deputy First
Minister how they will contribute to the Executive’s
working group on mental well-being and resilience.
(AQO 118/17-22)

Mrs O’Neill: In recognition of the importance of its work,
the First Minister and | will attend meetings of the working
group on mental well-being, resilience and suicide
prevention. Our Department, through funding programmes
such as Urban Villages and Communities in Transition,
supports a wide range of projects that contribute to the
mental well-being and resilience of young people and
adults. We hope to be able to contribute insights through
the experience of those programmes and share models of
good practice.

Ms Flynn: | thank the Minister for her answer. Will the
working group give a commitment that it will help to fully
implement the ‘Protect Life 2’ suicide prevention strategy
and to secure the cross-departmental working that is
required to reduce the problem and prevent people from
suffering with mental health problems and suicidal ideation?

Mrs O’Neill: First, | acknowledge the good work of the
Member on this issue; she has been a champion on mental
health issues. The First Minister and | are committed to
working with Executive colleagues to ensure that there

is maximum cross-departmental working to reduce the
problem, to prevent people from suffering with mental health
problems and to provide support at the point of need.

As a former Health Minister, | am very aware of the scale
of the problem. | am also acutely aware that so many
across society live with mental ill health, as so tragically
reflected in our worrying levels of suicide, self-harm

and substance abuse. Many in the Chamber, and their
families, have also been touched by the issue. The clear
commitment from the Executive to each and every person
is that your mental health is valued, that you are valued
and that you are not alone. Therefore, the First Minister
and | are committed, along with Executive colleagues, to
making sure that we work continuously to maximise cross-
departmental working.

Mrs D Kelly: Minister, | am sure that everyone will
welcome the collaborative approach by the Executive to
tackling mental ill health. Of course, it is important to get
upstream because many know the contributing factors.
What additional budget will we expect to see next week
going to mental ill health and tackling the causes of it?

Mrs O’Neill: | do not have a specific figure, mostly
because that work will come under the remit of the
Department of Health. However, we will all input into it;

we have focused an Executive priority on it. | mentioned

a number of programmes across our Department that
contribute to trying to promote mental well-being, such

as Urban Villages and Communities in Transition. As

we know, poor mental health arises as a result of a
combination of factors, so we need a whole-society, cross-
departmental approach to be able to deal with it. | am quite
sure that, if you wrote to the Minister of Health, he could
give you the actual figure.

Mr Nesbitt: The Minister will be aware that, in ‘Protect

Life 2’, the target is a reduction of 10% in suicides over

a specific period, and that is based on World Health
Organization guidelines. Does the Minister accept that that

is, effectively, applying an industry norm to an incredibly
abnormal situation and that the only acceptable target is
zero suicides?

Mrs O’Neill: | absolutely agree about zero suicides. We
have to do everything that we can to support people who
find themselves living with mental ill health. It is also a
fact — | am quite sure that the Member is aware of this
— that many who die by suicide are not known to mental
health services; they have never sought support, so
there is a societal problem that we need to address. We
need to encourage people to say that it is OK not to feel
OK and that it is OK to ask for help. That is a collective
responsibility that we have as elected representatives,
along with the professionals who work on the ground,
supporting and counselling people.

Mr Humphrey: | agree with the comments that the Minister
has just made. | welcome the joined-up approach across
government to this hugely difficult issue. It is important
that Departments here, working with the likes of the Public
Health Agency, councils and service providers, come
together and get a strategy to deal with the issue across
Northern Ireland.

As a governor of two schools, | know that a huge amount
of front-line education money in the budget of schools is
being used to buy in professional help. | ask the Minister
that her Department and those across government look
at that issue and allow education moneys to be spent on
education.

Mrs O’Neill: | am happy to take that issue up with the
Minister of Education.

2.30 pm

Mr Speaker: That ends the period for listed questions. We
move on to the 15 minutes for topical questions.

Anti-poverty Strategy: Update

T2. Miss Woods asked the First Minister and deputy First

Minister for an update on the anti-poverty strategy that the

Executive have committed to develop and implement in the
New Decade, New Approach agreement. (AQT 82/17-22)

Mrs O’Neill: It is still in the early stages of development. |
am happy to write to the Member to give her more detail.
Sorry, it is remiss of me not to welcome the Member to the
Chamber. This is the first time that | have had a chance to
engage with her.

We have to be serious about tackling poverty, and, again,
a holistic approach has to be taken. | am determined to
make sure that we get the strategy delivered within the
time frame set out in the ‘New Decade, New Approach’
document.

Miss Woods: | thank the Minister for her answer.
Paragraph 4.11 on page 30 of ‘New Decade, New
Approach’ states clearly that the future strategic-level
programme and the anti-poverty strategy:

“will be underpinned by a budget and be ready for
Executive sign-off and endorsement by the end of
March 2020.”

Given that, will the deputy First Minister give a clear
timescale for the anti-poverty strategy, including any
consultation, or will it be a copy-and-paste exercise from
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previous Executive promises that ignores the advice and
recommendations from those working in the sector?

Mrs O’Neill: | give the Member an assurance that it will not
be that. We have an opportunity to demonstrate a different
style of politics, and that is what we are committed to
doing. | also believe very strongly in consulting experts

in the sector who are delivering on the ground. As we
develop all our Programme for Government commitments,
we need to make sure that we have a proper consultation
and that we resource the pledges that we make to the
public, because there is no point having a lovely document
that sits on a shelf but that cannot be translated into
something that makes a difference to people’s lives.

Pension Scheme: Victims and Survivors

T3. Dr Archibald asked the First Minister and deputy First
Minister what engagement they have had with the NIO on
the development of the regulations for a pension scheme
for those who were seriously and physically injured during
the conflict. (AQT 83/17-22)

Mrs O’Neill: | am fully committed to providing for those
who were seriously and physically injured during the
conflict in an inclusive manner. On the victims’ pension
issue specifically, | have had no discussion with the NIO
on the development of the regulations for the scheme.

Dr Archibald: | thank the Minister for her answer. Is the
resource for the victims’ pension coming from the block
grant?

Mrs O’Neill: As | said, | have had no input into the
development of the regulations, which very much came
from the NIO. The policy was designed in Westminster,
and it is my firm view that it should also be funded from
Westminster.

Omagh Bomb: Public Inquiry

T4. Mr McCrossan asked the First Minister and deputy
First Minister, given that they may have seen the ‘Lost
Lives’ documentary on BBC 1 last night, which highlighted
the Omagh bomb, among other atrocities, and in the light
of the fact that the families of the victims are still waiting on
justice for that most heinous of acts, whether their office
will support the efforts of those families to have a full public
inquiry into that atrocity as part of any agreed resolution to
deal with the legacy of the past. (AQT 84/17-22)

Mrs O’Neill: | did not see the programme last night, but
we have to deal with the past in a way that is inclusive and
that allows victims to move forward. We have to deal with
the past in the way that we all agreed to in the Stormont
House Agreement five years ago, which we are yet to see
implemented. We have a commitment in ‘New Decade,
New Approach’ to legislate within 100 days, and when we
meet the new Secretary of State this week we intend to
raise the issue with him.

| am more than happy to do whatever | can to support the
Omagh families in receiving justice and getting access to
what is important, because anybody who lost a loved one
or was hurt during the conflict deserves to be supported in
a way that is important to them.

Mr McCrossan: | thank the deputy First Minister for her
answer. She will know very well that, some years after
the bomb, Omagh and its people, its community and

its town are still suffering from that devastating event,
which took the lives of so many innocent people and has
haunted Omagh ever since. Will the deputy First Minister
consider joining the First Minister in visiting Omagh to
meet community groups and seek out some funding to
support the regeneration of Omagh town, which has still
not recovered from that dreadful event?

Mrs O’Neill: Both | and the First Minister are keen to get
out to meet communities and engage with people. We are
determined to do that as much as we possibly can. | am
more than happy to continue engaging with the Member
and others on the regeneration of Omagh, and west of
the Bann in general, because there is a need to tackle
regional disparities that have existed for many years. We
are determined to do that, and that is why it is referenced
in the ‘New Decade, New Approach’ document.

Regional Trauma Service: Update

T5. Mr Robinson asked the First Minister and deputy
First Minister for an update on the establishment of a new
mental trauma service for victims. (AQT 85/17-22)

Mrs O’Neill: Discussions are ongoing between the
different stakeholders on implementing changes to the
regional trauma network’s (RTN) governance structures to
ensure that the voluntary and community sector groups for
victims and survivors are better represented at all levels
of the RTN governance structures. The RTN will deliver

a comprehensive regional trauma service, building on
existing resources and expertise in the statutory sector
and in the voluntary and community sector. The network
will focus on those who have experienced trauma and are
suffering from PTSD, and we hope that phase 1 of the
service will be launched in the coming months.

Mr Robinson: Will the deputy First Minister give a time
frame for victims to benefit from this new service?

Mrs O’Neill: It is still in progress. We hope that phase 1
will be launched in the coming months. | do not have an
exact date for the Member, but | am more than happy to
keep him up to date on progress.

Victims and Survivors: TEO Engagement

T6. Mr McAleer asked the First Minister and deputy First
Minister to give a commitment to engage with the groups
representing victims and survivors throughout west
Tyrone, Omagh and other districts. (AQT 86/17-22)

Mrs O’Neill: | am more than happy to continue to engage
with all groups, and it is important that we listen to

the needs of all victims and that we engage and show
leadership. | am happy to take the Member up on that.

Mr McAleer: | join with the Member who asked a question
earlier in requesting the deputy First Minister to come west
of the Bann to the Omagh and Strabane districts to meet
many groups, particularly those who deal with the needs of
victims and survivors.

Mrs O’Neill: | am happy to do that.

Paul Quinn

T7. Dr Aiken asked the First Minister and deputy First
Minister, after paying tribute to Breege and Stephen Quinn
and the rest of the Quinn family, and since the Assembly
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is in a new mode, with the First Minister and deputy First
Minister’s focus on victims and survivors, whether the
deputy First Minister has asked her Finance Minister to
state publicly, as the Quinn family has asked, that Paul
Quinn was not a criminal and, if she has not done so, to
state why not. (AQT 87/17-22)

Mrs O’Neill: As | already said, Conor Murphy has
apologised for his remarks and unreservedly withdrawn
his remarks. His apology was heartfelt and sincere, and he
has offered to meet the Quinn family. | think that that is the
best way to proceed.

Dr Aiken: | thank the deputy First Minister for her answer.
As the deputy First Minister knows, Ministers are bound
by the ministerial code, particularly the Pledge of Office,
which in paragraph 1.4 (cg) and paragraph 1.4 (ci) refer
particularly to paramilitarism and paramilitary attempts

to control communities. As the Finance Minister has
previously stated that he spoke to the IRA, will he now give
that information to the PSNI and an Garda Siochana? If
he does not, will the deputy First Minister agree that the
Minister of Finance would then be in breach of the code
and would have him stand down?

Mrs O’Neill: No, | will not. The Minister is not in breach of
the ministerial code. He has previously spoken to the PSNI
and an Garda Siochana, and has called on anyone who
has information to bring it forward to both parties.

Social Investment Fund: Spend

T8. Ms Dolan asked the First Minister and deputy First
Minister for an update on the social investment fund spend
to date. (AQT 88/17-22)

Mrs O’Neill: The social investment fund aims to make
life better for people living in targeted areas by reducing
poverty, unemployment and physical deterioration. The
fund will run up until March this year. The full £80 million
budget has been committed to a total of 65 projects across
the nine SIF zones. These include 46 capital projects,
which are delivering improvements to 107 premises, and
19 revenue projects. To date, 34 capital projects and 17
revenue projects have completed and are delivering the
benefits to the local communities. Total spend to date is
£72 million, of which £35 million is capital and £37 million
is revenue.

Ms Dolan: | thank the Minister for her answer. What
outcomes have been identified from the SIF projects?

Mrs O’Neill: The full impact of the projects will take longer
to evaluate, but, so far as we know, over 45,000 people
have benefited from the revenue projects: over 5,000
people through employment and training; over 28,000
people through early intervention; and over 12,000 people
through projects focused on education. The physical
improvements in the capital projects will continue to benefit
communities for years to come.

Minority Ethnic Development Fund

T10. Mr O’Dowd asked the First Minister and deputy First
Minister for an update on the minority ethnic development
fund. (AQT 90/17-22)

Mrs O’Neill: The budget for the minority ethnic
development fund is just over £1-2 million. Funding awards
run from 1 April 2019 to 31 March 2020. Sixty-nine

applications were received to the 2019-2020 fund, and 38
were successful. The fund continues to be a key element
of our policy for racial equality and good race relations in
our society. It is intended to be aligned with and support
our racial equality strategy, which runs from 2015 to 2025.
The fund continues, and will continue, to support voluntary
and community organisations to address the needs of
people from ethnic backgrounds, including the Travelling
community.

Mr O’Dowd: Will the Minister outline the type of projects
involved or, indeed, how funding is applied to each of the
organisations that are currently funded?

Mrs O’Neill: Funding awards fall into three broad
categories or tiers. Tier 1 covers smaller amounts of

up to £10,000. They may be for one-off events or for
projects lasting up to one year. Tier 2 covers amounts

of between £10,000 and £45,000 per annum. Funding is
intended to meet central management, development and
administrative costs to enable organisations to develop
and provide services and projects. Tier 3 covers awards
between £45,000 and £75,000 per annum. Similar to tier
2, funding in that category is intended to meet central
management, development and administrative costs to
enable organisations to develop and provide services
and projects. However, tier 3 applications must also
include clear proposals to provide a mentoring role with
smaller or less-experienced organisations and/or to work
collaboratively with others in the sector.

Mr Speaker: Time is up. As the next period for questions
does not begin until 2.45 pm, | suggest the House takes its
ease for a couple of minutes.

2.45 pm

Justice

1. Mr Stewart asked the Minister of Justice, following
the announcement in 2012 of a review of sentencing
guidelines for convictions of murder, to outline any
subsequent changes to the tariffs for mandatory life
sentences. (AQO 124/17-22)

Mrs Long (The Minister of Justice): The ministerial
commitment of the time was to a wider review of the
legislation governing the determination of tariffs for
mandatory life sentences. In Northern Ireland, a person
guilty of murder must receive a life sentence, and the
sentencing judge must set an appropriate tariff. The tariff
is the minimum period the person must remain in prison
before being considered for release by the independent
Parole Commissioners for Northern Ireland (PCNI).

The tariff is determined by the judge considering
sentencing guidance, generally from judgements
delivered by our Court of Appeal. Sentencing guidance

is distinctly different from “sentencing guidelines” or a
statutory structured approach for tariff setting as exists

in England and Wales. The Department initiated a review
of sentencing policy in 2017 and undertook a public
consultation on a wide review of sentencing issues,
including whether approaches to tariff setting that occur
elsewhere should be developed in Northern Ireland, in
October 2019. The consultation closed on 3 February with
over 200 responses having been received. The responses
are being considered.
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Mr Stewart: | welcome the Minister to her position and
wish her the best of luck in the years ahead. | appreciate
that she is only one month into post, but she will know that
both her predecessors announced reviews of sentencing
tariffs for murders. Does she agree that it is an absolute
disgrace that, in 2017, the average sentence for a murder
in Northern Ireland was 11 years and 4 months, some

10 years less than the equivalent in England and Wales?
When is Northern Ireland going to lose its reputation for
being soft on murderers?

Mrs Long: | thank the Member for his supplementary
question, and | want to say a few things in answer to his
question.

First, it is worth considering that there is no major disparity
in sentencing guidance covering such offences and tariffs
between Northern Ireland and the rest of the UK. The tariff
is the first point where someone may ask for parole to

be considered, but it is not, if you like, automatic that the
person will be released from custody.

Secondly, it is very difficult to do the comparative analysis
that the Member is suggesting could take place, because,
due to the small number of cases in Northern Ireland,

very small differences in sentencing can skew the results.
We will be considering whether or not we need to go for

a more structured sentencing approach in light of what
has come back from the consultation. However, when this
was last considered, significant value-for-money concerns
were raised in the responses. Those two things do need to
be balanced.

Mr Givan: Again, | welcome the Minister to her first
Question Time.

In evidence that the Chief Constable gave to the Justice
Committee, he indicated a concern about the lack of
deterrent value in the current legislation for assaults on
police officers. Can the Minister look at this area to provide
additional protection by way of deterrent value?

Secondly, in respect of murder, we recognise that police
officers and prison officers represent all of us. An attack
on them is an attack on democracy. Is the Minister in

favour of introducing whole-life sentences so that, when
those individuals are murdered, life actually means life?

Mrs Long: | thank the Chair of the Committee for his
question. First, the review that was undertaken was of
tariffs for mandatory life sentences, so that has already
gone ahead. On the issue of wider sentencing, there is an
issue of aggravated offences that needs to be considered.
There are a number of different ways that people can

be judged for murder, because some are whole-life
sentences, some are indeterminate, some are determinate
and some have tariffs applied.

If the Member would like more detail, | am happy to
write to him with more information about how it is
applied. However, | do not want anyone to go away from
the Chamber feeling that, in any way, there is a huge
disparity between the sentencing in Northern Ireland and
sentencing elsewhere. It has to be borne in mind that
we have a very small number of such offences in any
one year. Therefore, the much larger pool of offences

in England and Wales means that very small changes
in Northern Ireland can produce big anomalies in the
comparative analysis. People need to be careful about
drawing the comparison out too far.

Mr Beattie: Given that Westminster has just brought in
legislation to fill a gap in terrorist laws, can the Minister
outline the engagement that her Department had with
the Northern Ireland Office on the Terrorist Offenders
(Restriction of Early Release) Bill that saw Northern
Ireland omitted from the Bill?

Mrs Long: Yes, | can. With respect to the provisions that
have been made in Westminster under the emergency
legislation, we consulted with the Ministry of Justice and
the Northern Ireland Office and indicated that, whilst
there were a number of issues about how sentences are
constructed in Northern Ireland and, specifically, about
any retrospectivity that might be incurred as a result of the
changes proposed in Westminster, there was no barrier
to the legislation being applied UK-wide. We made it clear
that that was our preference. Indeed, in a conversation
with the Justice Minister for England and Wales, Robert
Buckland, | made it clear that that was my preference,
because | was concerned about the risk of a two-tier
system of approach being set up in the UK when it comes
to the paroling of terrorist prisoners.

At the end of the day, the decision was taken by the
Ministry of Justice. It is not a decision for the Department
of Justice here. The decision was to exclude Northern
Ireland from that. Our first sight of that decision was the
press release about the legislation that was issued by the
Ministry of Justice. There will be other opportunities for
Northern Ireland to be included in the counterterrorism Bill
that is about to come through Westminster, so the door, if
you like, has not completely closed on that chapter. | have
written to the Ministry of Justice and to Robert Buckland
to make it clear that, in future, we expect a higher level

of exchange of information between Departments before
announcements of that gravity are made.

Ms Sheerin: Does the Minister intend to review the
structure of the Lord Chief Justice’s sentencing group?

Mrs Long: The Lord Chief Justice’s sentencing group was
set up in 2016 to provide guideline cases that could then
be considered as part of the overall consideration that
judges would make when they were doing sentencing. In
addition to the legal members on the panel, lay members
were added in, | think, 2018. At the moment, whilst

we continue to review its operation, there are no firm
proposals for change.

Mr McGlone: Many answers have already been
forthcoming, so | ask the Minister to bear with me and
give me some latitude. Is the Minister prepared to review
sentencing for the offence of death by dangerous driving?

Mrs Long: First, | thank the Member for raising the
issue, because it has been a major feature in the recent
consultation. | am aware, obviously, that there was
particular public interest in that, as a result of the accident
involving Enda Dolan, where he died as a result of quite
an appalling case. First, | express my sympathy to Peter
Dolan and his wife, Niamh, for the experience that they
have had since Enda was killed in 2014. | know that they
have been looking, as part of the sentencing review, to
see whether there is a possibility of having a view on the
maximum sentencing for death by dangerous driving. As
you will appreciate, | cannot prejudge the outcome of the
consultation. We need to look at all the responses being
analysed. | have to say that a significant number relate
to that particular offence. | express my thanks to the
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Dolan family for their efforts, which clearly highlighted the
consultation and encouraged the public to get involved in
that and to send very detailed responses on those matters
that we are now considering.

Mr Allister: Can | take the Minister back to Mr Beattie’s
question? Is she saying to the House that there is no
opportunity for her Department or the Executive to bring
in legislation altering the parole provisions and when they
kick in, in respect of terrorist offences?

Mrs Long: Terrorist offences are for the UK Government to
legislate on because they are a reserved matter. However,
there is, of course, the opportunity for us to look at when
parole kicks in with respect to those offences. As | said in
answer to Doug Beattie’s question, the issue is that this was
driven by an imperative in England and Wales with respect
to a particular issue that was arising. When the MOJ
introduces UK-wide legislation on counterterrorism later in
the spring, there will be an opportunity to address the wider
issues, including the one that the Member raised. It is my
hope that, at that stage, we will have better engagement
with the MOJ, the Department of Justice and the NIO to
ensure that we regularise what has become an anomaly in
the system. However, | am clear that it is our preference that
the UK-wide approach to this is consistent and that a two-
tier system — one administered in Northern Ireland and one
administered in the rest of the UK — does not develop.

Mr Stalford: | welcome the Minister to her place and wish
her well in her new role. Does she agree that whilst always
wanting to be merciful and allow people the opportunity of
redemption, there are some crimes that are so despicable
that life should mean life, specifically the murder of a
child? | am sure all Members will agree that, as part of any
review of sentencing policy, anyone who engages in such
a heinous act should spend the rest of their days in prison.

Mrs Long: | thank the Member for his point. A number

of elements have to be considered by judges when they
are deciding on the tariff to apply in life sentence cases.
However, to be clear, if someone commits murder in
Northern Ireland, they will automatically receive a life
sentence. The tariff is not the point at which someone is
released on parole; it is the first point at which they can
apply to be released on parole. Therefore, even someone
who is given a life sentence with a relatively low tariff can
continue to remain in prison if the parole commissioners
judge that that person remains a threat to society.

Legacy Issues: Legislation

2. Mr Boylan asked the Minister of Justice whether
departmental officials are in contact with their counterparts
in the NIO regarding the commitment to publish and
introduce legislation in the UK Parliament to address
legacy issues. (AQO 125/17-22)

Mrs Long: Since the New Decade, New Approach deal,
my officials have spoken to their Northern Ireland Office
counterparts on several occasions, and we await formal
meetings to discuss the next steps towards the publication
and introduction of the promised legislation. In the

period following the completion of the Northern Ireland
Office’s public consultation on its draft Stormont House
Agreement Bill, departmental officials and relevant justice
bodies participated in a series of meetings with Northern
Ireland Office officials. These were intended to inform the
Northern Ireland Office’s thinking on how it might respond

to the consultation responses and the implications of any
proposed changes to the Bill. | assure Members that my
officials and | remain ready and committed to working with
the UK Government and the Northern Ireland Office to
progress the necessary legislation.

Mr Boylan: | thank the Minister for her answer and wish
her well in her new post. What preparations are being
made by the Department to plan for the establishment of
the Historical Investigations Unit (HIU)?

Mrs Long: It is clear from the earlier draft legislation
published by the Northern Ireland Office that many of the
areas to be included in that legislation do not fall within
my responsibilities. However, the recent commitment
included recognition that the legislation should have the
consent of the Northern Ireland Assembly, so work will
have to be done to achieve that before we go any further.
It is unclear whether that will be via a legislative consent
motion. As the Member rightly indicates, it is a matter of
some urgency. Accepting that, there are issues that we
can address in preparation. A specialist team has been put
in place to scope out the work needed for the HIU. Whilst
we are working on this as a Department, unless the UK
Government provide funding, as well as legislation, it will
be incredibly difficult for us to be able to deliver a scheme
that can deliver for victims of the Troubles.

Mr Frew: The Minister mentioned funding and the NIO. She
will know that the vires regarding the decision on separated
prisoners in our prison system rests with the Secretary of
State. Does the Minister agree that the burden of paying for
the separation of the Prison Service should be placed at
the NIO, shadowy as it may be, allowing for that money to
go into front-line services in the prisons?

3.00 pm

Mrs Long: We have gone some way from the HIU and the
Stormont House Agreement to the separated regime in
prisons, but, in principle, | am always happy for somebody
else to pick up the bill for issues that we have to take care
of in the Department. If the NIO is willing to do so, | am
more than happy to let it. We recognise the sensitivity of
the separated regime, but, realistically, at this time, we are
working hard with our colleagues in the Prison Service

to make sure that the regime is stable; that the numbers,
insofar as they are within our gift, can be reduced; and
that those in the unseparated regime are not following a
significantly different regime from the rest of those in the
prison system. That is hugely important.

Mr Stewart: Does the Minister concede that any
investigation body investigating the past, such as the HIU,
cannot be both investigator and adjudicator?

Mrs Long: Such a body needs to be article 2-compliant. It
is important that the body that investigates then produces
reports that are forwarded to a separate body to determine
whether prosecutions should take place. | am not sure
whether that is the particular issue that the Member hints
at. From our perspective, that would be the separation that
we see there being. It is entirely appropriate, however, that
those who do the investigation produce the reports.

Ms Bunting: To go back to the original question, what
liaison has the Minister or her Department had with

the NIO on the responses to the most recent legacy
consultation? In her view, what must happen as a result of
the concerns raised by innocent victims?
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Mrs Long: As the Member will be well aware, the issue
has drawn some particular political controversy over

many years, and | suspect that that may not change in

the near future. However, it is a matter for the NIO, which
took forward the consultation, to look at and assess the
responses. From our perspective, we are clear that the
current regime is not fit for purpose and cannot continue to
deal with historical cases indefinitely.

We recognise that the implications of continuing to police
and investigate the past out of current budgets is a
deflection from the work of the present, yet it is important
work that needs to be done, because, if not done, that

will colour people’s interactions with the justice system

in the present. While there may be many concerns about
the Stormont House Agreement and the HIU, there is, as

it stands, no alternative proposal that has received any
more support than that agreement. We have a duty to try
to take the issue forward in a way that allows the police,
the judiciary, the Police Ombudsman and all the others
involved to move forward and focus on policing the present
and the future and allow the past to be dealt with through

a comprehensive mechanism. The Stormont House
Agreement, while imperfect, is the best opportunity that we
have to do that.

Mr McGrath: | welcome the Minister to her first Question
Time and wish her well. Does she agree that the
establishment of the HIU is the last chance for many
victims and survivors to obtain truth and justice for their
loved ones and that all those responsible for their deaths
should be held to account, regardless of who they are?

Mrs Long: | do. It is hugely important, in order to transform
our society from one in which there have been significant
issues around lawlessness and lack of respect for the
rule of law. In order to build confidence that we are going
forward on a different basis, it is hugely important that
we address those issues and give victims the opportunity
to receive not just truth but, where possible, justice. We
also have to be realistic. With the passage of time, there
is an issue about how likely it is that cases will be fit to

be prosecuted. There is also an ongoing issue of people
who have died without having received justice and have
carried that burden to their grave. We, as a society, have
a duty to deal with those who are victims and who were
most acutely affected by the Troubles, but that duty goes
beyond those who were victims and survivors; in setting
standards, it extends to wider society. We have to look at
what happens in other places — for example, historical
sex offences are being prosecuted, and it is right that that
should be so. There is not a person in the Chamber who
would argue that the age of the offender or the remoteness
of the incident should excuse proper investigation and
prosecution where possible. It should be no less serious
when it comes to murder.

HIA Compensation Payments

3. Mr McGuigan asked the Minister of Justice to outline
any discussions her Department has had with victims and
survivors of historical institutional abuse (HIA) to ensure
the roll-out of the compensation payments meets their
needs. (AQO 126/17-22)

Mrs Long: The Executive Office has policy, statutory
and budgetary responsibility for the establishment of the
redress board and has been leading engagement with

victims and survivors’ groups. However, my Department
is working diligently to establish the redress board and
to support Justice Colton to discharge his functions as
president-elect of that board.

The president-elect has met the Interim Advocate
appointed to act as the voice of victims and survivors of
historical institutional abuse and to ensure that their needs
are known and communicated, pending the appointment
of a Commissioner for Survivors of Institutional Childhood
Abuse, on a number of occasions to discuss the remit

of the board. He also met representatives of each of the
victims and survivors’ groups on 18 December 2019 to
discuss a number of issues, including the board’s intended
approach to the payment of compensation.

Redress board officials are in regular contact with the
Interim Advocate’s office, and a very helpful meeting with
victims’ groups to discuss the content of the application
form took place on 21 January. A further three meetings
based on agendas proposed by the Interim Advocate are
scheduled to take place this month to help to inform the
board’s emerging procedures and guidance. The president-
elect is content that any issues raised by the groups about
the redress board’s emerging procedures should be shared
with redress board officials via the Interim Advocate’s
office. Redress board officials will continue to engage with
the groups through the Interim Advocate to ensure that the
redress scheme meets their needs.

Mr McGuigan: Like others have done, | welcome the
Minister to her first Question Time. | congratulate her on
her new job and wish her well.

| thank the Minister for her full answer, in which she
mentioned the application form. Will she clarify whether
the groups will get sight of the application form before it is
published?

Mrs Long: | mentioned that three further meetings

would take place by the end of February. | am not clear

as to whether the application form will be the subject of
discussion at those meetings, but | will check and revert to
the Member in writing to confirm that with him one way or
the other.

Mr Dunne: |, too, welcome the Minister to her new post.
Following the letter from the head of the Civil Service,
David Sterling, to six institutions in late 2019 that stated
that institutions had an obligation to contribute to payments
for victims, will she outline what discussions she has had
with Executive colleagues regarding contributions from
such institutions towards compensation for victims of HIA?

Mrs Long: As | said at the outset, the Executive Office has
the policy, statutory and budgetary responsibility for the
establishment of the redress board. That question would
be best placed with the Executive Office and the First
Minister and deputy First Minister.

Mrs Barton: Will the Minister confirm that there will be
no delay in compensation payments and that the first
payments will be made by the end of March?

Mrs Long: My understanding is that the payments will be
done by the end of April. The board will be open to receive
application forms by the end of March. Applicants will
then be dealt with as swiftly as they can be, but that will
depend, obviously, on the volume and complexity of the
applications that are received.
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In deciding the priority order of applications to be
processed, the board will have due regard to the age
and health of the applicant. It will be possible to submit
application forms online or on paper. It is anticipated that
the panel will sit to determine the first payments from 20
April and those first payments will be made in early May.

Mr Blair: Like previous Members, | take the opportunity to
welcome the Minister, a colleague of mine, to her post, and
| wish her well for the future.

Can | ask for clarification from the Minister whether those
who have already given evidence to the Hart inquiry will also
be required to give evidence again to the redress board?

Mrs Long: That will not be the case. Applicants who gave
evidence to the Hart inquiry will not be required to provide
further written evidence to the redress board unless they
wish to do so. They will be asked if they are content for the
redress board to determine their application on the basis of
the evidence of the Hart inquiry, and the redress board will
then obtain a copy of that from the Public Record Office of
Northern Ireland on the applicant’s behalf.

Rape Prosecutions

5. Mr Hilditch asked the Minister of Justice how many
reported cases of rape have resulted in prosecution since
2014. (AQO 128/17-22)

Mrs Long: | ask for the Speaker’s indulgence. There are
quite a lot of statistics in the answer, and | do not want to
stumble over them. | may take slightly longer than | would like.

Figures from the Police Service of Northern Ireland record
that there were 5,290 offences of rape, including attempted
rape, reported to the police during the period from 2014

to 2019. Of those, a charge or summons has been the
outcome in 385 cases. Please note that the number of
offences resulting in charge or summons is only provisional:
investigations for rape offences recorded since 2014 will be
ongoing and may result in a charge or summons at a future
date. Similarly, numbers of offences reported since April
2019 included in the total of 5,290 are provisional.

Figures from the Public Prosecution Service record that,
for the period 2015-16 to 2018-19, there were 1,941 files
received that included an offence of rape or attempted
rape. During that period, a total of 258 prosecution or
diversion decisions were issued by the Public Prosecution
Service for cases that included an offence of rape or
attempted rape.

For cases dealt with at courts, in the period 2014 to
2018, which included at least one count of a substantive
or attempted rape offence, there were 345 prosecutions
resulting in convictions in 81 cases.

Mr Hilditch: | welcome the Minister to her first Question
Time. There is a lot of concern about the process and the
figures out there, including the up-to-date figures that we
have just received. What steps are being taken to increase
the low conviction rate, and how will the Department
support victims going through the process, as that does
not appear to happen now?

Mrs Long: That is a key issue and, clearly, one that is
hugely important. The Gillen review was commissioned
by the Criminal Justice Board to examine how the criminal
justice system dealt with cases of serious sexual assault.
Sir John Gillen made 253 recommendations for improving

procedures and practice to deliver better outcomes and
support for complainants. | am committed to delivering
real change in the experience of complainants and
welcome the commitment that has also been shown by
justice partners to work with my Department to ensure
coordinated reform.

Sir John’s comprehensive review presents an opportunity
to focus our efforts on delivering a justice system

that complainants have confidence in. We want to
prioritise the areas that can have the greatest impact on
complainants going through that system in the first phase
of implementation. Recommendations to be taken forward
as a priority in the first phase include the appointment of
additional case progression officers in the PPS and PSNI;
establishing a new remote evidence centre in Belfast to
allow vulnerable complainants to give evidence without
having to appear in court; providing complainants with
legal advice and representation pretrial to ensure they
are better supported and have a voice from the outset;
consideration of how best to take forward pilot pre-
recorded cross-examination next year, where victims give
their evidence ahead of trial; and reform of the committal
process later this year so that complainants have to give
oral evidence only once in court. Also, we intend to do
scoping work on providing additional support to young
victims and witnesses, including consideration of the child
house model in a Northern Ireland context. A dedicated
implementation team has been established in the
Department of Justice to coordinate those phased actions
as agreed by the Criminal Justice Board.

Mr Speaker: | call Linda Dillon for a very quick question
and the Minister for a super-quick answer.

Ms Dillon: My question has been partly answered. | wish
the Minister well in her post, and | am sure that | will work
closely with her in my role as Deputy Chair.

You outlined that your Department was working towards
addressing some of the Gillen recommendations.

Do you think that the gaps are more in the process or

in the legislation? In other words, do we need further
legislation or will the process be enough to deal with the
outstanding issues?

315 pm

Mrs Long: | think that it covers three sets of areas. First of
all, there is an educational piece, where the Department

of Justice and other Departments need to engage in
educating people better about the issues of consent and
sexual assault. We also need to look at process issues that
can be resolved without legislation. The third category does
include legislation, and | hope that, in the miscellaneous
provisions Bill that we are hoping to bring forward next
year in the Department of Justice, we will be able to take
through the first wave of legislative change from the Gillen
review. The committal reform Bill, which | have said will be
brought forward this spring, will deal with at least one of
those issues, namely replication and expecting somebody
to repeat their evidence more than once in court.

Mr Speaker: \WWe now move to topical questions.

Provisional IRA: Current Status

T1. Mr Buckley asked the Minister of Justice, after
welcoming her to her post, in the light of the fact that, last
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week, the Chief Constable appeared before the Justice
Committee and failed to give the police assessment of
the current status of the Provisional IRA, whether she, as
Minister with responsibility for policing matters, can give
her assessment. (AQT 91/17-22)

Mrs Long: The assessment of the activity of the
Provisional IRA is not a matter for the Department of
Justice. The assessment of active terrorism is a matter for
the Northern Ireland Office and an operational matter for
the Chief Constable. Therefore, it is not something that |
can offer.

Mr Buckley: Does the Minister recognise the damage to
public confidence in our justice system that this lack of
evidence results in, when a Chief Constable is ducking the
question, a Justice Minister is dodging the question and an
independent commission has run away from the question? In
light of recent activities in the Republic of Ireland, the people
of Northern Ireland are quite rightly and legitimately asking
the question: where does this responsibility lie? We have the
right to an answer. Or is it a case that dark forces continue to
operate with no accountability from our judiciary?

Mrs Long: For fear of any confusion, | did not dodge the

question. In fact, | gave the Member a very clear answer:
responsibility for this matter lies with the Northern Ireland
Office.

Springhill/Westrock Massacre

T2. Mr Carroll asked the Minister of Justice whether she
supports the campaign of the families of the Springhill
and Westrock massacre, which took place in West Belfast
in July 1972, and, in particular, whether she will support
publicly the families’ demand for an inquest into the death
of their loved ones. (AQT 92/17-22)

Mrs Long: | thank the Member for his question. As you
are aware, there is already a procedure in place when
issues are referred to the coroner for an inquest decision.
However, | believe that the best way forward in dealing
with legacy issues is, as | stated in the earlier part of my
answers, a comprehensive process such as that set out in
the Stormont House Agreement, but | am happy to meet
the Member and his constituents, if it would be helpful, to
discuss it further with them.

Mr Carroll: Thank you, Minister, for your answer. | cannot
speak on behalf of all the families, but | would imagine that
they would be willing to meet you. | thank you for that offer.
Five people were massacred — shot down in cold blood
— three of whom were teenagers. It is an absolute crime,
and those families deserve truth and justice. | will certainly
pass that message on to the families.

Magilligan Prison: Accommodation

T3. Mr Dallat asked the Minister of Justice, given that
homelessness is a topical issue at the moment, albeit

that she might wonder why on earth she is being asked

a question on that subject, and in the light of the fact that
she may not yet have visited Magilligan prison, to state
whether, if she has visited, she discovered that hundreds
of prisoners are living in accommodation that is over 80
years old, including Nissen huts that were built during the
Second World War, and to outline her plans to address that
issue. (AQT 93/17-22)

Mrs Long: | thank the Member for his question. The
Department is committed to replacing the prison at
Magilligan and retaining a prison at that site. We recognise
that significant investment is required on the site and, as
part of the work of the Prison Service and the directorate
for prisons, they are taking forward a number of proposals
that are required on the prisons estate. | would be happy
to inform the Member of the detail of what is proposed. We
are aware of Magilligan. | have not visited yet, but | will visit
in the next few weeks.

Mr Dallat: When the Minister is visiting, perhaps she will
slip me in to the Skoda limousine; | would be happy to join
her. [Laughter.]

Mr Speaker: As long as you get a release date, John. Just
ensure that you get that.

Mr Dallat: | join the Minister in supporting the retention

of Magilligan prison where it is. Not only does it provide
employment to a lot of people, but the local community has
embraced it, particularly the open part of the prison. | can
speak in glowing terms about it, which is why | have raised
the question. Will the Minister give us a timescale for when
the 80-year-old Nissen huts will disappear?

Mrs Long: It would not be appropriate for me to prejudge
the outcome of the development of the estates, but, as
you know, in December 2018, the Northern Ireland Prison
Service published a document on the estates and sought
the view of stakeholders. We remain committed to the
redevelopment of Magilligan prison. An outline business
case is at an advanced stage for that and will be submitted
for approval in the coming months. | assure him that we
are not dragging our heels on the issue.

Interface Barriers

T4. Ms Mullan asked the Minister of Justice, after wishing

her well in her new role, for an update on the commitment

in the 2013 T:BUC strategy to create a 10-year programme
to reduce and remove by 2023 all interface barriers.

(AQT 94/17-22)

Mrs Long: The Department has been taking forward
work, on a collaborative basis with other Departments,
on trying to support communities in the removal of
interface barriers. Some of those communities, as you
will appreciate, face significant challenges in building the
confidence that would allow them to feel safe and secure.
That has to be our priority; that people feel safe in those
communities when barriers are removed.

There are a number of areas where successful
programmes have been introduced, and | think that

three more are due for consideration this spring. Our
responsibility in the Department of Justice is to move

at the pace that is demanded by the residents in the
neighbourhood. We cannot move ahead of them, because,
without their support, it will not be successful; it actually
could be counterproductive. Equally, we should not be
behind them when they ask for our support and for change
to be made. My role is to support them fully in what they
need to do. | know that our officials engage with people

in interface communities to look at how those structures
can be reduced, amended and, eventually, removed. |
think that we would all like a community that is free from
barriers, physical and mental, in how people can live their
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lives in a way that does not curb their aspirations and
freedom to make their own choices.

Ms Mullan: | thank the Minister for her answer and her
understanding of the issues. The creation of an interface
barriers support package was identified as a key action. An
aftercare support package was presented to the interface
programme board in June 2019. As of February 2020, it
appears that that has still not been signed off, and no delivery
schedule is yet available. Will the Minister comment on why
that package is still not available to local communities that are
impacted? When is it likely to be in place?

Mrs Long: | cannot give a definitive answer, but | guess
that part of the reason why it has not been signed off is
that we have not had a Minister in place to do that. | will
certainly talk to the Department to see what stage that

is at and whether there is anything more that we can

do to advance it. It is crucial that we not only support
communities as they prepare to remove barriers but make
sure that adequate support is in place afterwards. Even
low-level antisocial behaviour in an area where there
previously was an interface structure can cause real fear
in a community; they could think that things will escalate
and become much more serious. It is important that we
have early-warning systems in place and good support
through neighbourhood policing, community contact and
a package of measures to make sure that people feel that
they are safer without the structure there than with it in
place. That is, ultimately, our objective.

Upskirting: Criminal Offence

T5. Ms Ennis asked the Minister of Justice how soon she
intends to introduce legislation to create a new criminal
offence of upskirting, the introduction of which formed part
of the Sinn Féin response to her Department’s consultation
last year on measures to combat child sexual exploitation.
(AQT 95/17-22)

Mrs Long: As the Member will be aware, a number

of things are in process in respect of sexual offences,

not least the Gillen review. There is also an issue with
cybercrime and looking at how those attacks are done;
there is a White Paper in Westminster on that. We will
consider which is the most appropriate vehicle for us to
be able to deal with that so that we ensure that people are
protected.

There is no doubt that upskirting, revenge porn and a
whole series of other online abuses are serious matters.
They are a serious invasion of privacy and a serious
violation of people’s bodily autonomy. We need to deal
with those issues, even through a piece of education
work, such as that suggested in the Gillen review. It is
important that people understand the seriousness of those
incidents. As digital crime remains a reserved matter, we
might need to look carefully at whether the Assembly is
able to progress that or whether it is better that we ask
Westminster to do so on our behalf.

Ms Ennis: Sinn Féin also recommended reversing the
burden of proof from child victims to the defendants for
some sexual offences. Does the Minister intend to legislate
for that change?

Mrs Long: | have no plans to legislate for the change.
However, we are doing a number of things to support child
victims, including making sure that they are able to give

evidence remotely in cases so that they are not at risk of
coming into contact with the offender; and ensuring that
they are properly supported in advance of that in an age-
appropriate way. There are a number of other things that
we can do to ensure that victims are properly cared for. A
number of packages and measures are in place to support
victims, but there are no plans for legislation. However, |
mentioned in an earlier answer the Department’s intention
to table a miscellaneous provisions Bill in the latter half

of this mandate. Those Bills can be burdensome for the
Committee — | apologise in advance — because they
tend to cover a wide range of issues, but there is the
opportunity, if the Member wants to discuss her concerns
further with me, that it could be scoped and taken forward
at that time.

Paul Quinn

T6. Mr Nesbitt asked the Minister of Justice, given that
she may be aware that the parents of Paul Quinn were in
Parliament Buildings today to express their disgust that the
Finance Minister, Conor Murphy, has failed to withdraw his
unjust claim of criminality against their son, whether she
agrees with and supports their call for him to withdraw his
claim. (AQT 96/17-22)

Mrs Long: | thank the Member for his question. Each
Minister takes a Pledge of Office that commits us:

“to work collectively with the other members of the
Executive Committee to achieve a society free of
paramilitarism; to challenge all paramilitary activity and
associated criminality”.

All of us need to live up to those commitments. Anyone
with information about Paul Quinn’s murder should pass
it to the police. Any attack by any group on any member
of our community is completely unacceptable and is to be
condemned. | have huge sympathy for the Quinn family.
Breege and Stephen Quinn have acted with integrity
throughout this process, not only in trying to seek justice
for their son but in trying to ensure that the smear against
his name is removed. It is right that it should be and that
the insult that was added to the injury of his loss should
be withdrawn. An apology cannot make up for the damage
that has been done, but it would go a long way to showing
an understanding of the impact that that has had.

Mr Nesbitt: Does the Minister agree that the Finance
Minister’s failure to withdraw the unproven claim of
criminality undermines the credibility and integrity of
an Executive that place a huge emphasis on collective
responsibility?

Mrs Long: | cannot answer for the Finance Minister, but

| was in my place when the deputy First Minister was
answering that question and said that the allegation had
been withdrawn. So, | point the Member to that answer: the
allegation has been withdrawn; it is not, as he suggests,
that there has been a refusal to do so.

Mr Speaker: We have a minute and a half left.

Mr Blair: | assure you that | will try to stick to that.

Stalking Legislation

T7. Mr Blair asked the Minister of Justice to outline her
plans to introduce legislation to outlaw stalking, in the light
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of the fact that his constituent Fiona Jamieson has been
in the news recently regarding stalking and the pressing
need for legislation. (AQT 97/17-22)

3.30 pm

Mrs Long: Thank you. | met Fiona Jamieson and her
daughter Ciara Hindman, who has been a victim of
stalking. Her mother has been an incredible advocate for
her. | have met a number of victims of stalking over the
past number of weeks, and Members will be aware that it
is my intention to introduce a Bill in the autumn to create
a specific offence of stalking. It is also the intention of
that Bill to create stalking protection orders, as we are
aware that the burden under harassment legislation etc
requires the victim to go to court to get a non-molestation
order. That can often be appealed and allows those who
maliciously wish to use the justice system to continue
unwanted contact with their victim to do so. Stalking
protection orders would be issued by the police, thereby
relieving victims of stalking of both a financial burden and
the burden of going to court in order to obtain one.

Mr Speaker: Members, time is up. | ask Members to take
their ease for a moment or two, please.

(Mr Principal Deputy Speaker [Mr Stalford] in the Chair)

Communities

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: Question number 8 has
been withdrawn.

Reval2020: Sports Clubs

1. Mr Nesbitt asked the Minister for Communities for her
assessment of the impact on the viability of sports clubs of
Reval2020. (AQO 150/17-22)

Ms Hargey (The Minister for Communities): | thank the
Member for his question. | am aware of concerns raised by
representatives from a number of sports governing bodies
about the impact of the latest rates revaluation for sports
clubs. The assessment of rateable valuation is, in the first
instance, a matter for my Executive partner the Minister
of Finance. | am pleased to note that Land and Property
Services (LPS) will apply the sport and recreation rate
relief and the community amateur sports club rate relief
for qualifying sports clubs. Those arrangements have not
been affected by the revaluation, Reval2020.

The measures were put in place to allow significantly
reduced rates liability across the sports sector. In October
2016, the Assembly passed the necessary legislation to
allow for enhanced rate relief for community amateur sports
clubs. That allowed enhanced rate relief from 80% to 100%
for community amateur sports clubs that do not operate
social-club bar facilities. In addition, sports clubs that are
neither community amateur sports clubs nor registered
charities are still benefiting from an 80% reduction in rates
on the parts of their facility that are used solely for sport
and recreational purposes. | encourage the governing
bodies and clubs that are concerned about the effect of the
revaluation exercise and that operate facilities that do not
qualify for rate relief to address their concerns through the
appropriate channel in Land and Property Services.

Mr Nesbitt: | thank the Minister for her answer. Given that
some of the percentage increases in NAV are in the region
of 30%, and in some cases over 40%, including double
digits for Casement Park, which is not, as the Minister will
know, currently operational as a sports ground, how does
she square that with the Programme for Government’s
objective of increasing the well-being of all and the specific
outcome of promoting longer, healthier and more active
lives? Surely this is entirely the wrong direction of travel.

Ms Hargey: Sport plays a key role in our society, through
engagement and through health outcomes for all age
groups. Sport also brings various groups together to enjoy
it. On the impact of the revaluation, any governing bodies
or, indeed, any clubs should follow the process that is set
out. Therefore, if clubs have concerns with the increase,
they should be speaking to Land and Property Services
and to their governing body. | have not yet received any
correspondence from governing bodies and clubs. | am
open to speaking to them about the impact, but there is

a process there if they do not fall within the rate rebate
system. Where they have a financial income through other
means, they need to look at that to ensure that it is as fit
for purpose as it can be.

Mr Hilditch: This goes beyond the current relief that is
available. Will the Minister make representations to her
Executive colleagues about sports clubs that will be
absolutely hammered by Reval2020, when, in reality,

their clubhouses have limited opening hours and are
operational purely to raise money to sustain the clubs and
the sport? Reval2020 could sound the death knell for many
clubs and sporting organisations.

Ms Hargey: | thank the Member for his question. As | said,

| have not yet had any approach from governing bodies

or clubs. | am open to listening to any that want to come
forward. Obviously, in the first instance, looking at the
revaluation sits within the Department of Finance, but |
encourage any governing body or club to engage urgently
with Land and Property Services, because there is a
dedicated process there, to look at what the valuations have
brought up. | encourage any club or body to go to LPS.

Ms Ennis: The Minister has answered my supplementary
question in a previous answer.

Mr O’Toole: On the subject of the financial viability of
sports clubs, will the Minister consider meeting groups that
campaign or advocate for an all-Ireland soccer league to
find out from them what their proposals are to improve the
viability of football on both sides of the border on an all-
island basis, given that they have also made clear that they
respect the integrity of two different national teams?

Ms Hargey: There is a request for a meeting in the
system. We are working through the processes to ensure
that a meeting happens in the near future. Once that takes
place, | will update Members.

Mr Buckley: With regard to the viability of sporting
clubs, and following on from the ongoing governance
and accounting concerns that relate to Sport NI, has the
Minister had an opportunity to read the lessons learned
report from June 20197 If so, is she satisfied with its
conclusions?

Ms Hargey: | am going through the issues surrounding
Sport NI. | am looking at the valuations and next steps. |
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will engage with Sport NI directly. | will update Members in
due course.

Social Inclusion and Social Change
Strategies

2. Mr Blair asked the Minister for Communities what co-
production and co-design she plans to undertake on the
outstanding social inclusion and social change strategies.
(AQO 151/17-22)

Ms Hargey: | thank the Member for his question.

My Department is the lead on producing a number

of strategies that could support the Programme for
Government as outlined in New Decade, New Approach.
Those include the anti-poverty and child poverty strategy,
a disability strategy, a gender strategy and a sexual
orientation strategy. The principles and practice of people
and community engagement, co-design and co-production
will be a key part of the development and delivery of each
of those strategies. The approach that is taken will be
tailored to each individual strategy, depending on delivery
timescales and work that has been completed to date.

| am keen to involve people who will be most affected

by the strategies at all stages of their development and
will ensure that steps are taken to allow them to make a
meaningful contribution to that work. | am committed to
ensuring that the most vulnerable people in society have
their voices heard and their views taken into account.

Mr Blair: | thank the Minister for that reply and her replies
so far and in this, my first exchange with her at Question
Time, | wish her well and welcome her to her post.

Given the long list of outstanding strategies for social
inclusion and change — a list that, perhaps one could argue,
has been renewed by the New Decade, New Approach
agreement — will the Minister assure the House that the
Department will seek to involve a wide range of stakeholders
from the outset of any consultation, and that stakeholders
will not simply wait until, some way down the process,
questions have already been set by departmental officials?

Ms Hargey: | thank the Member for his supplementary
question. It is an important area. If we are to take a co-
design approach, that has to be built in from the very
start. It cannot be just attached to the end. As | said in
my opening remarks, we have to ensure that our policies
and strategies impact on those who need them the most:
service users and those who will feel the impact. They
have to be an integral part of the co-design process. That
will be built in from the very start.

Ms Sheerin: Campaign groups have been promised a
disability forum for a number of years now. When will that
be implemented? Can the Minister advise if that forum
will be the vehicle for the co-design of a new disability
strategy?

Ms Hargey: | am obviously considering the establishment
of a disability stakeholder forum as part of the
development of the new disability strategy. The role

and remit of that forum will need to be considered in the
context of the Programme for Government and enhanced
arrangements for cross-departmental collaboration. Once
| have considered it in the coming weeks, | will outline
plans to Members in the time ahead and will say what the
composition of the forum will be.

Ms S Bradley: | welcome the Minister's comments about
reaching out to vulnerable groups. Can she give an
assurance that those hard-to-reach minority groups will be
included, particularly those that will be directly affected by
any strategies?

Ms Hargey: Thanks very much for the question. It is
essential we reach out to all groups, particularly those that
are furthest removed. A co-design process works with
those who have a lived experience of the topic at hand,
and we will look at professional expertise to try to bring
both together. We want to democratise those policies and
strategies as much as possible, so | will be looking at who
can be involved and at how we can use, for example, the
community and voluntary sector to reach out to those
hard-to-reach communities and individuals. As we start
to move through each of the strategies, co-design around
the policy development and methodology will be key, and
| will outline how we are going to approach that as | move
forward.

Mr Muir: First, | welcome the Minister to her post. | have
enjoyed working with the Minister over the last number of
years, and | look forward to working with her in her new
position as Minister for Communities.

Part of her ministerial responsibility includes policy
responsibility for sexual orientation. What does the
Minister plan to do to discharge that to improve the life of
LGBT citizens in Northern Ireland who, frankly, have not
been very well-served previously by the Assembly? This is
an opportunity for the Minister take forward action on that.
What practical actions is the Minister planning to take to
improve the life of LGBT citizens in Northern Ireland?

Ms Hargey: Thanks very much for your question. All
these strategies are in ways interdependent, and, in

New Decade, New Approach, there is a commitment

for me to publish, within three months of the institutions
being up and running, a comprehensive timetable for the
development and delivery of each of these strategies, and
that is something | will keep to.

In looking at our LGBT-plus community in the sexual
orientation strategy, the first thing is to ensure that |
engage with and listen to the community from the outset.
Indeed, | am in the middle of arranging meetings to start
those initial engagements. There is the draft of a sexual
orientation strategy sitting there. We need to make sure
that it is fit for purpose for now because things have moved
on. The big issue is to make sure that all those strategies
support and give visibility and respect to the community.
Importantly, we should embed international human rights
into our own domestic situation. We should uphold it and
have a co-design approach that the community itself is
involved in, particularly the hard-to-reach voices that may
not be heard at the moment. There is a commitment to do
that. We will also, of course, listen to Members who work
with communities already to ensure that the strategy and
the policy are fit for purpose.

Event Scheme Model: Armagh and Newry

3. Mr Irwin asked the Minister for Communities whether
she will consider replicating the Belfast city centre event
scheme model in Armagh and Newry. (AQO 152/17-22)

Ms Hargey: Thanks very much for your question. Whilst
| have no plans at the moment to introduce a specific
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event scheme in those cities, my Department’s regional
development office works closely with Armagh City,
Banbridge and Craigavon Borough Council and Newry,
Mourne and Down District Council to develop and deliver
regeneration projects in Armagh and Newry respectively.

The regional development office provides capital grant
funding to those councils for a number of initiatives, such

as public realm and revitalisation schemes, and they often
include funding for event infrastructure or equipment. For
example, previous public realm schemes have created event
spaces and bespoke lighting, and revitalisation projects have
funded the purchase of mobile stage equipment and public
address systems for use at council events.

My Department has also provided funding to councils for
the promotion and marketing of their town centres and city
centres. That support often goes towards the promotion

and funding of specific events such as Christmas markets
and community events that animate the physical spaces
created. | am content that the mechanisms that already exist
between my Department and the two councils are sufficient
to allow any grant funding of events, and | have no plans to
replicate the Belfast scheme in Newry and Armagh.

3.45 pm

Mr Irwin: | am sure that the Minister will accept that
Belfast city is in a similar position. The amount of money
for events is, | am told, £200,000. Does she agree that
a much smaller amount of money for the two cities that

| mentioned — Newry and Armagh — would make a big
difference to both?

Ms Hargey: The resources that have gone to the areas

of Newry and Armagh since April 2011 are £6-5 million

in capital investment and £493,000 in revenue. As was
stated, a large part of that is for events and funding. | am
willing to engage with the councils in the time ahead to
look at what else the Department can do. A large scope of
that money goes towards events that those councils are
coming forward with, but | am more than willing to discuss
that further.

Mr McNulty: | welcome the Minister to her post and wish
her well in her role. My constituency of Newry and Armagh
is rich in culture. We have our rhymers, our bullets, our
dramatists, our musicians and our poets. An curadhmir
springs to mind. The Cailleach Bhéara sent shudders of
fear through me as a child. | welcome the Minister’s capital
investment in the new cultdrlann at Aonach Mhacha in
Armagh city, which, | am excited to say, is due to open
next month. Will the Minister take the opportunity to wish
the group well? Will she bring forward a support scheme
to help to develop and celebrate cultural heritage in places
such as the new cultdrlann Aonach Mhacha in Armagh?

Ms Hargey: | hope to attend the opening event in March
and to visit the project to see at first hand the excellent
work that is being done. Obviously, it adds to the cultural
tapestry and vibrancy of our places and our communities.
| will consider all of this in the time ahead to see what
further programmes can be provided to support that type
of work. | will outline that in the time ahead, once that is
considered.

Mr Buckley: In light of all politics being local, will the
Minister comment on and, perhaps, look at possible funding
opportunities and streams for the biggest one-day festival
in Northern Ireland: the sham fight in Scarva on 13 July?

Ms Hargey: | am not aware of any request that has come
in about that. | would have to look at it in terms of events.
Obviously, working closely with local government will

be key to making sure that we maximise funding and
assessing the community impact that events have and
how they attract visitors to a certain place. | am more than
willing to speak with any council and any Member in the
time ahead to look at events that will transform our spaces
and attract visitors, both locally and internationally.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: | always worry at the sham
fight, because you never know who is going to win.

Housing Executive: Debt

Ms Armstrong: | will not talk about the Portaferry Gala but
instead go to question 4.

4. Ms Armstrong asked the Minister for Communities
what discussions she has had with the Minister of Finance
on the Housing Executive’s debt. (AQO 153/17-22)

Ms Hargey: | am committed to delivering on the pledge
made in ‘New Decade, New Approach’ that the Executive
will examine options to remove the historical debt from the
Housing Executive. | have already met Minister Murphy

to discuss the matter and to explore what may be done in
relation to the Housing Executive’s landlord legacy debt.

As Members may already be aware, the historical debt
results from loans that were generally taken out to finance
new-build housing activities by the Housing Executive and
its predecessor organisations, including the Housing Trust
and former local authorities. The level of historical debt,
including capital and interest outstanding, at 31 December
2019 was £332 million. That is due for repayment to the
Department of Finance and councils by 2036-37. There is
a significance to the Housing Executive debt because of
the massive investment challenge it faces if it is to provide
a sustainable and long-term future for its portfolio of social
homes. Action on the Housing Executive may play a part in
addressing that, albeit a minor part alongside many more
substantial actions. Revitalisation of the Housing Executive
is key, and | will engage on that in the time ahead.

Ms Armstrong: Minister, | appreciate that this is a big
issue for your Department and especially for the Housing
Executive. Will you provide any of the actions that you have
considered to date on how to future-proof the Housing
Executive? Perhaps you could provide them in writing.
What plans do you have to make sure that the Housing
Executive is stable, out of debt and fit for purpose to deliver
the much-needed housing across Northern Ireland?

Ms Hargey: | am looking at considering the revitalisation
of the Housing Executive. Obviously, we will need to
look at a number of levers over the next 10 years. Once |
finalise my view of the future direction of this, | will inform
the Chamber and the Committee.

Ms Ni Chuilin: | thank the Minister for her response,
particularly to Kellie Armstrong’s question. My question
is similar. The ‘New Decade, New Approach’ document
has within it the potential for removing historical debt
from the Housing Executive. Will the Minister ensure
that any proposals to increase rents are matched
against affordability? How will the commitments around
the revitalisation and the removal of historical debt be
delivered within this Assembly?
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Ms Hargey: Obviously, affordability is key, because we do
not want to increase the burden on the renter or, indeed,
the public purse. We will look at the revitalisation of the
Housing Executive in the whole. We will look at investment
opportunities with existing stock and then look at the wider
housing stock more extensively. | have raised the issue,
along with corporation tax, with the Minister of Finance.
While those will provide some solutions, a complete

look at the revitalisation of the Housing Executive will be
needed over the next 10 years. We will have to look at the
debt, the income that is generated and, importantly, how
we maintain existing stock whilst looking at an ambitious
housing programme in the time ahead. The renter — the
person in each of the homes — needs to be protected in
all cases.

Mr Newton: | note that the Minister has used the word
“revitalisation” several times in her answers to the
question. Will the Minister consider revitalisation to
include the potential of the Housing Executive to build new
homes? Where there is demolition of Northern Ireland
Housing Executive homes, will the Minister consider that
those sites will stay within and become an asset of the
Northern Ireland Housing Executive?

Ms Hargey: | will look at all housebuilding options. At

the moment, we build 1,750 new builds per annum, the
majority of which are in housing associations. When you
look at the increased housing need, you see that that

is not enough to meet the need, particularly of those in
critical need. | will look at this overarchingly in the time
ahead. Dealing with the debt issues and the issues around
corporation tax is one element of what needs to happen in
the Housing Executive. We also need to look at the rents
in a more holistic way and at other solutions and means of
financing. There is financial transactions capital and the
ONS legislation that needs to come forward. | will look at
all those options in the time ahead, as | lay out my vision
and my future approach to where housing will go. | will do
that in the coming weeks and months.

Housing Executive: Northern Region

5. Mr Robinson asked the Minister for Communities what
progress has been made by the Housing Executive to
streamline the adaptations and disabled grants processes
in its northern region. (AQO 154/17-22)

Ms Hargey: In the latter part of 2019, the Housing
Executive streamlined the adaptations process in the north
region, mirroring the strategy that was so successfully
piloted in the south region. That process continues to be
reviewed, and | am happy to provide the Member with
more information once the data is available.

The Housing Executive has completed a review of

the disabled facilities grant process, and a number of
improvements have been implemented to streamline

the process and improve the customer journey. They
include carrying out the test-of-resources process at the
start; implementing a data-sharing agreement with the
Department for Communities to provide verification of
benefits more quickly; and enabling technical officers

to manage a case from start to finish without additional
handovers. The Housing Executive is also considering
the role of grant case officers, to enable them to be
responsible for grant cases from start to finish. That aspect
has not yet been implemented, as the Housing Executive

considers the level of authority associated with the case
officer grade. In addition, the Housing Executive has
specified, developed and implemented a new bespoke,
more flexible IT system to support the grant process.
Those improvements have been implemented across all
Housing Executive grant locations.

Mr Robinson: Will the Minister meet me to discuss
outstanding Housing Executive issues in my constituency?

Ms Hargey: Yes, there is no problem. | can do that.
Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: Happy days.

Mr Dallat: | welcome the Minister’s responses so far.

The average age of people in the northern region is

very high. | am not sure whether the Minister knows how
many passed away before adaptations were completed

or shortly afterwards. Is the Minister prepared to look at
ways in which the whole process could be fast-tracked not
just through the assessment but particularly through the
planners, who demand a list of requirements from people
who are suffering life-changing experiences and cannot
wait?

Ms Hargey: With all of the schemes, we want to get help to
those who need it most in the quickest time possible. The
review is ongoing, and | will ask the Housing Executive to
consider fast-tracking as part of it. If the Member wants to
speak to my officials about what else could be done, | am
more than willing to arrange that. | will raise this directly
with them afterwards.

Subregional Stadia Programme for Soccer

6. Mr Lyttle asked the Minister for Communities for an
update on the subregional stadia programme for soccer.
(AQO 155/17-22)

Ms Hargey: | am fully committed to developing the
subregional stadia programme that was included in the
New Decade, New Approach agreement. It is a priority
for my Department and, indeed, for the Executive.

The programme will transform soccer at all levels by
addressing the current and future needs of the game. It
provides a real opportunity to contribute to the delivery
of wider government priorities and to address a range of
social, economic and cultural issues.

The programme itself must be open and transparent. It is
critical that any improvements to existing stadia or new
developments prioritise health and safety provisions,
accessibility and inclusion, as well as being sustainable
and based on realistic needs. A 12-week consultation on
the programme proposals based on the ‘Irish Football
Association (IFA) Facilities Strategy’, dated 2011 took
place from 30 November 2015 to 22 February 2016.
However, in the absence of Ministers, no decisions were
made on the programme proposals or on the financial
allocations in the programme.

Given that the IFA strategy and the consultation it was
based on are now nine years old, things have changed

in the interim. It is only right that | take time to review

the programme. | have asked my officials to engage
urgently with key stakeholders to help them to inform the
development of detailed plans for delivering a successful
subregional programme. Once the engagement has been
completed, | will consider proposals on how best to take
forward the programme as urgently as possible.
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Mr Lyttle: The Minister will appreciate the extent of the
frustration at the extreme delay in the allocation of funding.
When will the review be completed, and what budget will
be allocated for football stadia funding?

Ms Hargey: The previous commitment was for £36-2
million. Things have changed a lot over the past nine
years, and | would not have been content to allocate
money without having an assessment of up-to-date
needs. | thought it important to engage stakeholders on
the ground to get an update on where things are at and
where facilities sit, particularly because rule changes have
happened in the past year that have had a knock-on effect
on soccer programmes. My officials are undertaking the
review as urgently as possible. Although they are engaged
with that, they are also looking at detailed implementation
plans and at developing a process for criteria for
applications. That will come back to me within the next
three months to look at. If | can quicken that up in any way,
| will do so.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: There are literally about
30 seconds left, so | will call Karen Mullan and ask her and
the Minister to keep it snappy. [Laughter.]

Ms Mullan: My question has been partly answered. | just
want a timeline for the opening of applications.

Ms Hargey: | cannot give a specific timeline until the
engagement takes place. Once that is done, | will develop
a process for criteria for applications, which will include
definite timelines.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: The time for listed
questions has passed, and we now move to topical
questions.

Hillview, North Belfast: Housing Development

T1. Mr Lunn asked the Minister for Communities, after
welcoming her to her post, for an assurance that, should
the opportunity arise, the site at Hillview in north Belfast
will be brought back into consideration for housing
development, given that she will be aware from her time
on Belfast City Council of the planning decision that was
taken three years ago, which appeared to fly in the face of
logic, particularly because of the failure of retail on that site
in the past and its long period of vacancy and inactivity.
(AQT 101/17-22)

Ms Hargey: | will be looking at all of that. It is a critical aim
for me and the Department to increase the availability of
social housing over the coming years. It is also part of New
Decade, New Approach that we have a more ambitious
housing programme to meet increasing need.

As the Member will be aware, Belfast City Council is
conducting a strategic site assessment to look at land in
the city of Belfast. | know that other councils are looking
at land in their area as well. | have asked my officials

to engage with Belfast City Council to look at what the
land availability will be. There is chronic housing stress
in areas such as north Belfast. Land availability then
becomes a critical issue, so | want to do all that | can
and use any instrument available in my Department to
prioritise housing, but particularly to do it on the basis of
need. Where the housing need is, that is where the new
builds should be focused and developed. As | said, | will

be looking at all of that in the time ahead. | will update the
Member as we move through the process.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: | call Mr Gary Middleton.
Mr Middleton: Thank you, Mr Principal Deputy Speaker.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: | beg your pardon. Mr
Lunn took so long to ask his question that we have run out
of time. [Laughter.] | am only joking. | call Mr Lunn for a
supplementary question, and then Mr Middleton.

Mr Lunn: Thank you very much, Mr Principal Deputy
Speaker. | thank the Minister for her detailed answer. She
mentioned at the end that decisions about housing in
north Belfast in particular would be based on need. May

| put it to her bluntly that need should not involve political
considerations and that the absolute necessity in north
Belfast, of all places, is to provide social housing, and a
quantity of it, as soon as possible?

Ms Hargey: | am well aware of the issues pertaining to
north Belfast. | cannot speak for any previous decisions
that were taken by my Department, but, for me, decisions
should be based on objective need, where people apply
when they are in housing stress and that application is
then assessed independently by the Housing Executive. |
will be looking at the housing programme to match where
the need is greatest. That is something that | want to
commit to in the time ahead.

Pay Parity: Neighbourhood Renewal Areas

T2. Mr Middleton asked the Minister for Communities
what she is doing to address the issue of pay parity, given
that, on Friday, he had the opportunity to meet with many
community workers from Foyle, with pay parity being

one of the key themes of the meetings, with some of the
workers expressing concerns about the neighbourhood
renewal areas in particular. (AQT 102/17-22)

Ms Hargey: | thank the Member for his question. As
somebody who once was a neighbourhood renewal
worker, | am well aware of the issues. | live in a
neighbourhood renewal community in south Belfast, and

| met officials only last week about the neighbourhood
renewal programme. | will write to neighbourhood renewal
partnerships within the next week, setting out my plans
for the next two years. Part of that will look at a review of
the neighbourhood renewal programme, sitting below the
anti-poverty strategy and co-designed with neighbourhood
renewal partnerships and others, and will be key to those
strategies going forward because they are best placed to
know the issues.

Pay parity is a key issue. There has not been an increase
in salaries in the last 10 years, so | have instructed a
review to look at all community and voluntary sector work
and where that impacts on workers and employment
rights. If | can move as urgently as possible to look at
neighbourhood renewal, | will, but | have to wait for this
review to take place.

Mr Middleton: | thank the Minister for her very detailed
response. Another issue has been raised, again around
pay, but it is in relation to yearly budgets as a whole. We
know that many community workers are under pressure
because the funding for their salary runs out, and the
organisation does not have a budget in place. Are you
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doing anything to look at possibly extending that to a
three-year budget?

Ms Hargey: That is being considered in the Programme
for Government. It will eventually look at multi-annual
funding and budgeting, so this will be considered in line
with that. As we develop a new anti-poverty strategy, we
will look at where neighbourhood renewal sits within that
programme. | will also outline some of my intention in the
interim to those groups when | write to them this week.

Gender Discrimination

T3. Ms Ni Chuilin asked the Minister for Communities,
after stating that the Minister will be aware of previous
United Nations reports on discrimination in housing,
particularly in areas of Belfast and Derry, and further
stating that her question is not about housing because
Trevor Lunn’s question was about housing, whether she
has any plans to take forward the recommendations
from the UN Committee on the elimination of all forms of
discrimination against women. (AQT 103/17-22)

Ms Hargey: When | came into post a couple of weeks

ago, CEDAW was holding a conference here looking at
that very issue, and | took the opportunity to speak to
those stakeholders who were in the room. As we take
forward a gender strategy, that will be central, and it will be
important for me and for the Executive to ensure that we
demonstrate how we are meeting international obligations
and, importantly, where we are embedding a human rights-
based approach to all that we do, which includes gender
equality at the heart of it.

Ms Ni Chuilin: | thank the Minister for her response.
Central to all that will be closing the gender pay gap,
particularly in relation to section 19 of the Employment Act
2016. | assume that that will be an integral part of the work
that needs to be brought forward on this issue.

Ms Hargey: The implementation of section 19 rests with
the Executive Office, but | am working with my Executive
partners and officials are engaging with departmental
officials to ensure that we can take that forward as soon as
possible.

Housing Executive: Damp Properties

T4. Mr Easton asked the Minister for Communities what
steps her Department is taking to ensure that the Housing
Executive addresses the damp in many of its properties.
(AQT 104/17-22)

Ms Hargey: The Housing Executive has an ongoing
programme of maintenance. Bigger challenges lie ahead
with keeping the existing stock fit for purpose, and that is
part of the wider revitalisation work that we need to look
at. A huge investment is needed in the existing Housing
Executive stock over the next 10 years. This will be an
urgent priority not just for me but for the Executive and the
Assembly as a whole. Looking at issues of damp is key to
that. If there are any specific issues or concerns that you
have in your constituency, you can follow up and we can
get the specifics answered for you.

Mr Easton: As the Minister probably knows, the Housing
Executive is very good at using condensation as a cover-
up for damp and for the lack of cavity wall insulation. Can
the Minister ensure that she pushes the Housing Executive
to actually address those issues?

Ms Hargey: Yes, | have a meeting shortly with the Housing
Executive as an arm’s-length body and as a key body in
looking at that, and this issue will be raised. When you
look particularly at the rounded nature of fuel poverty and
poverty more generally, you see that living conditions are
a key and fundamental part of that, so that will be raised.
Again, if you have any specifics or background, you can
share those with me, and | will be more than willing to raise
them directly.

Sports Clubs: Rates

T5. Ms Ennis asked the Minister for Communities, after
noting the exchange of views she had with other Members
at the start of Question Time, whether she agrees that
sport and physical recreation make a major contribution
to the health of the population and that increasing

rates for sports clubs could have a negative impact.

(AQT 105/17-22)

Ms Hargey: Yes. | visited a number of sports clubs. |

was in Ballymacash on Friday. | was in east Belfast a few
weeks ago looking at how sport is being used to tackle
and deal with homelessness and to engage with those
communities that are falling on hard times. Sport plays a
vital role. It reaches out to hard-to-reach groups, engages
people, builds capacity and is a good contributor to what
we try to do to address poverty, inequality and a range of
other issues.

| covered rates. That primarily sits in the Department

of Finance, and, if specific clubs or organisations have
concerns, they should be addressing them through the
process. That said, the rate rebate still works for amateur
clubs and those that are registered charities; they can get
up to 80% and, sometimes, 100% rate relief.

Ms Ennis: | agree with what you said. | know that the first
port of call for any club that has issues is LPS, but | want
to take into consideration what the Minister’s Department
could do. Will the Minister outline what important
information her Department could provide to clubs about
their organisational structure and governance to help them
to have a better understanding of the opportunities out
there for rate relief?

Ms Hargey: Yes, | am more than happy to do that. Whilst
no organisation, governing body or club has contacted my
Department yet, that may be in part because they have
not received the bill for what the revaluation does. | am
more than willing to speak to any organisation or club, but
| will also instruct my officials to liaise with sports clubs or
go through the bodies and Sport NI to give an update on
preparing clubs for the valuation or, if they wish to make an
appeal, to set out what the process is.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: | call Harry Harvey.
Mr Harvey: Ah.
Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: You are on my list.

Mr Harvey: Sorry, no, | have no question.

Objective Need Criteria

T7. Mr Boylan asked the Minister for Communities what
she is doing to ensure that social inclusion and social
clause strategies will be implemented based on objective
need criteria. (AQT 107/17-22)
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Ms Hargey: Objective need is in New Decade, New
Approach as a way of working, and, in all the strategies
that | will be taking forward — they were discussed earlier
— objective need will be at the core. Co-design and
co-production with those groups that are mostly impacted
will also be at the heart of that, and | will outline plans on
how we will knit objective need into them and what the
approach will be.

Mr Boylan: To follow on, in the absence of an anti-poverty
strategy, how does the Minister intend to tackle poverty in
the interim period?

Ms Hargey: My Department tackles poverty in a range of
ways, not least through recent moves around extending
the existing welfare mitigations. One of those areas was
the bedroom tax, and that has been extended indefinitely
so that there is no cut-off date to the mitigation.

| have also closed the loophole for those who have a
change of circumstances regarding the issue of the
bedroom tax. | am also bringing forward regulations to
extend the other existing mitigations. In the coming weeks,
| will outline my approach to the wider social security issue
and how it impacts on people the most. | will set out a

way forward for how we engage with those on the ground
who are impacted by this and how we work with support
organisations, such as the Cliff Edge Coalition, the Human
Rights Commission and, obviously, Professor Eileen
Evason and Kevin Higgins, who were involved in the first
round of mitigations. We have an extensive neighbourhood
renewal programme and an area-of-risk programme that
we will review. Those target the top 10% most deprived
communities.

Other programmes include the affordable warmth scheme,
which looks at fuel poverty. There is also the issue of
social supermarkets. | am also looking at trying to develop
a cooperative development hub in the time ahead to look
at cooperative development and the idea of community
wealth-building. We will also start, as soon as possible,

to take forward the anti-poverty strategy and do some
stakeholder engagements in the coming weeks and
months to make sure that we speed up the introduction
and implementation of that policy.

415 pm

Agriculture, Environment and
Rural Affairs

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: Question 5 has been
withdrawn, and questions 1 and 7 and questions 2 and 13
have been grouped for answer by the Minister.

Livestock Farmers: Coupled Payments

1. Mrs Barton asked the Minister of Agriculture,
Environment and Rural Affairs whether he is giving
consideration to coupled payments for livestock farmers,
particularly in relation to young cattle destined for beef
production. (AQO 136/17-22)

7. Mr McAleer asked the Minister of Agriculture,
Environment and Rural Affairs what plans he has to bring
forward a replacement to the common agricultural policy.
(AQO 142/17-22)

Mr Poots (The Minister of Agriculture, Environment
and Rural Affairs): With your permission, Mr Principal
Deputy Speaker, | will answer questions 1 and 7 together.

| am looking at what future payments can do to support
sustainable farming in our agricultural landscape. In doing
that, | will give consideration not just to coupled payments
but to all types of support that could be available. In
relation to coupled payments, we have to take into account
the provisions of the Northern Ireland protocol of the
withdrawal agreement, which will put a limit on the amount
of support that can be linked to production in Northern
Ireland. Those limits are still to be determined, but they
are likely to be similar to the limits under the common
agricultural policy, which currently range from 8% to 15%
of the total allocation for a member state. There will be
ongoing consultation with farmers and other stakeholders
as policy is developed in this area.

Mrs Barton: While the support that has been provided
gives a degree of stability to the farming community, what
steps will you put in place in preparation for post-2022

to plan for the allocation of future funding to ensure the
continuation of that stability for the agricultural community?

Mr Poots: The first element of achieving that stability is to
achieve a similar amount of money, if possible. Obviously,
that has happened for the year 2020. Moving forward, we
will contend that that is what Northern Ireland agriculture
needs. The second element of having stability is to identify
how we distribute that £293 million or the amount that

we get. | want to see as much of that as possible going

to productive farms, as opposed to people who own

large quantities of land but do not do work on it. | want to
encourage younger people into farming. Obviously, they do
not have large tracts of land or land banks, so we need to
incentivise them. All of those things need to be looked at.
It will be for me, in conjunction with the Committee and the
House, after discussion with the various stakeholders, to
identify a way forward.

Mr McAleer: | note the Minister's comments about the
coupled payments. Will the coupled payments that he is
referring to be in addition to the area-based payments, as
opposed to being instead of them?

Mr Poots: Area-based payments will remain: let us be clear
about that. That will always be a proportion of the payments.
It is about how we distribute other elements of that and
whether we can reduce the amount that goes to area-based
payments and use more of it to encourage production-
based, particularly for young people who want to come
home and engage in farming. Many young men and women
across the country would enjoy a farming career but do not
own land, whilst there are others who own land but do not
want to farm. | want to encourage the people who want to
farm, not the people who want to own land.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: | should have said,
“Topical question 5 has been withdrawn”; | did not
withdraw Mr Durkan’s question without his permission.
Questions 2 and 13 have been grouped.

Bovine TB: Eradication Measures

2. Mr Dunne asked the Minister of Agriculture,
Environment and Rural Affairs, considering the bovine
tuberculosis (bTB) programme in 2018-19 cost £40-18
million, of which £23-6 million was paid in compensation,
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what further measures will be taken to eradicate the
ongoing problem of bTB and mitigate its effects to the local
farming sector. (AQO 137/17-22)

13. Mr Irwin asked the Minister of Agriculture,
Environment and Rural Affairs for an update on bovine
tuberculosis in Northern Ireland. (AQO 148/17-22)

Mr Poots: With your permission, Mr Principal Deputy
Speaker, | will answer questions 2 and 13 together.

| am keenly aware of the financial and personal costs that a
bovine tuberculosis outbreak has on local farming families
and businesses. | am also extremely conscious of the large
amount of public money that is spent on tackling TB in
Northern Ireland each year. | am pleased to report that, as
a result of declining disease levels, the compensation bill is
expected to fall to around £18-5 million this financial year.
However, an overall bTB programme cost of £36 million is
still far too high. Therefore, implementing new measures
as part of a clear strategy to reduce bovine TB in Northern
Ireland is a key priority for me.

Over the past couple of years, my Department has

been developing a new bovine TB eradication strategy

in response to the recommendations made by the
independent TB strategic partnership group in 2016.

The Department’s response to those recommendations
was the subject of a public consultation from November
2017 to February 2018. The strategy proposes to reduce
bovine TB levels by comprehensively addressing all the
recognised key factors in the spread of the disease. It
makes recommendations covering six key areas, ranging
from herd health management and research to more
complex issues such as compensation levels and wildlife
intervention that will require public consultation and new
legislation. Officials will shortly present me with detailed
options on the proposed strategy recommendations that |
will consider with a view to implementing them as soon as
possible thereafter.

Mr Dunne: Does the Minister recognise the severe impact
that TB has on the dairy sector and on farmers who have
lost high-quality pedigree milk cows from their herd?

Will he outline what is being done to reduce the risk of
transmission of the disease from wild animals?

Mr Poots: Yes, | recognise it. | know farmers who have
lost hundreds of animals, and the damage to them
mentally and the stress caused are huge. In many cases,
the family line of the animal has been in the herd for 20
or 30 years and the farmer has been developing those
genetics for many years. Excellent cows are being
removed from the system, but they are not removing the
source of the problem.

The science is there. We are able to link badgers and
other wildlife, including deer — but badgers, in particular
— to that particular type of TB. There is a wide range of
TB across Northern Ireland. You get a different source of
TB in mid-Down from that in south Down, that in Armagh,
that in Fermanagh and so forth. Each type can be linked
to the wildlife in each area. We have some very high
concentrations of badgers, and they have very high levels
of TB. Itis in the interests of the welfare of both the bovine
and the wildlife population to ensure that we eradicate the
TB, and we are not doing that by just killing the cows.

Mr Irwin: The Minister is acutely aware of the situation
with TB, but does he accept that the test that we use today

is the same as the test that was used 50 and 60 years
ago? There are new technologies and new tests being
looked at: will the Minister undertake to look into those?
We are told that some of the new technologies and tests
can clear out TB at a much faster rate.

Mr Poots: We are spending £24 million on the testing,
which is on the veterinary side of things and is a huge
proportion of the money that we spend on trying to control
TB. Over quite a number of years, that has been rising.
Thankfully, the rate has fallen in the past couple of years
after new measures were put in place. There is little

more that can be asked of the farming community; it is

for the veterinary side to do its bit and the political side to
do its bit. That involves making tough decisions, maybe
controversial decisions. Nonetheless, they are decisions
that will improve the welfare of the wildlife population and
the bovine population and, at the same time, reduce the
spend from the public purse. To me, that is the wise way of
dealing with the issue.

Ms Sheerin: | note that the Minister stated previously that
he was considering a wildlife intervention. Is he minded
to consider a wildlife intervention similar to that which has
been implemented in the Twenty-six Counties?

Mr Poots: | remember being in a meeting with Simon
Coveney when he was Agriculture Minister and | was
Environment Minister. At that stage, they had only started
the process. The evidence base now exists in the South

of Ireland. It is an evidence base that we are happy to use,
and | have a preference for what is being done in the South
of Ireland over what is being done in England. | do not think
that there should be a widespread cull of badgers. There
should be a targeted cull so that, where the evidence base
exists and the veterinary people can identify the source of
the problem that is causing devastation in the bovine herd,
we can do something about it. Where there is no evidence
base that that exists, we should not cull the wildlife. | would
be totally opposed to that.

Miss Woods: With regard to the Department’s response to
the TB strategic partnership group’s recommendations to
eradicate bovine TB and given the strong opposition from
wildlife trusts, conservation organisations, academics and
the general public, will the Minister rule out the culling of
healthy badgers?

Mr Poots: Essentially, that is what | have just said. Our
target should be the areas with badgers that have been
extensively contaminated with TB. The science — the
work that has been done behind the scenes — indicates
that we have had really significant breakdowns in the
bovine herd. When an analysis of the badger population
has been carried out, it has been found that it has an even
greater intensity of TB. | make a plea to the House: if you
are really concerned about the welfare of the wildlife, why
not remove the wildlife that spreads infection constantly
to other wildlife? That is what is needed here. We need

to deal with the problem. We have, largely, a wildlife-to-
bovine spread. There could be some bovine-to-wildlife
spread, but we are removing the bovines; we are not
removing the wildlife. It is nonsensical, it is expensive and
| do not believe that it is in the interests of the farming
community or, indeed, of the environmentalists who want a
healthy wildlife population in our country. | want a healthy
wildlife population in our country. | have badgers on my
property, and | would not let anybody touch them, because
they do not cause problems. However, two or three miles
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up the road, others are plagued with TB coming from the
badger population in that area, and something needs to be
done for those people.

Mr Beggs: | thank the Minister for highlighting the problem
that exists in wildlife and how TB can adversely affect
wildlife as well as our farmers. The Minister mentioned
deer: has there been any testing or consideration of testing
deer herds in Northern Ireland or, for that matter, any wild
deer that may have been found dead at the roadside to
establish whether this is a problem in the deer population
in Northern Ireland?

Mr Poots: The deer population is not as extensive as the
badger population, but deer are known to be carriers of
TB. | am interested in looking at that because testing is
not currently carried out on domesticated deer. | will raise
that with my Chief Veterinary Officer and his team. Among
the real spreaders of TB are llamas and alpacas. People
import them, thinking that they are nice and cute. However,
the fact that they spit quite a lot causes considerable
spread of TB, if they happen to have it, so they can be very
contagious. That is something to be cautious about.

Landfill Waste

3. Mrs Cameron asked the Minister of Agriculture,
Environment and Rural Affairs, in light of ongoing
opposition to an incinerator at Hightown quarry, Mallusk,
what consideration his Department is giving to alternative
approaches to managing landfill waste. (AQO 138/17-22)

Mr Poots: The current Northern Ireland waste
management strategy focuses on moving waste up the
waste hierarchy away from landfill, and that includes
recovery such as energy from waste, recycling, preparing
for reuse and waste prevention. Legislation and initiatives
arising from the strategy have contributed to a significant
increase in the tonnage of local authority-collected
municipal waste that has been diverted from landfill,
especially to recycling, in recent years.

During 2019, the Northern Ireland household waste
recycling rate surpassed 50% for the first time, which
meant that the EU and waste management strategy target
of 50% recycling by 2020 has been met ahead of schedule.

4.30 pm

| am determined to build on that success and reduce

the amount of residual waste. The current £23 million
household waste recycling collaborative change
programme provides financial support to local councils to
increase recycling rates further and improve the quality

of recycling. To date, | have made £3-45 million available
for four projects. Ideally, | wish to see waste minimised
and any waste that does arise to be recycled. However,
for the foreseeable future, a significant proportion of
Northern Ireland’s residual waste will have to undergo
residual waste treatment and be sent to energy-from-waste
facilities that extract at least some value from the waste
through energy and heat. In that context, | am considering
the strategic and long-term needs for residual waste
management in Northern Ireland.

Mrs Cameron: | thank the Minister for his answer. |
know that he will be aware of my ongoing opposition,
and, indeed, the cross-party opposition, to the proposed
incinerator at Mallusk. He may be aware that | have

requested a meeting with him, along with No-Arc21, to
discuss the need for any such facility.

How much waste is currently going to landfill and how
much to Arc21?

Mr Poots: | am pleased to say that, as a result of the work
that has been done, the figures for waste going to landfill
have been coming down, and coming down quite steadily.
Between 1 October 2018 and 30 September 2019, 26-5%
of all waste went to landfill. That equates to 264,795 tons.
Arc21’s share of that is 182,506 tons, so the Arc21 area

is currently producing 30-7%. Obviously, there is work to
be done in the Arc21 area if the overall level for Northern
Ireland is 26-5% and its level is 30-7%. More work can be
done by Arc21 to reduce the amount of residual waste that
is in the system.

Mr Boylan: Will the Minister commit to an ambitious
strategy and targets for circular resource usage, recycling
and upscaling of composting in the upcoming environment
strategy? Does he feel that those are the best measures
by which to reduce waste overall?

Mr Poots: | know that the Member has had an interest

in the issue for a long time. It is something to which | am
totally committed. When | was previously Environment
Minister, we were recycling 30% and were told that we
could not get to 50%. We brought about the reduce, reuse
and recycle campaign, which helped us to achieve the
50% level that we are at now.

The circular economy seeks to change the focus of
waste management from resource management to
resource efficiency. That is critical to maximising the
value of the waste resource and the impact of its use on
the environment. We are promoting several initiatives
that encompass the principles of the circular economy.
Significant work has already been done on waste
prevention and recycling initiatives. Another example is
the prosperity agreements that are being developed by the
Northern Ireland Environment Agency with businesses.
The agreements promote those circular activities and
resource efficiency once again, while simultaneously
ensuring positive business growth and development.

Dr Aiken: The Minister will be aware of the all-party
opposition to the Hightown incinerator. Will he, unlike his
predecessor, commit now and state categorically that

he will not ask the Executive to subsidise perversely the
amount of waste that may not have gone to the Hightown
incinerator, in such a way that they would have been asked
to subsidise Arc21 for renewable heat energy that was not
going to produce any renewables, any heat and definitely
not any energy?

Mr Poots: What | will commit to is to reducing the amount
of waste that goes to landfill. We will ensure that we
continue to increase the 50% figure. The composting

that Mr Boylan referred to has been very successful. We
need to extract as much out of that as possible. We need
to continue to narrow and narrow the amount of residual
waste that exists in Northern Ireland to a very small core.

Mr Dallat: | extend my good wishes to the new Minister
and welcome his commitment to reducing landfill.
Alternatives sometimes present their own problems, not
least in the agriculture industry. Will the Minister outline
his proposals to work with the farming industry to ensure
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that high levels of ammonia nitrates are reduced? Does he
have the resources to do that?

Mr Poots: More resources, please. | will always take a few
pounds to help you achieve what the Assembly wants to
achieve, which is less pollution in our environment, greater
use of nutrients for the good, more waste recycling for the
good and more waste being resourced to produce energy.
We will do all those things, and the more you can persuade
Minister Murphy to send us a few pounds, the easier it will
be for this Minister to achieve it.

Mr Blair: Is the Minister actively considering, in addition
to the public interest and the opposition referred to in

the original question, the public expenditure element

of the arguments about the Mallusk site? In relation to
value for money, is he considering the fact that Northern
Ireland may not need a number of these facilities and that
alternatives already exist? In addition, the structure of
waste management currently —

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: The Member is allowed
one question.

Mr Blair: — used in local government may not be
effective, and also —.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: Excuse me. Order. The
Member is allowed one question. He is attempting three.
[Laughter.] | think the Minister got the gist of what the
Member was driving at.

Mr Poots: Outline business cases are done on the
economics of all these things, which are for the
Department of Finance to review. The Member makes a
point that will be considered by people, particularly in the
Department of Finance, that these things need to stack

up financially. In Northern Ireland, we have had too many
schemes that have not delivered and been very expensive
to the public purse. We need to stop doing that and ensure
that we always spend money wisely.

Ms Bailey: It is great to hear about all the initiatives and
how recycling rates have grown. Obviously, incinerators
need waste — they need to be fed on waste — but we also
have to meet waste reduction targets. Rather than just
recycling or circular economies, will the Minister give us
more detail on what we are doing to reduce our waste in
Northern Ireland?

Mr Poots: | talked to my departmental officials and
indicated that | want us to work on achieving a target of no
plastic going to waste over the next five years. We need to
look at fairly significant aims if we are to tackle the issue.
Ten years ago, people thought that 50% was a significant
aim, and that has been achieved. Let us achieve more, in
all areas of recycling. Indeed, let us achieve more in all
areas of producing waste that is not needed in the first
instance. Many large supermarkets and other bodies use
far too much packaging. We need to reduce packaging
and challenge people about the packaging that they are
producing in the first instance.

Coastal Waters

4. Dr Aiken asked the Minister of Agriculture, Environment
and Rural Affairs what discussions he has had with his
counterparts in Great Britain on the preservation of
Northern Ireland’s coastal waters for local fishing vessels.
(AQO 139/17-22)

Mr Poots: | discussed the introduction of the Fisheries
Bill in the House of Lords with George Eustice MP, now
Secretary of State for Environment, Food and Rural
Affairs. The Fisheries Bill provides a new policy framework
to allow the UK to manage its fisheries as an independent
coastal state. The Bill includes provisions on access to
fisheries and the regulation of foreign fishing boats. In
future, EU and other non-UK fishing boats will have to
comply with the terms of any access agreement that has
been agreed between the EU, or their flag state, and the
UK. The UK Government want to ensure compliance

with access conditions by extending the current licensing
arrangements for UK fishing boats to foreign fishing

boats as well. In that way, we can control who is fishing,
where they can fish and what they can take from our
waters. During 2020, the UK Government and the EU will
hold talks about a new fisheries agreement, and that will
include any future access to each other’s waters. In that
regard, | advised Minister Eustice that the Northern Ireland
fishing fleet has worked hard to become the most active in
the Irish Sea and that | expect it to benefit from any future
agreement with the EU.

Dr Aiken: Can the Minister outline any discussions he has
had with the Royal Navy, the Scottish Fisheries Protection
Agency or the Isle of Man Government to protect our
waters from foreign vessels that could fish in our areas
from 1 January next year?

Mr Poots: Discussions with those bodies will lie with
Westminster as opposed to me. | believe that it is very
important we have the right level of protection for our
fishing boats and our fishing waters to ensure that people
who fish there and who use and take that resource we
have and own are there properly and that people who are
there illegally are dealt with in the appropriate manner.

Ms Ennis: Does the Minister intend to ensure that EU
funding for local fishing vessels will be protected in the
fisheries Bill? If so, can he provide details?

Mr Poots: | know that the Member represents two fishing
ports. It is important we recognise the needs of the local
fishing community. They should have access to be able
to carry out their fishing, because over the last 30 years,
we have seen decline, decline, decline in our fishing
community. At this moment in time, the message coming
from the European Union is that it wants to see more
decline in the Northern Ireland fishing industry. It wants
all the fish that are landed to go through a customs check
because they have been caught in UK waters and landed
in the single market. They want to charge tariffs on fish
caught in the Irish Sea and landed in Northern Ireland.

| find that unacceptable, and | have already challenged
our Government on how they will stand up to the EU. |
certainly will not be found wanting in standing up to the
EU. It has pillaged and raped our waters for years, and we
will not tolerate that kind of action, which will destroy our
fishing communities even further than they have been to
this point.

Some Members: Hear, hear.

Mr McGrath: What discussions has the Minister had with
his counterparts in the South about shared fishing grounds
beyond the EU agreements?

Mr Poots: | raised that with Minister Coveney, but Minister
Coveney cannot speak to me because Minister Coveney
does not have authority over his own waters. That has
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to be done with the European Union. | wanted to discuss
the matter with Minister Coveney, but, because he is a
subservient subject of the European Union, he was not
able to have that discussion.

Ms Armstrong: | will follow that up by asking the Minister
whether he has had any clarification at all about where the
border will be in the Irish Sea.

Mr Poots: Given that all the waters between Scotland and
Northern Ireland, and England and Northern Ireland, are
UK waters, they will all count. You could catch a fish 100
metres from the shore and the EU would want you to go
through a customs arrangement. | hope that it will change
its mind and that it is just a negotiating position.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: | call Mr Mark Durkan. Be
mindful that we have about two minutes.

Milk Exports

5. Mr Durkan asked the Minister of Agriculture,
Environment and Rural Affairs to outline what discussions
have taken place regarding the continuing export of milk to
the Republic of Ireland. (AQO 140/17-22)

Mr Poots: During preparations for the UK’s exit from the
EU, my Department’s regular, routine engagement, which
includes conference calls, emails and meetings, continued
at a technical level with the dairy industry, DEFRA and
DAFM. During the transition period following the UK’s exit
from the EU, the export of raw milk from Northern Ireland
to the Republic of Ireland continues as previously. After
the transition period, under the Northern Ireland protocol,
raw milk will still be able to be exported to the Republic of
Ireland without tariffs or additional checks.

Mr Durkan: | thank the Minister for that answer. | had

a wee bet with my colleague here that | could get the
Minister to say “Derry”. [Laughter.] This is obviously an
issue of huge concern to dairy farmers. [Laughter.] Is
the Minister in a position to give them any reassurance
or confidence that he has had negotiations with the host
country and that it will continue to accept bulk imports?

4.45 pm

Mr Poots: | will be perfectly honest: | do not want to see
the milk processed in the Republic of Ireland; | want to
see it processed here. | want the jobs to be here. | want

to see milk plants in Artigarvan, which is not far from the
Member’s constituency, actually upping the amount of milk
that is processed there. Too many large conglomerates
have moved in, bought up milk plants in Northern Ireland,
closed them down, taken all of the stuff south of the
border and pay the milk farmers far too little for the good
product that they produce. Milk farmers are not making
money, as things stand, because we have two or three big
conglomerates taking the milk off them and taking it down
south. The conglomerates and the supermarkets are doing
very well; meanwhile, the farmers struggle.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: | thank the Member for
“Pundonderry” for being very quick in his question. We
move on to topical questions.

Farmers: Mental Ill Health

T1. Mr Butler asked the Minister of Agriculture,
Environment and Rural Affairs what steps he is taking

to tackle a 2020 farming reality, which is that a survey
last year suggested that 81% of young farmers believe
that mental ill health is the single biggest problem facing
farmers today. (AQT 111/17-22)

Mr Poots: It is not just young farmers but all farmers

who face the pressures: pressures of debt and poor cash
flow and pressures that are outside their control, such as
the weather or, sometimes, disease breakdown, which

is outside their control and is transmitted to their herds.

It has proven to be a very pressurised industry. It has
also proven to be a very isolated industry. Many people
work day after day and have only the company of Radio
Ulster or Cool FM or whatever; they are not having a two-
way conversation with people. Farmers operate in very
challenging circumstances and, living in a rural area, can
lack contact with others. Sometimes, the younger farmers
have better opportunities because they are more up to
date with social media and have the modern technology to
engage in that.

We have a series of things, such as Farm Family, Focus
Farms and rural support, that offer support in mental
health for farmers and people who engage in such activity
and face challenges. | always encourage people to look to
those groups, because they have good knowledge of what
is going on. | have spoken to Minister Swann to offer my
support and to do anything | can not just for farmers but for
rural mental health in general. We will work collaboratively
on that, which is something that he is willing to do.

Mr Butler: The Minister stole my thunder for my
supplementary question. Is the Minister satisfied with the
strategies that are currently in place in the Department
of Agriculture for tackling mental ill health and suicide
prevention?

Mr Poots: | do not think anybody can be satisfied when,
across the Province, we lose round about one person
every day through suicide. That is what it was at the worst
of the Troubles and when road accidents were taking

that sort of number. We could not tolerate the Troubles,
rightly, and we could not tolerate those numbers of deaths
on the roads, so we should not tolerate those numbers

of suicides. The House cannot solve all of this ourselves,
but we, in conjunction with others, can certainly help in
reducing the prevalence of this awful thing that happens in
our society.

Food Quality Regulations

T2. Ms Dillon asked the Minister of Agriculture,
Environment and Rural Affairs what discussions he has
had with the agri-food sector about post-Brexit food quality
regulations. (AQT 112/17-22)

Mr Poots: | met some sectors, but not all, post Brexit.
One of the things that we have discussed is the integrity
of the UK market beyond Brexit. Ultimately, if something
enters the European Union, it can make all of its passage
through that single market, and, once it gets to Northern
Ireland, it is still in the single market but can then enter
the GB market, because we are part of the UK. There are
significant problems in that.

The Member asked about the quality of materials that are
here. | think, from discussions that | have been having,
that, even if GB breaks away from European regulations, it
will seek equivalence on these issues. That is not a done
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deal; those are discussions that are taking place. In any
event, as a result of the protocol, we will remain with EU
regulations in Northern Ireland, so nothing should change.

Ms Dillon: Minister, what conversations have you had with
the British Government about that? | am sure that you are
well aware — we can make as much politics out of this as
we want, or we can be real about it — that the agri-food
sector is genuinely concerned about what will happen

with food quality. What discussions have you had with the
British Government to ensure that regulations do not break
with EU regulations on food quality?

Mr Poots: Today, | had an IMG meeting with colleagues
from Scotland and Wales, and representatives from the
national Government were in attendance. Next month, we
will focus on that very issue; for example, food that may
have been treated with hormones or is GM and so forth.
Those are all issues of public concern, and, consequently,
we need to identify them as we do deals with the rest of
the world, so that we compete on a level playing field. The
last thing that Northern Ireland needs is produce that is
not as good as ours coming in and undercutting our quality
produce and a product that is less good being offered to
people as a result.

Flooding: August 2017

T3. Mr McCrossan asked the Minister of Agriculture,
Environment and Rural Affairs, after congratulating the
Principal Deputy Speaker on his new role and welcoming
the Minister back to ministerial office and wishing him
well in his role, for an update on what action has been
taken to support those farmers who suffered incredible
losses as a consequence of the devastating floods of
August 2017, given that he will be aware that, following
that flooding in the north-west, many constituents in
those rural communities, particularly the Glenelly valley,
faced significant financial hardship, with no form of
redress or support provided to them in the absence of
these institutions, with Mr McCrossan having had many
meetings with permanent secretaries Noel Lavery and
Denis McMahon in the absence of a Minister, who assured
him that, when a Minister was in place, funding would be
provided. (AQT 113/17-22)

Mr Poots: That matter was raised with me by the farmers’
union, and it has been raised by other constituency
colleagues of Mr McCrossan. | know that the farmers’
union visited Glenelly the day after the flooding happened.
They were just astonished at the amount of water that

was coming downriver, the damage that was done to
fencing and the large quantities of silt on the grassland —
absolutely choking it — that had to be cleared. | know that
the farmers had to carry out extensive work and to pay out
a large amount of money. We continue to discuss this in
the Department to see whether we can find a way forward.

Mr McCrossan: | know that the Minister feels strongly
about this, particularly given his background in the

farming sector. | was on the ground throughout that week
or 10 days and have seen some of the scenes that you
described. | do not know whether you have seen some of
the video footage that exists. It was hugely devastating to
the north-west. Minister, when Primark went on fire, the
Departments closed ranks quickly and provided necessary
funding for Belfast city centre. The view is that that did

not happen in my constituency. Will the Minister accept

that there is a clear disparity, when it comes to the north-
west, for funding of crises such as that, particularly given
what happened at Primark and the public funds that were
allocated to the crisis that faced Belfast at that time?

Mr Poots: | accept that people in that area perhaps feel
abandoned. | recognise that they have personally picked
up a lot of cost without having had any recompense. It was
a natural disaster; it is something that you cannot insure
for. | understand all of that and accept it. At the moment, it
has been suggested to me by the Department that it does
not represent value for money for it, because a lot of the
work has been done. If we go down the route of hardship
funding, that is something that | will have to do as a
ministerial direction, as opposed to having advice from the
Department that | should do that. That is something that |
have not ruled out doing.

Slurry Spreading

T4. Ms S Bradley asked the Minister of Agriculture,
Environment and Rural Affairs, whilst acknowledging that
he cannot be held responsible for the weather, to state
whether he has given any consideration to the difficulties
that farmers are experiencing around slurry spreading,
given that the period for spreading slurry opened on 1
February, with only four suitable dry days to do that safely
since that date. (AQT 114/17-22)

Mr Poots: | spoke to a contractor who does that work
extensively in the country and was not able to get out at all
last week as a consequence of the weather. Yet, the month
of January was an exceptionally good month. Here | am
going on about the EU again, but it produced a proposal,
worked with our Departments and came up with the closed
period.

Blunt instruments do not cut it. We need a flexibility

that prevents nitrates and phosphates getting into our
waterways, because we know that they do damage, but we
need to do that in a sensible and rational way. | have asked
my officials to look at how we could amend the period

to something that takes better account of the weather
conditions. | have seen this happening all too often. We get
to February and a bad spell of weather, and that leads to
animal welfare considerations. As a result, someone is put
in a position where they have not been allowed to spread
slurry. They have obeyed the law, the tanks have filled up
and it is too wet to go out. They either spread slurry and
damage the environment or they do not spread slurry and
end up in an animal welfare situation, which is not a good
place for anybody to be.

Ms S Bradley: Given that the Minister has suggested that
he is limited by nobody and master of his own destiny on
this, can he give early assurance or direction to those
farmers? As he rightly pointed out, it is not just about
health and safety but about the pollution risk. Is there a
timeline within which farmers can expect to hear some
type of guidance?

Mr Poots: From now until the middle of October, we are
in the open season. Nonetheless, rules apply, and people
should not spread slurry in conditions such as those that
we have seen over the last week — and they have not
been doing so; certainly not that | have witnessed. As we
move forward, | would like to have something in place for
the next closed season so that we can identify a better
way forward, one that observes the nitrates directive
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in a very positive way but also creates flexibility for the
farming community so that it can better do its job. That will
involve further negotiation with the European Union, and,
unfortunately, | am not the master of everything. It would
be very kind if the Member could give that to me.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: Topical question no 5, in
the name of Mr Pat Sheehan, has been withdrawn.

Trade Negotiations: Post-Brexit

T6. Mr Harvey asked the Minister of Agriculture,
Environment and Rural Affairs for an update on his
Department’s readiness for the next stage of the post-
Brexit trade negotiations. (AQT 116/17-22)

Mr Poots: My Department and the Department for the
Economy are the most public-facing when it comes to

EU trade. We are working extensively on that issue,
particularly the sanitary and phytosanitary (SPS) controls.
A lot of people talked about the milk trade between
Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland in the run-up
to the Brexit negotiations, but they seemed to forget that
over 50% of goods that come into and go out of Northern
Ireland happen to go to Great Britain. Consequently, we
need to ensure that there are no tariffs between us and
Great Britain. As things stand, that is not guaranteed. We
should be totally resistant to that, because it would have
a devastating impact on us if we ended up with tariffs. It is
no good not having tariffs from Northern Ireland to Great
Britain; we need zero tariffs between Great Britain and
Northern Ireland. Otherwise, it will have a devastating
impact on consumers in Northern Ireland and, indeed, on
business.

Mr Harvey: Does the Minister believe that Brexit will offer
the fishing industry considerable opportunities?

5.00 pm

Mr Poots: It absolutely does, because we have a rich
harvest on our own property and in our own waters that we
can use ourselves. However, we need sensible behaviour
from all those who are engaged in negotiations to ensure
that our fishermen have the right to catch, land and, |
hope, process fish in Northern Ireland before it goes on
elsewhere. A lot of opportunities exist for coastal towns,
particularly Kilkeel, Ardglass and Portavogie, to support
rural communities and to create jobs for men and women
across the sector. | trust that those opportunities will be
taken up and that we will see a real, dramatic difference in
those communities over the next number of years, but we
need people to be sensible.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: Time is up. | thank the
House for indulging me. That is the first time that | have
chaired Question Time, so | appreciate your indulgence.

Adjourned at 5.01 pm.

38



Northern Ireland
Assembly

Monday 24 February 2020

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

Members observed two minutes’ silence.

Assembly Business

Mr Speaker: Members, before we proceed with today’s
business, | want to make a few general points.

First, | acknowledge the huge amount of work that has
been done by Committees in recent weeks to scrutinise
the significant amount of secondary legislation laid

by Departments over the last three years. While more
attention is often given to plenary sittings, this emphasises
the crucial role of Committees in the Assembly.

Secondly, | wrote to Ministers last week with a reminder for
all Departments of the key procedures and conventions to
be observed towards the Assembly and that the Assembly
should be the place where key issues are debated in the
first instance. As we return to the normal pattern of two
plenary sittings each week, | want to underline my focus on
ensuring that our business is conducted properly and fairly.
| ask Members to note how vital this is towards building
confidence in the Assembly.

On points of order, | genuinely welcome procedural
concerns that Members may want to raise with me, and |
will endeavour to deal with them seriously and fairly. As in
other places, if Members can give me advance notice of a
point of order, it will make it more likely that | can give them
a considered response at the time.

Finally, | recognise the work that has been done by
Assembly and party staff in the past six weeks. In my

role as Speaker, and on behalf of the whole Chamber, |
formally record my thanks to Assembly staff. The last three
years created particular disruption and uncertainty for
them, but, since early January, they have worked tirelessly
in challenging circumstances to ensure that we have been
able to resume our business almost seamlessly. Although
| have been a Member since 1998, in this role, | get a
much greater insight into the work that goes on behind

the scenes. | know how personally committed the staff

are to the importance of the work that we have to do, so it
is fitting that | formally record my and our appreciation to
them this afternoon.

Mr Allister: On a point of order, Mr Speaker. Further to
what you just said, you did get some short notice of this
point of order. The first item of business today is a motion
to establish an Ad Hoc Committee:

“to consider the creation of a Bill of Rights”.

If I understand correctly, the House is not to be permitted
to debate or amend that motion. All that the House is
permitted to do is to vote on it. Why, since Standing Order
53 places no prohibition on debate when the establishment

of an Ad Hoc Committee is the subject matter, are we

to be denied the right to debate a motion such as this?
More than that, my understanding is that, if the motion is
passed, the names of those who will serve on this Ad Hoc
Committee are never to be put to the House. Normally,
when we establish Committees, we name them in a
subsequent motion and approve the individuals. However,
in this case, | am informed by the Business Office that
there will be no follow-up motion. All we have is the
carve-up between the parties, and they then choose the
individuals. The House, in whose name this Committee is
being established, can neither debate its establishment nor
the names of those appointed to it. How does that fit with
good order and with the credibility of the House?

Mr Speaker: | thank the Member for raising that point of
order. | also thank him for giving me some notice, even
though it was short. As | said, it helps in my preparation of
aresponse.

| am content that the motion is in order, insofar as it
reflects the decisions taken, and the manner in which
they are taken, by the Business Committee in the
establishment of Ad Hoc Committees. The motion was
agreed by the Business Committee and scheduled for
today’s sitting following consultation with party Whips and
representatives.

| have a certain empathy for Mr Allister’s concern that

we do not have an opportunity to debate the motion.
Whatever about the particular motion in today’s Order
Paper, | empathise with him insofar as | will not be wedded
to convention being the underpinning principle that

allows every future motion to go forward. As far as | am
concerned, the motion in the Order Paper is appropriate
and in order, but | will bring it back to the Business
Committee to discuss for future reference. | commit to
doing that.

Mr Allister: Further to that point of order, Mr Speaker, it

is of little comfort that, for the future, this issue might be
addressed. The reality remains that, today, the Assembly
is being asked to set up a Committee that it cannot debate.
It seems that there was debate in the Business Committee,
but not in the House. Surely, the House should make this
decision. If it is then compounded by the fact that we will
not even be able to know, by notice, who is serving on this
Committee, we could well arrive at the farcical situation
where an Ad Hoc Committee to deal with human rights
issues could be peopled, in part, by human rights abusers.
There may be put on this Committee, unknown to the
House, those who are human rights abusers by virtue of
the fact that they are convicted terrorists who abused, in
that role, the human rights of others. The farce could get
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even more extreme than it already is. | implore you, sir, to
refer this back to the Business Committee and let it draft a
motion that can be debated in the House.

Mr Speaker: | made the point, Mr Allister, that the motion

in today’s Order Paper is in order. | made a commitment

to take it back to the Business Committee for further
discussion and future reference. | have no doubt that

the Member will have ample opportunity to discuss and
consider the business of the proposed Ad Hoc Committee in
due course, as all Members have the right and ability to do.

Bill of Rights: Ad Hoc Committee

Mr Speaker: The next item in the Order Paper is a motion
regarding the establishment of the Ad Hoc Committee to
consider the creation of a bill of rights. The motion will be
treated as a business motion. Therefore, there will be no
debate.

Resolved:

That, as provided for in Standing Order 53(1), this
Assembly appoints an Ad Hoc Committee to consider
the creation of a bill of rights as set out in paragraph
28 of part 2 of the ‘New Decade, New Approach’
document; and to submit a report to the Assembly by
28 February 2022.

Composition: Democratic Unionist Party, 2; Sinn
Féin, 2; Social Democratic and
Labour Party, 1;Ulster Unionist

Party, 1; Alliance Party, 1.

Quorum: The quorum shall be five members
except when no decision is taken
or question put to the Committee,

when the quorum shall be four.

Procedure: The procedures of the Committee

shall be such as the Committee
shall determine. — [Mr O’Dowd.]

Standing Orders 10(2) to 10(4): Suspension

Mr Murphy (The Minister of Finance): | beg to move

That Standing Orders 10(2) to 10(4) be suspended for
24 February 2020.

Mr Speaker: Before we proceed to the Question, | remind
Members that this motion requires cross-community
support.

Question put and agreed to.
Resolved (with cross-community support):

That Standing Orders 10(2) to 10(4) be suspended for
24 February 2020.
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Executive Committee Business

Supply Resolution for the Spring
Supplementary Estimates 2019-2020 and
Supply Resolution for the Northern Ireland
Estimates and Vote on Account 2020-21

Mr Speaker: The next two motions relate to the Supply
resolutions, and, as usual, there will be a single debate on
both motions. | shall ask the Clerk to read the first motion
on the 2019-2020 spring Supplementary Estimates (SSEs)
then call on the Minister to move it. The Minister will then
commence the debate on both motions. When all who wish
to speak have done so or when the time limit is reached,

| shall put the Question on the first motion. The second
motion, the 2020-21 Vote on Account, will then be read
into the record, and | will call the Minister to move it. The
Question will then be put on that motion. If that is clear, |
shall proceed.

Mr Murphy (The Minister of Finance): | beg to move

That this Assembly approves that a sum, not exceeding
£17,519,166,000, be granted out of the Consolidated
Fund, for or towards defraying the charges for the
Northern Ireland Departments, the Food Standards
Agency, the Northern Ireland Assembly Commission,
the Northern Ireland Audit Office, the Northern

Ireland Authority for Utility Regulation, the Northern
Ireland Public Services Ombudsman, and the Public
Prosecution Service for Northern Ireland for the

year ending 31 March 2020 and that resources,

not exceeding £21,022,321,000, be authorised for

use by the Northern Ireland Departments, the Food
Standards Agency, the Northern Ireland Assembly
Commission, the Northern Ireland Audit Office, the
Northern Ireland Authority for Utility Regulation, the
Northern Ireland Public Services Ombudsman, and the
Public Prosecution Service for Northern Ireland for the
year ending 31 March 2020 as summarised for each
Department or other public body in columns 2(c) and
3(c) of table 1 in the volume of the Northern Ireland
spring Supplementary Estimates 2019-2020 that was
laid before the Assembly on 19 February 2020.

The following motion stood in the Order Paper:

That this Assembly approves that a sum, not exceeding
£7,962,895,000, be granted out of the Consolidated
Fund, for or towards defraying the charges for the
Northern Ireland Departments, the Food Standards
Agency, the Northern Ireland Assembly Commission,
the Northern Ireland Audit Office, the Northern

Ireland Authority for Utility Regulation, the Northern
Ireland Public Services Ombudsman, and the Public
Prosecution Service for Northern Ireland for the

year ending 31 March 2021 and that resources,

not exceeding £9,054,440,000, be authorised for

use by the Northern Ireland Departments, the Food
Standards Agency, the Northern Ireland Assembly
Commission, the Northern Ireland Audit Office, the
Northern Ireland Authority for Utility Regulation, the
Northern Ireland Public Services Ombudsman, and the
Public Prosecution Service for Northern Ireland for the
year ending 31 March 2021 as summarised for each
Department or other public body in columns 4 and 6 of
table 1 in the Northern Ireland Estimates and Vote on
Account 2020-21 that was laid before the Assembly

on 19 February 2020. — [Mr Murphy (The Minister of
Finance).]

Mr Speaker: The Business Committee has agreed to allow
up to four and a half hours for this debate. The Minister will
have up to 60 minutes to allocate at his discretion between
proposing and making his winding-up speech. All other
Members who wish to speak will have 10 minutes. | call on
the Minister to open the debate on the motion.

Mr Murphy: As you have set out, Cheann Comhairle, this
debate covers the Supply resolutions. The first resolution
seeks the Assembly’s approval of the 2019-2020 spending
plans of Departments and other public bodies as set out

in the spring Supplementary Estimates. The SSEs were
laid in the Assembly on Wednesday 19 February 2020.
Alongside the SSEs, the 2020-21 Vote on Account was
also laid, and it will be the subject of the second Supply
resolution. | will now speak to both of those.

The first resolution before the House relates to the
supply of cash and the use of resources for the current
year, 2019-2020, as set out in the spring Supplementary
Estimates. In the absence of an Executive during 2019,
the Secretary of State took the 2019-2020 Main Estimates
through Westminster last October. Normally, the Main
Estimates would be approved in June. However, because
of delays in getting this timetabled at Westminster until
October, that meant that, while the Main Estimates

were based on the Budget, which the Secretary of State
announced back in February 2019, they were updated to
reflect the latest in-year position agreed by the Northern
Ireland Civil Service (NICS) at that time. Since the Main
Estimates in October 2019 and prior to the restoration

of the Executive, the Department of Finance continued

to manage the public expenditure position, including the
reallocation of resources when Departments declared
reduced requirements and surrendered any funding no
longer required.

Since the Executive were restored last month, | have
announced an outcome of the January monitoring round,
including allocations of £35-8 million resource and £5-8
million capital from the funding that the block has received
as a result of an updated forecast of regional rate income,
the impact of Barnett changes being finalised as part of
the Westminster Supplementary Estimate process and
funding previously set aside for particular purposes not
being required and, therefore, being made available for
allocation to Departments. These are the allocations being
authorised through the spring Supplementary Estimates,
which we are debating today. The focus of the January
monitoring round was to ensure that all funds available
from easements are allocated to Departments. It was not
meant to address significant pressures, and | ensured
that all available resource and capital was allocated to
Departments.

Since then, Treasury has made some late adjustments
through the Barnett formula, making some £18 million of
resource available, and you will be aware from my written
statement last week that | have allocated that. | have kept
my commitment to the Infrastructure Minister to provide
more funding for winter services, street lighting and other
road maintenance, with the majority of the remaining
available funding going to fund pressures in our schools.
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Alongside the SSEs for 2019-2020, there is also a Vote
on Account. The Vote on Account provides an initial
allocation for 2020-21 in order to ensure that Departments
can continue to deliver services until the Main Estimates
are presented to the Assembly for approval in June. |
emphasise that the Vote on Account does not represent
the setting of a Budget for 2020-21. The amount for each
Department in the Vote on Account is, in most cases, set
at approximately 45% of the 2019-2020 provision, in order
to authorise sufficient cash and resources to ensure that
services can continue to be delivered through the summer.
The Executive will set a 2020-21 Budget in the coming
weeks, and | will bring that Budget to the Assembly, but
neither today’s debate nor tomorrow’s debate on the
Budget Bill are about that.

There are a number of procedural issues that | must
also address. First, on behalf of the Executive, | request
and recommend the levels of Supply set out in the two
resolutions, under section 63 of the Northern Ireland
Act 1998. Also, as is normally the case for a Budget

Bill, accelerated passage is required for the legislation.
Indeed, there is specific provision for that in Assembly
Standing Orders, under Standing Order 42. | understand
that the Finance Committee has already agreed to grant
the Bill accelerated passage, and | place on record my
appreciation of the Committee’s vital role in agreeing that
important step in the financial process.

| am sure that Members are aware that today’s debate is
time-limited, and | encourage Members to use their limited
time to focus on the issues that relate specifically to the
2019-2020 Supply resolution before us. The Estimates are
seen by many as complex and difficult to understand, and
| agree with that assessment. However, it is imperative
that we as an Assembly recognise that the Budget Bill,
underpinned by the spring Supplementary Estimates, is
the key legislation for delivering funding to vital public
services, such as schools and hospitals. The public
services that are underpinned by that legislation in turn
support the wider economy, and it is vital that we debate
the legislation and pass it expediently.

As we know, the public-expenditure environment will
continue to be challenging, especially set against the
background of Brexit and the effects of austerity policies,
which continue to damage our public services. When |
bring the Executive’s 2020-21 Budget, Members will have
every opportunity to debate the issues, not just when the
Budget is announced but when | bring the 2020-21 Main
Estimates and the Budget (No. 2) Bill to the Assembly later
in the year.

| look forward to putting the Executive’s final spending
plans for 2019-2020 on a legal footing through the spring
Supplementary Estimates before you today, together

with the corresponding Budget Bill that we will debate
tomorrow. | request Members’ support for the resolution
for 2019-2020 and also for the resolution for the Vote on
Account to allow services to continue to be funded into the
first few months of 2020-21.

Dr Aiken (The Chairperson of the Committee for
Finance): | thank the Minister for his opening remarks and
for his explanation of the spring Supplementary Estimates
and, indeed, the Vote on Account. At its meeting on 19
February, the Committee for Finance took evidence from

Department of Finance officials on the SSEs for 2019-
2020 and the Vote on Account for 2020-21. Although those
are typically considered routine requirements, they can,

by necessity, be quite technical. | thank the departmental
officials for their assistance to the Committee in that regard.

During the evidence session, the Committee examined the
reconciliation between the departmental expenditure limit
(DEL) figures in the Main Estimate Budget position and the
SSE Budget position before us today. It was an exercise
during which the Committee received clarification from
departmental officials on the extent of the in-year changes
to the resource and capital allocations for 2019-2020 for

a number of Departments, particularly as those changes
occurred while the Assembly was not sitting. In some
instances, the figures involved were substantial. | shall not
get into the specific figures for individual Departments on
the in-year movement of money, suffice it to note that just
over £150 million was made in resource allocations and
almost £64 million in capital allocations.

It is important to place on the record that, under the
prevailing extenuating circumstances, neither | nor the
Committee considers the business being debated today to
be routine in the traditional sense. The political instability
that occurred over recent years meant, that in the absence
of the Assembly and Committees, the process, as has
already been mentioned by the Minister, was overseen by
the Secretary of State. It was important for the Finance
Committee to establish clarity on these significant
adjustments as it exercises a cross-cutting scrutiny
function in respect of Budget Bills. Moreover, the scale of
these technical changes, combined with the cumulative
changes resulting from the normal reallocation through
monitoring rounds will, in some cases, have resulted in
significant differences between the opening and closing
resource and capital allocations of Departments.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the Committee’s discussions
with departmental officials also covered a range of
issues in respect of how future scrutiny will be facilitated
by Departments for the forthcoming in-year monitoring
rounds, as well as the departmental engagement that the
Assembly and its Committees can expect in the formation
of future draft Budgets.

During the Second Stage debate tomorrow | will go into
more detail on the assurances that we received, but | wish
to inform the House that there would appear to be a genuine
desire to engage productively and meaningfully with the
Assembly in order to facilitate robust financial scrutiny. |
have no doubt that, over the remainder of this mandate,

we will be faced with many challenges, necessitating
focused financial scrutiny that will require Committees

to work collaboratively with Departments. However, this
must be underpinned by the fostering of relationships and

a recognition by all Departments that there needs to be a
robust challenge function by the Assembly to ensure that, in
discharging our duties, we maximise the limited resources
available to us to focus on the best possible outcomes in
delivering our public services.

To achieve that, statutory Committees must continue

to ensure that they fulfil their Budget-related statutory
roles and responsibilities. It is essential that all scrutiny
Committees continue to satisfy themselves as to the
reasons for, as well as the timing of, any significant levels
of easement or returns of moneys during the in-year
monitoring process, and that the necessary assurances
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have been received from Departments on any and all
Committee concerns.

As | said earlier, in terms of the scrutiny of departmental
input to the in-year monitoring rounds, the Assembly

was not sitting during that time, and therefore has been
unable to receive the associated departmental evidence
sessions in advance of the June, October and January
monitoring rounds. As we move into the new financial year,
the Committee will take a keen interest not only in the
Department’s financial management of its own resources
but in its coordination role in the in-year monitoring process.

The motion on the Vote on Account for 2020-21 is a
practical measure that usually provides interim resources
at approximately 45% of the 2019-2020 provisions until
the Main Estimates and associated Budget Bill are agreed
before the summer. As | will outline in tomorrow’s debate
on the Second Stage of the Budget Bill, the Committee
for Finance has approved accelerated passage for the
Bill, which will be introduced by the Minister later. In the
meantime, on behalf of the Committee for Finance, |
support the motions.

Miss Mcllveen (The Chairperson of the Committee
for Infrastructure): As Chair of the Committee for
Infrastructure, | will take this opportunity to outline the
Committee’s consideration and views in respect of today’s
motions.

The expenditure of the Department for Infrastructure is
one of the Executive’s largest, and scrutiny of its budget
is a key role for the Committee. In the short time that the
Assembly has been back, the Committee has received

a number of briefings on the Department’s financial
situation. Minister Mallon was invited to the Committee on
5 February to discuss her priorities for the Department.
She outlined the financial challenges, and departmental
officials briefed the Committee on the details of the
Department’s finances on 28 January and 19 February.

The stark financial situation faced by the Department

was made clear. It is evidently a Department that has
reached breaking point after years of underfunding and

it is hard, as Chair of the Committee, to point to priorities
for additional spend when so much of the Department has
been depleted. The Committee notes that in the January
monitoring round the Department made bids for £28-5
million of resource funding and £14-5 million of capital, and
received £1 million of resource and £3-8 million of capital.
The Department’s bid requested funding for the Belfast
transport hub, street lighting and roads maintenance,
winter services, water mains replacement and the digital
transformation of the Driver and Vehicle Agency (DVA).
The largest bid by far, however, was for £19 million to
address Translink’s operating deficit. The £4-8 million
received from the Department of Finance went to the
Belfast transport hub, street lighting and winter services.
Itis to be welcomed that the Executive found an additional
£3 million, which was announced by the Minister of
Finance last week, that will go towards street lighting, road
maintenance and winter services.

During her briefing to the Committee, the Minister was
pressed about the severity of underfunding of these
recurrent services. She highlighted that the required
annual budget for street lighting repairs was £3-2 million,
but that the current allocation had been £1 million. To clear
the backlog alone would require an estimated £710,000.

The additional funding has ignored water mains
replacement, digital transformation of DVA and, of course,
funding for Translink. There has been a trend over recent
years to ignore Translink’s deficit. In briefings by the
Minister and her officials, the Committee was advised that
there were no further identifiable savings. While additional
money through the monitoring round is obviously welcome,
it is only a sticking plaster.

The Department has become increasingly dependent on
monitoring rounds to deliver basic core services. As other
Departments utilise their budgets better and surrender
less, there is less funding at the monitoring rounds for the
Department to make up its increasing shortfall. According
to the Minister, Treasury approved the moving of £130
million from the capital grant into the resource block

to supplement the shortfall. This position looks set to
continue, but it is unsustainable.

Understandably, the Minister has allocated additional
moneys to those aspects of her remit that protect lives,
such as street lighting and road maintenance. However,
because these are the areas most critical to fund, large
swathes of the Department continue to be depleted.

| want to outline what a Department in financial crisis

looks like. The Department for Infrastructure budget has a
recurring structural deficit of £61 million going into the next
financial year and due to rise to £80 million in 2021-22 and
£90 million in 2022-23.

Within the area of water alone, there is shortfall in
resource of £7 million. According to the Department, it has
not been possible to fund Northern Ireland Water to the
levels recommended by the Utility Regulator. New housing
developments and businesses are not able to connect

to the sewerage network in over 100 towns and villages
across Northern Ireland. This has the potential to stagnate
development, with various knock-on effects. The Minister
advised the Committee that she intended to discuss
Northern Ireland Water’s organisation, borrowing powers
and funding model with her Executive colleagues.

| have talked about the severely needed money that has
been spent on roads. Funding has been pared back to
such an extent that only a limited maintenance service
exists, with much-reduced pothole repairs and half the
number of grass cutting and gully emptying operations.
Prior to the 2014-15 departmental budget reductions, the
Department would have regularly allocated some £35
million to cover routine maintenance and meet winter
requirements. In recent years, this budget has been cut by
more than half.

As an asset, the Northern Ireland roads system is worth
an estimated £40 billion, and experts suggest that £400
million should be spent each year just to maintain it. At
best, the Department has managed only £75 million over
the past few years. Underspending on that level only
stores up bigger problems, and officials noted that it takes
four times more to repair than to maintain.

The Department has a statutory duty to promote road
safety, and the budget for that has been significantly cut
over the past number of years. The budget spend for
2010-11 was £1,703,256 and in 2011-12 was £2-5 million.
The opening baseline budget for road safety advertising
for 2018-19 was £700,000, and again for 2019-2020,
representing a 30% reduction on the previous low
allocation of £1 million in 2017-18.
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The Department told the Committee of its ongoing support
for community transport organisations. The Committee
noted the Department’s provision of £4-5 million to a
number of them in 2019-2020 through the provisions of
the rural transport fund and the transport programme

for people with disabilities to deliver specialised and
affordable transport. The Department made the point that,
whilst this funding has remained the same as that in 2018-
19, it is a reduction of almost 20% in the overall baseline
since 2015-16.

12.30 pm

The Department’s capital budget for 2019-2020 was £471
million. However, the Department pointed out that the
requirement for 2020-21 is £795 million, increasing to
£1-4 billion by 2022-23. In response to the Committee’s
question on how the Department prioritises its spending,
the officials outlined that funding flagship projects, such as
the major road upgrades, are at the top and, if approved
by the Executive, the city deals are next. The Department
noted that the Utility Regulator’s determination on what
Northern Ireland Water should get is inescapable. Next,
there is critical rail safety work required. There is a
contractual commitment in place to buy new carriages for
the rail network and for new buses. There is also a need
to find money for Waterways Ireland and the continued
funding of the design phase of York Street.

It is a Department with severe pressures, a Department
struggling to keep the infrastructure that we all rely on from
breaking down irrevocably. For Northern Ireland Water,
there is a requirement for £1-45 billion identified under

the Living With Water programme. That will bring hugely
increased demands on the capital budget over the next
decade. Northern Ireland Water also urgently requires
assistance on a sustainable funding agreement. Officials
warned that, if the constrained budget settlement for the
current price control rolls forward, choices will have to be
made that will lead to failed outcomes for our environment
and more frequent prosecutions, including increasing

fines for pollution events. Additionally, economic growth in
many areas across Northern Ireland, particularly in Belfast,
would need to be put on hold. On the road network, the
recent Barton and Northern Ireland Audit Office reports on
structural maintenance of the road network recommend
that the Department of Finance and the Department for
Infrastructure work towards ensuring funding of some £143
million per annum on a recurring basis to prevent further
deterioration. Furthermore, additional funding is needed to
address the £1:2 billion backlog of road maintenance. The
Committee will, as always, do its best to scrutinise the work
and budget of the Department, but, with such a depleted
budget, it is difficult to critique a Department in such crisis.

| have left the matter of Translink and the now very real
possibility that it will become insolvent to the end. That
would be catastrophic for the transport infrastructure

of Northern Ireland and would leave the Department

in breach of its responsibilities. A number of reduced
budgets for the Department have meant reduced budgets
for Translink of around £13 million per year. Translink,
therefore, ran its service at a deficit and used its reserves
to supplement that. As the £19 million requested for
Translink in the monitoring round was unsuccessful, its
reserves next year will be below the level of working capital
that it needs, and it may cease to be deemed a going
concern, which is a critical issue facing the Department.

Given our ageing population, officials noted that the
concessionary fares scheme is becoming more expensive
and has risen to almost £50 million. The Department gives
Translink only £40 million for the scheme. The Committee
has sought comparable tables on concessionary fares in
Northern Ireland and other jurisdictions. The Committee
has also asked the Department whether the Department’s
underfunding of Translink is a breach of its contract under
the public service agreement.

The Committee for Infrastructure will continue its scrutiny of
the Department for Infrastructure>s budget and especially
the Ministers efforts to mitigate the impact of cuts.

Mr Speaker: Before | call the next Member to speak, |
advise Members that, as everybody is being given up to
10 minutes to speak, if any Member takes an intervention,
they will not get an additional minute.

Mr Gildernew (The Chairperson of the Committee

for Health): Failtim roimh an deis pairt a ghlacadh i
ndiospéireacht an lae inniu mar Chathaoirleach an
Choiste Slainte. | welcome the opportunity to address
and participate in today’s debate as Chair of the Health
Committee. | acknowledge, in the first instance, the
positive start to consideration of the Heath and Social
Care budget since the institutions were restored, in terms
of early progress on addressing pay issues and a renewed
commitment to the transformation agenda seen in the
‘New Decade, New Approach’ document. | particularly
welcome the resolution of pay issues for a workforce that
continues to bear an unreasonable burden as pressures
increase, along with the commitment to address safe
staffing issues in partnership with staff representative
bodies. | thank the Minister of Health for inviting me, on
the Floor of the Chamber, to join the strategic health
partnership forum. | confirm that | have accepted his
invitation and look forward to working with all concerned
on that important issue. | also acknowledge that the HSC
budget this year will have exceeded 50% of the block
grant. On the one hand, that demonstrates a welcome
response to need, but it also underscores the urgent need
for radical reform, as we have all agreed.

In recent weeks, the Committee heard evidence from

the Department and from stakeholders of significant
inflationary pressures of around 6% and inescapable
pressures estimated at around £345 million, and that

is before the transformation budget and New Decade
commitments are added. While in-year monitoring moneys
helped to bridge the gap last year between the original
allocation and cost pressures, those funds are mostly
non-recurrent and do not, therefore, allow for long-term
planning. Of course, some of the increasing costs derive
in part from success such as longer life expectancy and
better medicines, which are to be welcomed, but the
substantial impact on existing services inevitably makes
transformation more difficult. While there is cross-party
acknowledgement of the need for double running to allow
transformation, we have not yet seen evidence that that
necessary step will be possible at the scale required,
which is, of course, a serious concern.

In 2016, the previous Committee heard evidence that,
without adequate investment in transformation, hospital
waiting lists would rise and GP practices would close.
Members will know that that is, indeed, what has been
happening, despite a wide range of initiatives being
undertaken and £100 million having been invested in
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transformation in each of the last two years. Last week, at
the Health Committee, we heard that, without faster and
further reform, patients could end up being bussed from
Fermanagh and Tyrone to see GPs east of the Bann. Ta a
fhios agam go ri-mhaith go bhfuil Comhaltai ar gach taobh
ag déanamh a ndichill le cinnte a dhéanamh nach dtarlaionn
sin. | know that Members on all sides will want to do
everything possible to prevent that from becoming a reality.

We know that it can be done, and we know how it can

be done. We have cross-party agreement on the road
map, including the roll-out of multidisciplinary teams with
investment in primary and community care, as advised

by countless reports over the years. Moreover, we know
that, if done effectively, that investment will be repaid with
early intervention, health promotion and prevention, which
will ease pressure on acute care. Ni moér duinn glacadh
leis an riosca gur, gan maoiniu ceart, is deacair an t-athru
a mheas. We need to acknowledge the risk that, without
sufficient funding, transformation becomes much more
difficult. An example of that is the current substantial
reliance on locum and agency staff. The Department is on
record that, in the 12 months up to April 2019, the cost of
temporary workers across Health and Social Care came
to just over £200 million. That cost has more than trebled
since 2014-15 and could clearly go some way towards
achieving transformation, if workforce planning, recruitment
and retention issues can be effectively addressed.

The Committee has asked questions about savings
targets and the reliance on savings targets, which are
acknowledged as unlikely to be achieved in some cases.
Efficiency is clearly vital, but we will want to know that
savings are achieved by strategic decision-making and not
by opportunistic cuts where vacancies occur at random.

The new Committee is still at an early stage in its
development, but we are already identifying issues

that make it difficult to comment effectively on budget
priorities. We cannot look at the papers supplied to the
Committee thus far and identify, for example, how much,
it is proposed, we spend on mental health and on cancer
or the split between primary and acute care. Fantastic
work may well be going on to address those balances and
priorities, but previous Committees were not able to get
clarity on that. We are, therefore, seeking further detail
and enquiring about progress towards transparency and
accessibility in our budgetary processes.

The move towards a three-year Budget has been widely
supported and will be crucial for Health to move towards

a process that will allow the long-term planning that is
essential to reform. Go ceann piosa, is dushlan ceart dar
gcoras pleanail fhad-téarmach a dhéanamh le buiséad aon
bhliana. For now, though, proper long-term planning with a
one-year Budget is a real challenge for our system.

| look forward to the coming year and to the chance to
engage constructively on the spending plans for the
reforms that we have. Ag deireadh an lae — at the end of
the day — we have no choice but to deliver.

| now want to take a couple of moments to speak in my role
as health spokesperson for Sinn Féin. Since the institutions
were restored in January, progress has been made on
addressing pay issues in the health sector. | welcome the
resolution of pay issues for a workforce that continues

to unselfishly bear the burdens in a health service that is
starved through Tory austerity measures. | particularly

welcome the commitment to victims of the blood
contamination scandal, with an extra payment of £1 million
being made available by the Minister to those affected.
The money is ring-fenced and is intended to alleviate
hardship for those infected with hepatitis and HIV in the
contaminated blood scandal. However, we are concerned
that £400,000 of that has been withheld. | urge the Minister
of Health to release the entire £1 million, as allocated.
Victims and those affected by the blood contamination
scandal have waited and suffered long enough.

Mr Durkan: | thank the Member for giving way. | know
that he is speaking in his capacity as the Sinn Féin
spokesperson, but, as the Chair of the Committee, he has
insight into what is going on with the contaminated blood
situation. He referred to the £400,000 that the Minister or
the Department is holding back: will he tell us whether any
light has been shone on why that is the case or why that
has been proposed?

Mr Gildernew: | will leave it to the Minister to explain to
the House why that is the case. | urge him to prioritise that
spending immediately.

While we have renewed our commitment to the
transformation agenda proposed by Bengoa and the then
Health Minister, Michelle O’Neill, it is difficult to see how
we can achieve that when we cannot afford the double
running required to transform our health service. Just last
week, we heard that the rate of GP closures in Fermanagh
and parts of Tyrone — a largely rural area — means

that patients could end up being bussed to see GPs.
Transformation of the health service is vital if it is to serve
the needs of our entire population across rural and urban
communities, particularly the more deprived communities
that already suffer unequal health outcomes in important
measures of physical and mental health and well-being.

The transformation of particular components of the
healthcare system — for example, reduced waiting lists
and the provision of IVF treatment according to NICE
recommendations — are just some of the many promises
made in the ‘New Decade, New Approach’ document. Not
surprisingly, a Tory Government who have savaged public
service funding for years may now also renege on many of
the commitments they made in that agreement. We cannot
be complacent when it comes to the health and well-being
of our communities. Our responsibility as public servants

is to come up with ideas that allow us to fulfil our duties to
constituents. Tory austerity must be challenged through
sound proposals that will allow us to address the pressures
on the healthcare system and other public services.
Increasing our suite of fiscal powers is one avenue that
must be explored so that we, the public servants sitting in
this institution, have the latitude to decide how we generate
revenue and how best to spend that revenue so that the
daily lives of our constituents are improved.

Our healthcare system has benefited from significant
North/South cooperation in numerous and important
ways, with our constituents feeling the benefits that come
from the effective and efficient sharing of resources

and the provision of health services across the entire
island. We need to explore how we can generate further
improvements for all our people in the time ahead. The
work of the Health Minister in developing an all-Ireland
paediatric pathology service is a fine example of how we
can reach out to address key issues of concern in a way
that meets the needs of our population most effectively.
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| wish the Minister well in dealing with the many and
complex challenges that he faces at this time.

Mr McGrath (The Chairperson of the Committee for
The Executive Office): | welcome the opportunity to
participate in this important debate and thank the Minister
of Finance for bringing it to the House.

At the outset, it is important to acknowledge the specific
challenges in this year’s budget process. The absence

of a fully functioning Government for three years has
resulted in a compressed budget planning timetable, and,
although unavoidable, it has had an impact on the time
for engagement between Departments and Committees
on budget planning. Nonetheless, it is important that
Committees conduct their scrutiny in as thorough

a manner as possible and despite the challenging
circumstances.

Against that backdrop, the Committee received briefings
on budget matters from departmental officials on 12
February and 19 February. Normally, the Committee is
briefed in advance of the Department making monitoring
returns, but that did not happen in 2019-2020.

12.45 pm

In the January 2020 monitoring round, the Executive
Office was awarded just short of £1 million resource
funding for preparation costs involved in taking forward the
recommendations of the historical institutional abuse (HIA)
inquiry and victims’ payment service scoping study. It also
received £0-3 million for the capital costs incurred in taking
forward the HIA recommendations. It is widely accepted
that the HIA redress scheme will have a sizeable long-term
financial impact, and it is not surprising that the exact costs
are hard to predict at this stage. However, the Department
has estimated that the cost could be between £25 million
and £60 million for the 2020-21 period. Given the scale

of those costs, it is not possible for them to be absorbed
within the Department’s existing budget, and the source

of funding for the scheme must be clarified as a matter of
urgency. The Committee resolutely believes that funding for
the scheme should be met centrally from the block grant.
Notwithstanding that, it also believes that robust efforts
should be made to secure funds from those institutions that
were involved in the abuse. It is only right that they should
share the costs with the public sector. Officials advised the
Committee during the briefings that there has been contact
with the institutions on a number of occasions but that it is
expected that Ministers will now become involved. This is
an area that the Committee will follow closely.

Members heard that the Department’s key objectives

will be to address its statutory obligations; meet any
contractual obligations; take forward the Programme

for Government commitments; protect the victims and
survivors’ service budget; mitigate the impact of services
delivered through arm’s-length bodies (ALBs); and protect
programme spend. The Department is managing a
resource funding deficit of nearly £3 million. That is a result
of budget cuts over the past five years and some new and
additional work that the Department has taken forward

for which baseline funding has not yet been received.

The funding situation has been made even more difficult
because of the work on implementing the HIA inquiry
legislation, which | alluded to, and the victims’ payments,
which | will talk a bit more about. To cover the payments to
victims of Troubles-related incidents, the Department has

estimated costs of £25 million to £60 million for the coming
year and, over a three-year budget period, costs of £109
million. Reflecting on the experience of the PSNI hearing-
loss claims, the Committee questioned officials about the
estimates. While acknowledging the difficulties around
estimating costs, there was a sense that those estimates
should be treated with caution and, indeed, viewed as
conservative. There is absolutely no question in the mind
of the Committee that additional resource to fund victims’
payments should come into the block grant. Westminster
designed the scheme, Westminster put it in to law, so
Westminster should foot the bill.

The Committee puts down a marker at this stage about
the need to properly fund work to strengthen international
relations. Given the UK'’s exit from the European Union, it
is more important now than ever that the North'’s voice is
heard loud and clear on the world stage. The importance
of strong international relations in marketing and promoting
our region as an attractive investment and tourist
opportunity and in creating economic, technological and
cultural partnerships cannot be overstated.

I will now move to capital funding. Officials confirmed

that there is a £7-5 million pressure for Urban Villages.

To spread the positive outcome of the Urban Villages
programme to a wider geographical base, the Department
is requesting additional resources to support the
establishment of more Urban Villages areas. If agreed,
that will also require additional resource funding in 2020-
21 to develop appropriate projects and start the delivery

of revenue projects, with the aim of commencing the
delivery of capital investments in 2021-22. For Ebrington,
there is a degree of uncertainty about when the site will

be transferred to Derry City and Strabane District Council.
However, the Department is working on the basis that it will
complete the required capital works on the site by 2021-22,
so the capital requirement includes £2-3 million to develop
infrastructure and for external repairs. Some £760,000 has
been identified as being needed for essential or legislative
health and safety works at the Maze/Long Kesh site,
although it should be noted that the capital requirement will
increase significantly if agreement is reached on the way
forward with the site.

A number of funds will be held centrally for allocation
in-year to ensure key Executive commitments are funded
and delivered, and we will be keeping an eye on those
programmes. They include £7-8 of capital and £2-5 million
of resource for Delivering Social Change, which is a key
programme that we want to see delivered, and the social
investment fund.

Officials have advised that resource amounts close to
£6-35 million are required for the commitments that arise
from NDNA. That money will cover costs associated with
the Office for Identity and Cultural Expression, an Irish-
language commissioner, an Ulster-Scots/Ulster-British
commissioner, a commissioner for ministerial standards, a
compact civic advisory panel and bill of rights experts. The
overall figure is set to rise to just under £12 million in 2021-
22, before reducing the year after.

The Department has a significant number of budget lines
that it needs to keep an eye on. We have received only

the initial briefings, and it is our intention to receive more
briefings. We wish to see the appropriate funding set aside
for any of the commitments that have been made so that
all the initiatives can be delivered.
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Mr Lyttle (The Chairperson of the Committee for
Education): The absence of an Executive and Assembly
Committees has made monitoring in-year allocations and
savings delivery plans and determining how effectively

the Department of Education is using its £2 billion budget
almost impossible for 2019-2020. That is an unacceptable
democratic deficit and an inadequate budgetary process
under any circumstances, but particularly so during a time
of a financial crisis in public services. Despite that, the
restored Education Committee has worked diligently in
recent weeks to examine the financial information provided
by the Department of Education for 2019-2020 and beyond.

The Department of Education received nearly £90 million
of monitoring round allocations in 2019-2020. Despite
that, the Department expects to overspend on its budget
for 2019-2020 by around £28 million. There are two key
contributors, it seems, to that financial crisis: an Education
Authority (EA) overspend; and particularly acute demands
on our special educational needs (SEN) provision. Special
schools, for example, have seen their numbers increase
by a staggering 20% in about five years. The Education
Committee recently learned how that and the increasing
complexity of pupil need is presenting significant
challenges to special educational needs provision.

The demand for SEN support in mainstream schools

for non-statemented and statemented pupils has also
increased significantly, and the system is failing to respond
adequately. The Education Committee is agreed that
responding to that crisis will require not only the significant
investment requested but radical reform.

Some of the other key challenges include our school
budgets. A significant number of our schools are in deficit.
One contributing factor to the situation is the HM Treasury
requirement in recent years on teachers’ employers

to increase their pension and National Insurance
contributions. Between 80% and 90% of school spending
goes on salaries, and that has had a significant impact,
forcing many stable and growing schools into financial
deficit. The Northern Ireland Audit Office (NIAO) has
indicated that we have more schools in deficit and that we
have a system that is at tipping point financially.

Teachers’ pay and conditions require urgent investment

to deliver the fair outcomes that our teachers need. We

may also see a potentially significant increase in rates

bills for many schools across Northern Ireland. The

figure is imagined to be approximately £11 million. Add

to that investment needed for childcare, nurture, tackling
underachievement and emotional health and well-being, and
those costs are projected to be £50 million to £60 million.

During our deliberations on the Supply vote, the
Committee also took evidence from BookTrust Northern
Ireland on its early intervention programmes. The
Committee felt strongly that this kind of low-cost
intervention merited support. Members had no hesitation
in supporting the BookTrust’s bid for the very reasonable
sum of £50,000. | am glad to make this known to the
Assembly, and | hope that other Members may also refer
their support to the BookTrust early intervention reading
programme in Northern Ireland.

To address the multi-million-pound pressures on
education, radical reform is absolutely vital. In addition
to the ongoing education transformation programme, the
Committee looks forward to urgent implementation of the
review of education proposed in the ‘New Decade, New

Approach’ document. If we are to avoid a cycle of deficit
followed by bailout followed by deficit, a new, radical
approach is absolutely required.

The Department of Education has a capital budget of
around £167 million for 2019. The Committee’s current
expectation is that the Department will continue a good
record of having capital money spent before the year-end.
However, there are significant challenges, particularly in
relation to the Strule shared education project, which is
now tens of millions of pounds over budget and several
years late. The Fresh Start capital programme has also
seen only around £29 million spent to date, with around
£470 million to be spent in a relatively short period of

five years. Fresh Start will fund a substantial new-build
programme, from which six shared education projects and
17 integrated schools will benefit, but this does appear

to be dependent on HM Treasury agreement to re-profile
Fresh Start expenditure over the coming years.

| would also like to point out that the Department’s
completion rates for school enhancement programmes
are good and running at around 90%. Members will also
no doubt wish to refer to the minor works expenditure
being extremely welcome across a number of schools
and the budget for that needing significant increase.
Notwithstanding the above, there is still concern with
regard to business case development and approval for
new school bids and the speed at which that is delivered.
To be clear, over half of the new school builds announced
in the period 2012-16 have yet to have construction
started, and the problems appear to relate to both planning
and area planning and continue to be a concern to the
Education Committee.

| would like to say a few words as an Alliance MLA. The
previous Education Authority CEO stated clearly over

two years ago that without radical investment and radical
reform our education system would be unaffordable,
socially immobile and unfit for the 21st century — a stark
warning. Two years later, the Education Department faces
pressures of up to £427 million, rising closer to £1 billion
in three years, a £400 million backlog in maintenance and
a £150 million gap to deliver the basic standards of fair
teacher pay and conditions to end the industrial action that
is damaging the well-being of our workforce across our
schools in Northern Ireland and limiting the ability of our
schools to deliver.

We also know that the cost of division in Northern Ireland
with regard to education is estimated to be up to £100
million a year, yet area planning and the rationalisation of
our education system are moving at snail’s pace. As with
health, investment alone will not resolve this financial crisis
in education, and an independent review of education
must be an urgent priority for the Education Minister to
set out the radical reform that we need to deliver a more
integrated, affordable, socially mobile and fit-for-purpose
21st century system. Most importantly, we must deliver
quality education opportunities and outcomes for all
children and young people in Northern Ireland.

1.00 pm

Ms P Bradley (The Chairperson of the Committee
for Communities): | welcome the opportunity to make
some remarks as Committee Chairperson. The spring
Supplementary Estimates show significant increases in
departmental net resource requirement of almost £288
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million and an increase in the net cash requirement of
almost £202 million. That estimate reflects changes to the
budget position for 2019-2020 in monitoring rounds and
annually managed expenditure forecasts (AME).

The Department has advised the Committee that the

main reasons for the differences between the Main
Estimates and the spring Supplementary Estimates are
due to increases in demand-led benefits and provisions
for annually managed expenditure. The Committee noted
that there is a significant increase in AME of £116 million
relating to the necessity to increase funding to the financial
assistance scheme in order to protect the pensions of
people whose employer has become insolvent; or where
the pension scheme could not afford the benefits promised
to members upon winding up; or where the pension
scheme started to wind up between 1 January 1997 and 5
April 2005.

The Committee recognises that that is a precautionary step,
given that the actual amount required rests on a judgement
of the Court of Justice of the European Union that has

yet to be delivered. This is an estimate of potential future
requirements and the reason why the net cash requirement
is lower than the net resource requirement. However, it
may, in fact, ultimately result in an underspend if pension
members are not required to receive 100% protection.

That increase in AME was partially offset by reduced
requirements that the Department gave up in the
September 2019 and January 2020 monitoring rounds.
The Department surrendered £38-8 million of DEL
resource and £36-4 million of DEL capital. While the
Committee never likes to see resources surrendered, the
vast majority of the reduced requirements in DEL capital
is due to the need to surrender financial transactions
capital (FTC) of £36-2 million. That is due to the current
Office of National Statistics (ONS) classification of housing
associations. While there is an ongoing derogation from
Treasury, the rules still will not allow us to use FTC to
build social housing until the reclassification of registered
housing associations is dealt with on a legislative basis
in the Assembly. The Committee acknowledges that that
issue is a key priority for the Minister, and we hope that it
can be resolved in the very near future.

The majority of reduced resource requirements relate to
Fresh Start mitigation measures not being required due to
successful PIP appeals and a lower uptake in discretionary
support grants. The Committee was also informed that
some welfare reform protections were not taken forward
and PIP contract volumes were less than expected.

The Committee notes that less funding was also required
for the rates rebate programme, a reduced requirement of
around £8-7 million. That issue was raised at last week’s
Committee meeting and members made the point that
often those people who could benefit from this programme
are not aware of it. The Committee has praised the

Make the Call programme and we would like to see the
Department put a similar effort into raising awareness
about the rates rebate programme.

The issue of departmental budgets has rarely been out of
the news of late, and everything seems to be a priority. We
all have a duty to ensure ongoing public service delivery,
but, in doing so, we collectively will have to make some
unpopular decisions. The Committee looks forward to
engaging with the Minister and our stakeholders to ensure

that she receives the advice and support required to make
those decisions.

Mr McAleer (The Chairperson of the Committee for
Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs): | welcome
the opportunity to outline the views of the Committee. The
Committee received an oral briefing from the Department
on the spring Supplementary Estimates and the budget
2019-2020 and proposals for 2020-21 on 13 February.

Officials advised the Committee that the budget for 2019-
2020 had an allocation of £312-4 million, alongside £13-9
million for Brexit, for staff salaries, which was additional
money. That additional money for staff to work on Brexit
was initially to help with preparations for a possible EU exit
with no deal. There is a separate bid for Brexit staff in the
2020-21 budget proposal. Therefore, in the budget, we are
already seeing clear signs that Brexit preparations are and
will be a priority for the Department.

Members queried the number of staff allocated to deal
with Brexit and the proposal to increase staff costs to
£23-6 million in the 2020-21 budget. Officials advised that,
due to the number of specialist posts required and the
unavailability of staff in the Department to fill those posts,
they have secured, externally, a process that is ongoing.
The Department advised the Committee that it considers
a staff complement of 454 to be a more accurate figure
for the number of staff that it will require to deliver Brexit
successfully.

Salaries and wages still accounts for the biggest cost

in the Department at £125 million. After that, only some
£46-6 million is allocated to programmes, of which £34-5
million is funding for the three NDPBs: the Agri-Food and
Biosciences Institute (AFBI), the Loughs Agency and the
Livestock and Meat Commission. In terms of programme
funding for 2019-2020, the Committee heard that, of the
£46-6 million of expenditure, the single largest programme
was the £18-9 million spent on compensation for TB. A
further £8-8 million was spent on the fees for private vets
testing for TB, and a considerable sum is spent on TB
testing by in-house vets.

The Department advised that the January monitoring
round had concluded with reduced requirements,
including £12 million of resource, £1-6 million of resource
depreciation impairment and £4 million in capital. The
Committee sought clarification on the surrender of the

£12 million resource, which it considered to be a large
amount. Officials advised that it was a mix of money from
no-deal preparations of £2-9 million, reduced requirements
for TB compensation of £2:6 million, and a number of
one-off easements. The Department had also generated
additional income over and above what had been forecast.
That came from Forest Service — £0-9 million — and the
regulatory aspect of the NI Environment Agency.

On the resource and capital budgets, the Department
advised the Committee that the spring Supplementary
Estimates provides for a total net resource of £330-2
million and a net cash requirement of £300-2 million.
Members noted that the biggest NDPB is AFBI. It has

the largest budget totalling £32-4 million. One of the
Committee’s members expressed concern about the issue
of royalty income to AFBI and focused on how collection of
that had been problematic. The Committee recognised that
that is now subject to legal proceedings, and we await with
interest to see how that unfolds.
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The Committee recognises the impact that Brexit will

have on the Department’s budget in terms of replacement
funding and was keen to find out how the Department

will manage that, particularly in relation to CAP funding,
which is currently worth £293 million. The Committee was
pleased to hear that that has been secured, for this year,
from British Treasury funding, but we are concerned about
what may happen after this time. Such EU replacement
funding will come directly from the Treasury, and there are
big questions over how much we will get as a percentage
share and whether it will be ring-fenced. There are further
questions on the UK prosperity fund and its role in the
replacement of rural development funding. Indeed, that
point was raised at the Committee meeting on Thursday,
when we heard evidence from representatives from the
LAGs: Rural Action, Rural Women’s Network and Rural
Community Network (RCN). Looking forward to the Budget
2020-21, the Committee heard that the Department will bid
for EU replacement funding within its resource bids, which
total £310-6 million.

Other areas that Committee members are concerned with
include elements in the ‘New Decade, New Approach’
document. The Committee was encouraged to hear that
climate change features and noted the bid of £2 million

for additional staff to take forward new legislation, policies
and strategies. That also includes the scoping study for
the creation of an independent environmental protection
agency. There is considerable interest in those policy
matters. The Committee looks forward to engaging further
with the Department on the policy progress and final
allocations in the 2020-2021 Budget. The funding bid for
climate change also covers a bid for a LIDAR survey of our
coastline.

One major area of concern for the Committee is the
replacement of the animal and public health information
service (APHIS). Many Members will know that that
system allows farmers to register cattle movements

and other matters. It is a vital component in ensuring
compliance with animal health and traceability matters,
and it is of great importance in our international trade of
agri-food, particularly at this time. In 2016, the Department
commenced a project to introduce a new system known as
NIFAIS — the NI food animal information system — with
an expected completion date of 2018.

Due to issues with the contractor, including a high level
of defects with the software, it has missed the deadline
and has to date cost £10-9 million. The Committee noted
that a further £2-3 million has been requested in the
Department’s capital bids for the 2020-21 budget, and we
will watch with interest how that unfolds. We have asked
for further information and expect to be kept up to date by
the Department as time allows.

The Committee is also interested in the Department’s
funding allocation to Project Stratum and rural broadband.
Many rural areas and districts have appalling connectivity
issues. In this day and age, that is not acceptable,
especially as we encourage farmers to move online

to fill in their forms and for the use of APHIS. This is
important right across the rural spectrum, for SMEs,
wider connectivity, education and even for reducing social
isolation, which is a key factor in mental ill health.

The Committee raised the issue of the budget allocated
to remedial action at Mobuoy, of which most Members are
aware. The Committee will keep an eye on that matter.

The Committee values the opportunity to scrutinise

the Department’s planned expenditure and delivery of
associated projects. | am optimistic that the Department
will continue to update the Committee on all aspects of
budgetary information to assist us in undertaking that
function. | conclude my remarks as Cathaoirleach of the
AERA Committee.

| want to raise a couple of points as spokesperson for
agriculture and rural affairs for my party. Last Thursday,
we had a marathon session of the AERA Committee and
took evidence on the Agriculture Bill. Brexit is a toxic issue
that permeates absolutely everything. That is compounded
by the announcement last week by the British Home Office
of the points-based immigration system.

We have information from the 2017 DAERA migrant
labour survey and from DAERA’s migrant labour and trade
inquiry the same year. We found that 10,000 new nationals
are employed in the agri-food industry in the North and
another 1,400 are so-called seasonal migrant workers.
Horticulture will be particularly impacted should this
points-based system come in.

We heard compelling evidence from the Meat Exporters’
Association, which made the point that 60% of employees
in the meat industry are new nationals from outside
Ireland, and it would be devastating to place barriers

in their way. It was said very pointedly that the Tory
Government talk about different types of labour — skilled
and low-skilled — but it was made clear that we need
labour here. The meat industry brings in workers and trains
them; those workers learn the local language and make

a big contribution to the economy and society. However,
that is completely ignored by the British Home Office in its
plan to introduce a points-based system to the North. We
have the Irish protocol, which guarantees unfettered trade
across the island, which is so important for the likes of
dairy processing. However, the points-based immigration
system has the potential to place a hard border on labour,
which is totally unacceptable. Obviously, it may happen
that capital will follow labour, and that will have a huge
impact not only on those people but on the wider economy
and industry.

Brexit is a huge issue. | will pick up on it again tomorrow
when the Budget is debated. Brexit permeates the whole
debate around the agri-food industry as we try to map out
a future policy for agri-food in the North.

Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Comhairle, for your
indulgence.

Mr McCrossan (The Chairperson of the Audit
Committee): At the Audit Committee’s first meeting on
13 February, it took evidence from Northern Ireland Audit
Office (NIAO) officials, including the Comptroller and
Auditor General (C&AG), and officials from the Northern
Ireland Public Services Ombudsman (NIPSO), including
the acting ombudsman. The Committee has not yet had
an opportunity to take evidence from the Northern Ireland
Assembly Commission. My comments, therefore, will
cover only issues about the Audit Office and the Public
Services Ombudsman.

During the briefing on 13 February, members had an
opportunity to question officials from both organisations
about changes to their budget position for 2019-2020.
First, the NIPSO had a £756,000 reduction in its net
provision from Main Estimates to Supplementary
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Estimates. That was due to a combination of two main
factors, plus a number of miscellaneous cash flow
adjustments. The main factors were, first, a reduced
requirement of £248,000 declared in the January
monitoring round in respect of maladministration
complaints handling and, secondly, a transfer of unspent
moneys, amounting to £250,000, to the Department for
Communities in respect of NIPSO’s local government
ethical standards function. A cash flow adjustment of
£250,000 related to the technical treatment of the landlord
contribution to refurbishment work in NIPSO’s office.
During last week’s evidence session with NIPSO officials,
| questioned them further on the detail of the reduced
requirements from 2019-2020. Officials explained that the
reduced requirement from the January monitoring round
related to moneys allocated, not all of which could be spent
effectively in-year due to the non-recurrent nature and
mid-year timing of receipt.

115 pm

The other reduced requirement related to, as | mentioned,
NIPSOQO’s local government ethical standards function.
That has arisen primarily from the suspension of
adjudication activity owing to the post of commissioner
being vacant since July 2019. As Members may be
aware, the Ombudsman also holds the role of Northern
Ireland Local Government Commissioner for Standards,
which includes the function of investigating complaints of
alleged breaches of the local government code of conduct.
Although investigations into alleged breaches of that code
have gone ahead in the absence of a commissioner, there
has been an enforced pause of the adjudication aspect

of the role as it could not be delegated to the deputy
ombudsman. Additional funding for that function could not
be spent as adjudications could not be taken forward.

Given that and other implications of the commissioner
vacancy, the Audit Committee wrote to the Assembly
Commission asking for a recruitment timetable. The
Committee, in its evidence session with the Audit Office
officials and C&AG, noted that, as a result of the changes
to the NIAO budget position in 2019-2020, there was a
resource saving of £981,000. Officials explained that this
was due to the continuing significant reduction in staff
costs following staff leaving through the voluntary exit
scheme and natural wastage over recent years.

The Committee has sought further information on the
Audit Office’s contribution to in-year monitoring. The
Committee noted that further recruitment will be required
over the next two years to ensure that the Audit Office is
adequately staffed to meet its strategic objectives going
forward, including staff resources to address the needs of
the Assembly.

The Audit Office also had a reduced capital requirement of
£290,000 due to adjustments to the timetable associated
with the refurbishment project and costs associated

with the procurement of a design team. At the meeting
last week, Committee members probed the NIAO

officials on the financial implications of the Audit Office’s
refurbishment project, given the anticipated increased
costs to the capital budget. In the case of the Audit Office,
members were assured that appropriate use is being
made of NICS shared services. Similarly, we have asked
the Public Services Ombudsman to what extent it makes
use of those services. The Audit Office also makes use

of the Strategic Investment Board and construction and
procurement delivery to assist in its accommodation
project in order to ensure that the necessary expertise

is utilised in such a key project for the organisation’s future.

The Audit Committee has sought assurances from the
NIAO and NIPSO and, in due course, will do likewise
with the Assembly Commission to ensure that, once that
meeting takes place, effective financial management
processes are in place to avoid overspend and minimise
underspend going forward. The Committee looks forward
to fulfilling its important statutory function.

| will now address the debate as the SDLP’s spokesperson
for education and as the MLA for West Tyrone. As
Members have clearly articulated, our public services

are crumbling. They are falling apart. They are on their
knees and, in many areas, on life support. The pressures
facing health, education, housing and our welfare system
reached crisis point long ago. We in the Chamber must
offer more. We must deliver on the mandate that we have
been given, and we must ensure that our public sector
delivers effectively and efficiently for anyone who needs it.

In education, our teachers, as already mentioned, schools
and children are being failed. We have had a perfect storm
bubbling for the past 10 years due to inadequate funding
and real-term cuts that were worsened by the absence of
these institutions for three very long and challenging years
— a time when teachers and principals had to struggle
along without any proper funding support for their schools.

It is deeply concerning that over £400 million is needed to
tackle immediate pressures in the education system. That
figure was provided to the Committee by the Education
Minister the week before last. While demand and costs
have increased, our education budget has flatlined. Our
schools cannot continue to, or be expected to, deliver
increasingly better results against what are decreasing
real-term budget cuts.

Teachers have also been left out in the cold in terms of
receiving a fair pay increase for the work that they do.
That is an unforgivable situation given that, when you look
at teacher pay in Wales, England and Scotland, you see
that teachers here receive way below what they should

be receiving. They deserve a pay increase, and | would
like the Minister to ensure that that happens as swiftly as
possible. We should not be in this situation. It is important
for the Chamber to understand that teachers not only do
their own job but almost act as parents to many pupils in
their role as a role model. They are almost like nurses and
doctors in the classroom. They are like counsellors to the
young people who need the necessary support, and they
ensure that children receive a proper meal in the day. It is
teachers who identify those serious issues.

Teachers in schools are also struggling to deal with special
educational needs, with massive investment needed to
ensure that vulnerable children receive the proper support
and care that they need. Although | welcome the Minister’s
additional £10 million investment in special educational
needs services, there is a long way to go to ensure that

no child with special educational needs loses out, but we
are at a starting point at last. There is greater demand, but
that demand has not been met with greater resources in
recent years. | hope that the Minister, who is back in place,
leaves no stone unturned to ensure that those services are
properly and adequately financed.
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There are also funding pressures surrounding mental
health services in our schools and pressures in tackling

a range of issues surrounding deprivation and its impact
on our children’s education. It is absolutely shocking

that, since 2017, there have been 25 critical instances
where schools have been impacted by suicide. That is

the number that has been documented. That has far-
reaching consequences for the school, for the community
but, in particular, for the other pupils. We need to have a
fundamental look at how we fund mental health services

in our schools, as we continue to face a suicide pandemic
across the North. In West Tyrone, we are no strangers to
that. | have sat at the funeral of many young people who
have taken their life, and | have seen the ripple effect and
consequences of that across the entire school and the
community that is there to support the family and grieve

for that loss. We have not seen proper investment in
mental health services, with many people forced to attend
hospitals due to the lack of services in our communities.
We see that in particular places, and | will talk about
Strabane, where an out-of-hours GP service does not exist.
People are forced in difficult situations to attend the A&E at
Altnagelvin Hospital, which is already under huge pressure.

We have also seen very little done to tackle deprivation
and poverty, which are crushing families locally. Many
children never realise their dreams and ambitions or utilise
their full potential. | know that more and more families are
struggling. Benefits cuts have forced people into poverty.
In my constituency, families have been forced to use food
banks. Is that the society that the House wants to see, or
are we going to do something about it?

West Tyrone has also long suffered from an infrastructure
deficit, and | am well on record in talking about the A5 and
the huge issue that it presents to the health and safety of my
constituents and those travelling across my constituency.
The A5 needs to be delivered. It has been an issue for a
long number of years, and people’s lives have been lost as a
consequence of the dangerous road that is there.

The House, with proper leadership and political will, can
deliver on the many issues that we face, but our children,
who are the children of today, should not be the generation
that loses out because of a political failure of the House.
We have a responsibility to those children and to the
people whom we represent to deliver more for all who
support those children and for our teachers.

Mr Stalford: It is a pleasure to follow the Member from
West Tyrone. | believe that public-service reform will be the
defining issue of the next 10 years. It is incumbent upon

all Members to have the courage to do what needs to be
done. Whether it is in health, in education or in any of our
other public services, we need to be brave and to accept
that controversial and sometimes unpopular decisions will
need to be made.

| welcome the fact that this process is now back in local
hands. The scrutiny of departmental monitoring rounds
and of Budgets etc should never have been out of the
hands of these institutions. Devolution is about setting
local priorities. It is about having power in local hands,

in order to deliver for local communities. The Finance
Minister’s approach — to wait until after the national
Budget is handed down at Westminster in order to allow us
a more accurate picture, whereby we can set priorities for
the coming period — is absolutely correct.

When we are talking in the context of the Budget at
Westminster and its implications for us, it is important to
note that the previous Secretary of State, Julian Smith,
presided over a talks process that produced an agreement
that contained spending commitments. Those were
commitments given by the Government at Westminster,
and it is essential that Julian Smith’s successor, Brandon
Lewis, honour the commitments that were given.

| will now go over areas in Departments that are of
particular interest to me as an individual. | have some
concerns about reductions in net provision for urban
regeneration, sports, and employability and skills for

the Department for Communities. As a representative

of communities such as Sandy Row, Donegall Pass, the
bottom of Ravenhill Road and the Market, | know about the
need for investment in urban regeneration in those inner-
city communities.

| welcome the fact that there has been a reduction in

the costs associated with the Department of Education’s
overheads, but we need to press on with the devolution
of powers to schools and, in particular, to head teachers,
so that they can have greater control over their own
budgets. | welcome the allocation that has been made
for special educational needs. We are in the middle of

a massive explosion in diagnoses of autism and ADHD,
and it is important that every child gets the best start in
life, particularly children with special educational needs. |
welcome the announcement in that regard.

The problems in the Department for Infrastructure

have already been mentioned by Miss Mcllveen, the
Chairperson of the Infrastructure Committee. The
reductions that we have seen in road safety provision and
for roads maintenance will have a knock-on effect. For the
Department of Justice, | am concerned about the reduction
in funding for the Police Rehabilitation and Retraining
Trust, but | welcome the increase in additional resources
for the PSNI. The police work hard to keep us all safe, and
a well-funded police service is essential.

| associate myself with the remarks made by Mr McGrath,
the Chairperson of the Executive Office Committee, on
which | serve, on the issue of historical institutional abuse.
The estimate that has been given is that the recompense
scheme is going to cost anywhere between £25 million
and £60 million per annum. It is essential, and it is only
right, that the institutions that had a hand in the systematic
abuse of children should be made to pay financially
towards that compensation scheme. The state handed
children over to rapists and paedophiles, and it is essential
that those institutions, which those rapists and paedophiles
used as a cloak to carry out their despicable actions,

be made to pay towards compensating their victims. |
therefore associate myself with what the Chairperson of
the Committee said. | welcome the increase in funding for
the Victims and Survivors Service, because | think that we
have a moral obligation in that area.

| turn now to the Department of Health. The comments made
by the Chairperson of the Health Committee are astonishing.
The statistic that he mentioned is staggering: more than 50%
of our block grant allocation is going to a single Department.
If that does not demonstrate the need for serious and far-
reaching reform, | do not know what does.

Courage is needed around the Chamber to see that issue
through. It would be the easiest thing in the world for the
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Health Minister, as previous Health Ministers have done, to
simply stamp his feet and say, “| need more money”, and

it would be the easiest thing in the world for the Finance
Minister to say, “You can’t have more money. You need to
do the reform”. One side will make their point, the other
side will make theirs, and, at the end of it, nothing will have
got better. Nothing will have improved. | am happy to put

it on record and have it recorded in Hansard that | believe
that Robin Swann should be given the political cover to see
through essential health reform, because, if we continue
like this, within a short time, that one Department will
gobble up not 50% of the block grant but 100% of it. We
need to be prepared to do the difficult things that need to
be done there.

| will conclude where | began. The Secretary of State and the
Government have obligations towards all of us who entered
into the New Decade, New Approach agreement. The
Secretary of State may have changed, but the commitments
that were made have not. We all have a job now to do to hold
Her Majesty’s Government to those commitments.

1.30 pm

Mr Nesbitt: It is a pleasure to follow the Member for South
Belfast, although, to pick up on his last point and to put

it on record, not all parties that are now in the Executive
bought into every commitment of the New Decade, New
Approach deal.

Let us look at the pressures coming to the Executive
Office’s budget. The Committee was given a briefing last
week, and we were told that there were pressures for this
financial year and, indeed, that the baseline’s pressures
were explained by a combination of budget cuts in each
of the past five years: 12:8% in the 2015-16 financial year;
5:7% in 2016-17; 4% in 2017-18 and 2018-19; and 3:6% in
2019-2020. If we are to be accurate, open and transparent
in our government, we have to acknowledge that that
does not tell the whole story. When the Office of the First
Minister and deputy First Minister (OFMDFM) became
the Executive Office, functions were transferred to other
Departments, and with those functions went the budgets.
Inevitably, there was a decrease in the Executive Office’s
budget, but it was not a pressure, because they no longer
had to deliver the services that had been transferred. |
want to put it on record that | think that the officials of the
Executive Office could have made that point and they
could be accused of trying to spin by saying that it was all
pressure because the budget was reduced.

Looking at the past year and the narrative that is attached
within the spring Supplementary Estimates booklet, | see
that the first thing to be mentioned is the North/South
Ministerial Council. Over the past three years, it was

not just this Chamber that was not sitting; there was no
political meeting of the North/South Ministerial Council,
yet it still cost nearly £1-5 million in this financial year —
£1,434,000. Is that not a bit like buying an expensive car
that you cannot afford, taxing it, insuring it and leaving

it in the driveway with the engine idling, topping it up
every now and then with petrol or diesel at £1-25 a litre?
We simply cannot say that there was value for money

in that expenditure or, indeed, for the Maze/Long Kesh
Development Corporation, because nothing has happened
in this financial year beyond the RUAS and the Balmoral
show. Yet it has cost us over £1-5 million — £1.688 million,
to be exact. Is it not the case that the failure to move on

from the fact that the peace-building and conflict resolution
centre is not to be built on that site — by the way, the
development corporation has moved on from that; its
business plan no longer has the peace-building centre —
not just another sign of our shocking failure to deliver on
big-ticket projects? Desertcreat never happened for the
blue-light services. The A5, as the honourable Member
pointed out earlier, has yet to be completed as intended.

| note that, in the last year, money was spent on the
Executive’s good relations strategy, called Together:
Building a United Community. Now, T:BUC has seven
headline objectives, and, under scrutiny last week,
Executive Office officials made it clear that two were in
danger and would come up as red in a red/amber/green
(RAG) analysis. One of those objectives is removing peace
walls. T:BUC said that we would remove every peace wall
by 2023. It is already clear that that will not happen. We
must be aware that that will have implications for future
budgets. We have to consult, and removing a peace wall
does not come at a negligible cost.

Talking of implications for future budgets, what about

the social investment fund? Again, for the record, the
Executive agreed the social investment fund on 22 March
2011. There would be £80 million to tackle deprivation

and dereliction. It was a four-year programme that should
have ended in 2016. We now know that it will not end until
2023. We are being asked to Vote on Account roughly
45% of next year’s budget, and we know that, in next
year’s budget, the Executive Office has capital DEL for SIF
projects of £7 million — actually £7-8 million, | think. That
is a stress on our budgets. That money will not be spent for
our citizens in the way that we might like because we have
spectacularly failed to deliver the social investment fund as
intended, i.e. £80 million over four years starting in 2011.

| note also that money has been spent on the Commission
on Flags, Identity, Culture and Tradition. | believe that the
total cost to date is some £0-75 million and that individual
members earn £300 per day by sitting on a body that is
yet to report or make a recommendation. Can we afford to
go on with that, particularly as we have now determined,
through the New Decade, New Approach deal, that we will
have an alternative body — an office of identity — with
two commissioners? It appears that we have set aside
some £5 million for that new office with its commissioners
— £5-833 million next year, which, perhaps, this Vote on
Account will help kick-start — in fact, over the next three
years, the Office of Identity and Cultural Expression with
the two associated commissioners is scheduled to spend
£28-25 million. When the Executive Office officials were
asked what that would be spent on, they were unable

to say, because Ministers have yet to decide on a work
programme or aims and objectives for that office and the
two commissioners. Can the Minister of Finance really
tolerate budgets being allocated with no business plan,

no vision, no aims and no objectives? That £28-25 million
over three years is a lot of money: Robin Swann could use
it in Health; Peter Weir could use it in Education; Nichola
Mallon could use it in Infrastructure.

A final thought is with regard to AME, annually managed
expenditure. That is the money that is not part of the
block grant; it is the money that pays for welfare benefits,
pensions and student loans. It is by far the lion’s share of
what we are talking about in these Estimates, as AME will
flow through the Executive Office to the tune of around
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£540 million this year. AME is, of course, the money

that the public learnt about during the inquiry into the
renewable heat incentive scandal. We learnt that there
were those in this Building, in Stormont Castle and in our
Administration who said that, because it was not part of the
block grant, it was free money and the attitude should be,
“Fill your boots”. | suspect that there is more than one copy
of Sam McBride’s ‘Burned’ floating around Her Majesty’s
Treasury these days. | am sure that eyebrows have been
raised at the attitude that you can fill your boots because it
is not part of the block grant and, therefore, it is free dosh
and you can take what you want. With the rise of English
nationalism, we should be very aware of the damage that
that has done to our position in the United Kingdom.

| know that the Minister will head to the Treasury this week,
looking to cut a deal. | wish him well with that, because we
need it for the people of Northern Ireland. As a corporate
body, we really need to move away from where we are,
which is a perception that we have a dependency culture
and we just put our hand out for more and more, again and
again. Let us switch that to a prosperity agenda, and let us
ask the Treasury for the tools to strengthen our economy and
to concentrate on the welfare and prosperity of our people.

Mr Newton: | will speak on the spring Supplementary
Estimates 2019-2020 as a member of the Education
Committee. | note that what we are required to do is to
Vote on Account and provide finance to allow existing
services to continue in the early months of 2020-21,
pending consideration of appropriate legislation to provide
the funds. That is what we are debating today.

| agree with much of what the Chair of the Committee
said and, indeed, much of what Mr Daniel McCrossan
said. There appears to be a fairly cohesive approach by
the Committee on what is the most important feature for
our future well-being in the sense that we start to think
about education not as a cost to the Minister but as an
investment by the Minister in the future of the children and
young people of Northern Ireland. We are now looking at
every aspect of life in Northern Ireland through the New
Decade, New Approach agreement that was reached by
the five main parties.

When the Department officials came last week to speak to
the Committee, that was after the Minister had been there the
week before. The Minister made his case and indicated to the
Committee members what, he thought, was required to make
sure that we have an education system that is recognised
internationally for the quality of its teaching and learning,

for the achievements of young people and for the focus on
meeting their needs. The Minister addressed the Committee
on his perceptions and thoughts and the approach that he
would use. He indicated that he would require between £300
million and £400 million, and, indeed, the Department has
confirmed that it is a figure in that region.

| pay tribute to the Department of Education officials
for how they approached the situation and for how they
conducted themselves and performed during the time
when we were not performing in the Assembly.

They have been diligent in presenting their papers to the
Committee, and their clarity of thinking and prioritisation of
issues are to be admired. They have displayed those skills
in a very difficult situation for officials, when no Minister
was available. Their task was to create a successful
educational environment, but it was short of finance.

1.45 pm

We will maybe get the opportunity to spend a bit more time
on each of the areas tomorrow, but, in making that bid for
£354 million, | do not think that anyone in the Chamber
would disagree — at least, | hope that they would not
disagree — that we need to spend money on some areas.
| will mention a few of those areas. | think that we would
all agree that the teachers’ industrial dispute has to be
solved and that, in recompense to them, their standard

of payment is made comparable to those in other parts

of the UK. The Department has included a total of £148
million for the estimated 2020-21 pressures to address
the teaching and non-teaching pay disputes. Of that, it

is estimated, circa £68 million is required to implement
the current proposed deal for teachers, which covers the
2017-18 period. | do not think that anyone would not be
supportive of teachers being sufficiently rewarded.

| will also mention briefly another area that has a great
deal of sympathy and empathy: teachers who provide a
service to children with special educational needs. The
Committee had the privilege of meeting, in an informal
way, a leadership group from special educational needs
teachers. We did so to try to understand the pressures
that they are and will be under, as was referred to earlier,
with a growing number of pupils with special educational
needs needing to receive an appropriate education. We
should, perhaps, think not just of the teaching aspect of
that but of where those teachers are required to provide

a care aspect, even to the extent of spending time on
pupils’ medical needs. The Department indicated that it is
estimated that another £30 million will be needed annually
to cover the implementation of the new SEN framework.

| do not think that there would be any disagreement — |
hope that there would not be — across the Chamber or the
Departments in addressing those needs.

Mr Speaker, you will be aware that we have debated
another area of education, which is referred to as
“educational underachievement”; | wish that we could

get away from using the term “underachievement” and,
perhaps, look at that aspect of education in a more positive
way. There is probably much more of a need in areas
where there are young Protestant boys or males who
have not, perhaps, embraced education in the way that
many other parts of the community have. We are looking
at addressing the links between persistent educational
underachievement and the socio-economic background
that, perhaps, creates that. The Department is looking for
an additional £10 million for that in 2020-21, increasing to
£30 million annually.

Under New Decade, New Approach, we all need to think
that we are investing in our children and young people.
This is not a cost. However, if it is perceived to be a cost,
the failure to meet it and the future ramifications of not
meeting it, will be borne by every other Department. The
Department has already identified an estimated cost of
£426 million. | hope that, when the Minister comes to make
the allocations, we will see that education is one of the
mainstays of his Budget.

Mr Speaker: As Question Time begins at 2.00 pm, |
suggest that the House take its ease until then. The debate
will continue after Question Time, when the next Member
to speak will be Philip McGuigan.

The debate stood suspended.
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(Mr Deputy Speaker [Mr McGlone] in the Chair)

Oral Answers to Questions

Economy

Mineral Prospecting

1. Miss Woods asked the Minister for the Economy for
her assessment of trends in local mineral prospecting.
(AQO 163/17-22)

Mrs Dodds (The Minister for the Economy): Northern
Ireland currently has 12 active mineral-prospecting
licences: 10 for base metals, mainly zinc, copper, lead,
iron, cobalt and baryte; one for diamonds; and one for
rock salt. In 2009, following the publication of data from a
major geological survey, the Tellus project, the number of
licences peaked at 42. Those 42 licences covered 73% of
the land mass of Northern Ireland, compared with around
16-6% today. After that 2009 peak, subsequent years saw
a steady decline in the number of licences until 2014, when
numbers stabilised, and they have remained relatively
consistent — between 10 and 20 — ever since.

It is difficult to consider mineral-prospecting licences in
Northern Ireland without the question of gold exploration
also being raised. As a reserved matter, consent to explore
for gold and silver is given by the Crown Estate and

does not require a mineral-prospecting licence from my
Department. However, of the 12 licences currently in place
from my Department, nine also have options from the
Crown Estate to explore for gold and silver.

Miss Woods: Minister, you will be aware of local
community-based campaigns against the exploitation and
pollution of our countryside by international corporations.
Northern Ireland has a major problem with unregulated
mines and quarries and the unrecorded impact that they
have on the environment. According to the latest annual
mineral statement, published in 2018, a total of 157
quarries were contacted but only 115 responses received.
What steps is the Department taking to ensure that all
information is collected as required under schedule 13 to
the Mineral Development Act (Northern Ireland) 19697

Mrs Dodds: | thank the Member for her statement and
question. It is an interesting area for my Department

and perhaps demonstrates to everyone here the broad
range of issues that the Department for the Economy
covers. Northern Ireland minerals and petroleum-licensing
legislation is now over 50 years old. The legislation needs
to be reviewed to ensure that it is flexible, to balance the
needs of our society and our environmental responsibilities
with the economic benefit. We all recognise the concerns
about the environmental and community impacts of
mineral and petroleum licensing. On 3 February this year,
the Assembly declared a climate emergency and called on
the Executive to fulfil the climate action and environmental
agreements in ‘New Decade, New Approach’.

Equally, my Department recognises that access to
mineral resources is important, particularly to support the
new green technologies that will be required to help us

tackle climate change. Towards the end of last year, my
Department began a strategic review of licensing policy,
and | fully intend for that work to continue. To inform the
review, | recently gave approval for my Department to
commission independent research in the area. The aim
of the research is to develop our understanding of the
potential economic, environmental and societal impacts
of mineral and petroleum activities and to consider what
policy and licensing regime we require for the future. | look
forward to having that conversation with the Committee
and in the Chamber.

Ms Sheerin: It is important that there is caution around the
prospecting and mining of precious minerals, particularly
in areas where it is not supported by the community, and it
is crucial that, in issuing licences for resource extraction,
we prevent any further fossil fuels being extracted. Does
the Minister have plans to end the issuing of licences for
petroleum exploration?

Mrs Dodds: Currently, we have two petroleum licensing
applications. Both of those consultations opened on 7
May 2019 and closed on 31 July 2019. Members will

be aware from their local communities that there were
huge expectations arising out of that. We received 5,700
responses to the consultation: 2,500 for the application
for an area south of Lough Neagh and 3,131 for an area

in south-west Fermanagh. Work is ongoing to identify and
consider the complex issues and concerns that have been
raised. However, it is clear from the analysis to date that
the possible environmental impacts and the potential risks
to health are the main concern of communities where such
licences are concerned.

My Department is undertaking a strategic review of
petroleum licensing policy that will include independent
research aimed at developing a better understanding of
the economic, environmental and societal impacts. That,
along with advice from experts in other Departments, will
help inform consideration of the issues raised through the
consultation. Therefore, in answer to your question, this is
the strategic way forward. We will await the outcomes of
the consultations and the reviews, and then we will have
that discussion in the House.

Mr Durkan: The Minister will more than likely be aware
of the huge strength of feeling and, indeed, opposition

in the Sperrins region to proposed gold-mining activities
there. While most of the objections will be environmental
in nature, there are concerns about an economic impact.
Does the Minister have a view on the impact that that
type of activity could have on existing industries such as
tourism and agriculture?

Mrs Dodds: My understanding is that the Department

for Infrastructure is in receipt of a planning application for
exploration for gold. The planning decision in relation to
the exploration is for the Minister for Infrastructure to take.

Some Members: Oh.
Mrs Dodds: OK? | will let you all take a break.

On 11 February, as part of the consultation process, the
Health and Safety Executive submitted an update on the
application for gold. It is a controversial subject. It has the
potential to impact on communities, on tourism and on
agriculture, but those are planning decisions and generally
not for the Department for the Economy. There is also a
potential for job creation. However, the decisions cannot
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be taken in isolation. They should be taken as part of a
package. Therefore, it is important that the whole package
is considered when we look at applications for proposed
mining.

Ms Armstrong: The removal of mineral permissions, as
we know, was never really introduced in Northern Ireland,
and we wait for the Minister for Infrastructure to bring that
forward. Many of us have quarries in our areas that are, to
be honest, extremely concerning. Can the Minister confirm
that we have people going out across the world, selling the
benefits of mining in Northern Ireland without considering
the impact on our local communities? Is the Minister in
any way surprised that, whenever these mines open,
communities are extremely angry and do not understand
why this is being sold on the world stage? Perhaps the
Minister can clarify what communication she will have

with communities to explain why we are selling Northern
Ireland in that way when they are so opposed to it?

Mrs Dodds: | will answer the question in two parts.

| understand that communities can be anxious and
distraught at the potential for mining in their area. It is
important to say that the environmental and planning
considerations are not for me to take; it is for the private
sector, in pursuing its interest in possible exploration in
Northern Ireland, to take on. | presume that the Member
will be aware that there has been some controversy about
members of my Department taking part in a convention

in Canada and about their proposed attendance at a
convention on the issue in Canada in March of this year.
As a new Minister, just in place, | asked for the public
interest test to be applied to attendance at last year’s
conference, and that concluded that a future review of
this was required. | will ask my Department to review this
further, and then we will decide if this in the public interest
and if it is a value-for-money exercise for officials from

my Department to take part in, and then we will make a
decision based on those two issues alone.

Mr Stalford: On the theme of the public interest, can the
Minister give us her assessment of the need and demand
for these minerals?

Mrs Dodds: We live at a time when we are progressing
with new technologies that require minerals to progress
through to their economic benefit, technologies in wind
power, solar cells, batteries and electric cars that are
essential if we are to meet zero-carbon targets in the
future. Modern living also depends on mobile phones,
tablets and laptops, which all require metals for their
production. Lithium, copper, nickel and cobalt are essential
to growing our green economy, given the high dependence
on battery technology. Northern Ireland may have the
potential to provide those minerals. Therefore, the
requirement from our new and emerging technologies and
our environmental restraints mean that we need minerals
to be part of that everyday exercise. We must have a
sound basis to develop those policies, and that is why |

am asking for a review of licensing and further economic
research on the societal and economic impacts of mining.
We should not go ahead without any of those measures
being in place, and it is an area that | intend to take
forward in my remaining time in office.

Mr Carroll: The Minister stated that there were some
5,000 consultation responses about the application for
drilling in the Lough Neagh and Belfast areas, including
parts of my constituency.

Given that there is considerable opposition to the
application, including by my party, which submitted several
thousand objections to it, and ongoing concern about the
environment, will she give an indication of whether she will
rule out granting the licence?

215 pm

Mrs Dodds: | cannot give that indication because the
consultation responses are under review and will be
informed by further work that my Department is doing.
We take the issue seriously. It is not something that we
should be doing without good policy and environmental
protections in place.

Brexit: Departmental Business Plan

2. Mr Nesbitt asked the Minister for the Economy

for her assessment of whether the European Union
(Withdrawal Agreement) Act 2020 undermines strategic
objective 6 of her Department’s 2019-2020 business plan.
(AQO 164/17-22)

Mrs Dodds: | thank the Member for his question. It refers
to the regulatory environment that would optimise our
economic opportunities while protecting consumers and
workers. | am committed to ensuring that our regulatory
system optimises economic opportunities for business and
commerce while protecting consumers and workers.

My business regulation officials continue to progress
casework and activities as normal. The existing bodies of
regulatory legislation, including employment legislation,
are already incorporated into Northern Ireland law, and
there will be no changes, during the transition period,

that diverge from required EU standards. Any future
divergence, at our initiative, would require consultation and
Assembly approval for legislation.

More generally, | am concerned about the potential for
regulatory barriers to trade with our largest market: Great
Britain. Great Britain is a key market for Northern Ireland
business, with sales of goods to Great Britain representing
48% of total goods sold in Northern Ireland in 2017. Goods
purchased from GB during the same period represented
63% of all Northern Ireland purchases. | am working

hard at the Executive and with our Government to ensure
that our businesses do not experience frictions to trade
with GB, and | also wish to protect consumers from any
adverse impacts, particularly the most vulnerable, who
are most at risk from rising prices and, indeed, perhaps,
restricted choice. Many of the policies that could cause
frictions to trade are reserved policy areas, so | am
working to hold the UK Government to account on their
commitments to unfettered access to the market.

Mr Nesbitt: | thank the Minister. The original question
asked to what extent the withdrawal agreement Act
undermined her strategic objective 6, namely:

“Deliver a regulatory environment that optimises
economic opportunities for business and commerce”.

Perhaps the Minister could focus her next comments on
that specific.

Mrs Dodds: The withdrawal agreement Act gives us

the Northern Ireland protocol, in which the issues that |
outlined are real, live and fundamental to our economy. In
the wider terms of the withdrawal agreement Act, what we
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have is the transportation of EU law into Northern Ireland’s
law. That means that, for the transition period, nothing will
change, and, therefore, we remain the same. Under the
protocol and its operation, we remain the same in terms of
manufactured goods and agri-food. | am concerned, but

| will work to ensure that we minimise frictions and that
the operation of the protocol does not impact unduly on
Northern Ireland’s businesses in our trade from Northern
Ireland to GB or from GB to Northern Ireland. | raised the
issue with the Executive’s Brexit committee, and it was
agreed that that would be a priority for us.

Last week, | took the time to meet and talk to Conor

Burns, the International Trade Minister in the United
Kingdom Government. | raised with him issues such as our
participation in UK trade deals, which is very important to
Northern Ireland and is part of the protocol and withdrawal
agreement. Another important issue for trade here is our
full participation in the trade remedies authority, which will
be established by the trade Bill, which will soon come back
to our national Parliament.

Mr Humphrey: Given that mainland GB is Northern
Ireland’s largest market, how can the Minister ensure that
the unfettered access that the Prime Minister promised

is delivered to and implemented by business and trade in
Northern Ireland?

Mrs Dodds: As | have said many times, in Committee

and now in the House, our most important market, and
fundamental to the growth of our economy, is our market
with GB. We do more there than in any other part of our
marketing areas. It is vital, therefore, that we protect that
trade. The Prime Minister promised us unfettered access
to the United Kingdom'’s internal market, and the Executive
and Assembly need to ensure that the Prime Minister is
held to account in order to achieve that unfettered access
to our most important market.

The United Kingdom Government committed to including
the Executive on the delegation for the joint committee that
will look at those trading issues. We need to ensure that
we maximise our influence in that forum. | understand that
the Prime Minister has also written to the First Minister and
deputy First Minister and indicated that he will hold to his
promise of unfettered access.

Mr Allister: How can the Minister optimise the economic
opportunities if access to and from our biggest market is
fettered? Whereas the hyperbole of the Prime Minister
might be very soothing, is it compatible with the cold print
of the withdrawal agreement?

Mrs Dodds: | thank the Member for his question, which
gets to some very important points. It is the Prime Minister’s
promise to Northern Ireland that there will be unfettered
access. Itis up to us to ensure that he is held to that
promise. Unlike the Member, | will not take the European
Union view on this: | will work with my Government in
London to ensure that that unfettered access is a reality. It is
a fact and is absolutely undeniable: it is the most important
thing that we can do to ensure that the fundamentals of our
market access are secure to Great Britain.

As to the hyperbole of the Prime Minister, it is not for me,
neither do | have the time nor energy, to engage in that
kind of philosophical debate today.

Mr O’Toole: Going back to the initial premise of the
question, objective 6 in the Department’s strategic plan

states that the Department for the Economy will work to
have more people in better-paid jobs. It also talks about a
more competitive, balanced economy. Does the Minister
agree that the Home Secretary’s announcement last week
about new immigration rules flies in the face of that and
that it is an appalling set of proposals that will damage

the Northern Ireland economy? Will she also reflect on
the fact that it is another set of broken promises from the
Government in London?

Mrs Dodds: | thank the Member for his question. The
provision of more and better jobs is a primary objective

of my Department. Since becoming Minister, | have

been delighted to announce 85 jobs in connection with
Microsoft, as well announcing on Friday a further 155
jobs at a business in Coleraine. Investing in jobs is
investing in people, in families and in communities. That is
fundamental, and | hold it very dear.

On the immigration rules and the proposals that were set
out last week, we can agree with business and business
representatives that the salary threshold is a problem for
Northern Ireland. Although | have absolutely no desire to
make Northern Ireland a low-wage economy that appeals
to the lowest common denominator of the market, on
average, the salary threshold is an issue for Northern
Ireland. Many of our key industries, such as tourism, which
is thriving in Northern Ireland, rely on people who come

to live and work amongst us. Therefore, it is important
that we are able to retain those people. Perhaps one of
the issues that is not often talked about — you referred

to the competitiveness of our economy, which is hugely
important — is the fact that we share a land border with
an EU member state where there will be much less
immigration control. | do not want the competitiveness of
our companies and our economy to be impacted by those
issues. | understand that we as an Executive are writing to
express our concerns to the Prime Minister, and we hope
to meet him on those issues in the reasonably near future.

Dr Archibald: | refer to strategic objective 6. A Law Centre
event on Brexit and employment rights was held in the
Assembly today. Given that the withdrawal agreement
protocol on Ireland commits to no diminution of rights,
safeguards or equality of opportunity and that employment
is a devolved matter, does the Minister agree that we must
continue to meet at least the EU standard going forward
and look to strengthen employment rights?

Mrs Dodds: | thank the Member for her question. As
someone who has spent a lot of time in the European
institutions, | think that we should reflect on this idea

that we as a nation and as a country are not sympathetic
enough, democratic enough or aware enough to ensure
that we have our own appropriate and proper employment
rights. The body of European law has now been
transposed to the United Kingdom and, therefore, applies
in Northern Ireland. My Department has responsibility for
that area, and | will, of course, keep a close eye on it.

Since becoming Minister, | introduced the early conciliation
service, which is a benefit to employees in resolving
issues that have become protracted and difficult. As

most people know, | wish to introduce rights for bereaved
parents. Those are just a few of the areas that | will keep

a watching brief on. I will work with my officials to ensure
that we have appropriate, sensitive and legally watertight
employment laws.
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Mr Lyttle: Will the Minister give a clear commitment to
implement fully the withdrawal agreement Northern Ireland
protocol?

Mrs Dodds: | will commit today to working with our
Government to ensure that the protocol — | am always
struck by some Members who want to tie us up in EU
legislation for ever and a day — is used to make sure

that our economy is not hindered by any of the issues

that | have talked about — access to trade and trade
agreements — and that we do not put up barriers to our
most important economy in the rest of the United Kingdom.

Our access to the United Kingdom’s internal market is
fundamental.

As well as that, | will encourage our cross-border trade;

| will encourage our trade with the rest of Europe; and,
of course, | will encourage our trade with the rest of the
world. Those are all fundamental opportunities. We must
see the situation that we are now in as one where we
guard against problems and look for opportunity.

2.30 pm

Mr Deputy Speaker (Mr McGlone): That ends the period
for listed questions. We now move to topical questions.
Questions 4 and 7 have been withdrawn.

EU Work-life Balance Directive

T1. Mr Gildernew asked the Minister for the Economy
whether she has set a time frame for the implementation
of the EU work-life balance directive that was approved by
the EU council in June 2019. (AQT 121/17-22)

Mrs Dodds: No.

Mr Gildernew: Does the Minister recognise and agree

that working carers are some of the most disadvantaged

in our society and that they struggle to juggle their caring
responsibilities along with accessing, retaining and
protecting their progression in work? | ask the Minister to
consider implementing that directive as speedily as possible.

Mrs Dodds: | agree that we need to take care of those
amongst us who work in difficult occupations with the
vulnerable and that we should provide a proper work/life
balance for people in those roles. | know what it is like to
be a carer. It is a difficult position for people to be in, and
often the demands are 24/7. | understand the issues from a
personal perspective, and, while we will look at all aspects
of employment law, it is important that we recognise the
fundamental principles. At my previous Question Time, |
said that we should aim to have not just a legally watertight
system but a compassionate one.

Northern Ireland Centenary Celebrations

T2. Ms P Bradley asked the Minister for the Economy
what plans her Department is putting in place to
celebrate the centenary of Northern Ireland next year.
(AQT 122/17-22)

Mrs Dodds: | thank the Member for her question. Next
year is a significant year for Northern Ireland. Northern
Ireland will be 100 years old, and, while we will celebrate
a past century, we will look forward to a future century of
progress in this part of the United Kingdom.

As Minister for the Economy, | have been reflecting on this
important milestone in our community. At the turn of the
last century, Northern Ireland led the way in shipbuilding,
linen manufacturing and rope-works, and Belfast

was a hub of manufacturing activity. Today, Northern
Ireland leads the way in fintech, cybersecurity and new
digital technologies. | have also been reflecting that my
constituency is due to have a new visitor attraction from a
renowned and very famous production company situated
in an old linen mill, where we have married the past and
the present. | have been thinking along those lines, and |
think that we have a great story to tell.

| want to see us produce tourism projects to use the
opportunity to market Northern Ireland further on the world
stage. When | go to America in March, | will do that to a
number of new companies. It is an opportunity not just to
look at tourism and the economy but to provide skills for
our young people so that we can grow and provide the
proper skills to match the future of Northern Ireland.

Ms P Bradley: Coming from a strong east Belfast family
that worked in the shipyard and the rope-works, | am glad
to hear that. | am also glad to hear that we have moved
on considerably since then. | want to home in on what the
Minister said about skills for our young people. They are
our future and the future for Northern Ireland for the next
century. Can you please give an undertaking to ensure
that we do our utmost for our young people by upskilling
them in the skills that we need?

Mrs Dodds: As we think of Northern Ireland’s centenary,
it is important that we consider the future and allow people
to celebrate in all our communities, both old and new to
this part of the world, and that we build for the future.

The skills agenda is huge in my portfolio. | recently
attended a wonderful showcase for our apprentices and
higher-level apprentices. | want to see us develop more
skills that are relevant to our economy, not just skills
that help people into work but skills that will help them
to develop along their journey of work. That is the way in
which we can make our communities stronger and more
prosperous and the way in which we can have a more
inclusive and stable Northern Ireland.

Tuition Fees

T3. Mr Carroll asked the Minister for the Economy, given
her recent comments, which he welcomed, that students
should not be priced out of university, especially in the
light of her party leader’s recent pronouncements on

the issue, whether those comments can be taken as an
indication that she will not support raising tuition fees here.
(AQT 123/17-22)

Mrs Dodds: Of course, if you had read the full text of what
my party leader said, you would have seen that that is not
what she said. Anyway, we will not let the truth get in the
way of a good story.

| want to see us widening opportunity for all our
communities. That is an important and fundamental aspect
of the work that | will do. | do not want to see students
priced out of education. When we talk about reviewing
university funding, we should not pick on students as the
one aspect that we can drive for higher prices and better
margins. We will review the whole issue of higher and
further education funding in the next year to 18 months.
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It is important that we look at it in the round. | want to see

opportunity and education advanced to all communities. It
is important that | stick by the comment that | do not want

to see anyone priced out of education.

Mr Carroll: | thank the Minister for her response, but it is
disappointing that she did not rule out tuition fees going

up in this Assembly term. Is it fair that people who availed
themselves of free education can tell students that they
have to be landed with a mountain of debt when they come
out of university?

Mrs Dodds: Since that can be directed only at people of
my generation and era, | will answer it personally. | was
the first in my family to go to university. University and
education opened up a huge number of opportunities to
me. Those opportunities should be extended to all young
people. | am therefore committed to taking forward a fair
review. | am not looking to price people out of education or
to saddle youngsters with debt that will stay with them for a
long time, but we must look at the issues in the round and
arrive at a conclusion that we can all be satisfied with.

We also have to allow our universities to advance, grow
and progress. There is a balance to be struck, but, if we
keep the principles in mind, we can come to that very fair
balance in the end.

Derry City and Strabane District Council:
Project Approval

T5. Ms Mullan asked the Minister for the Economy when
she will approve Derry City and Strabane District Council’s
strategic outline cases for two innovation and two digital
projects currently on her desk. (AQT 125/17-22)

Mrs Dodds: Those issues are working their way through
the system. When they come to me in the fullness of time,
we will look at them in the round.

Ms Mullan: | thank the Minister for her response. Given

the Minister’s earlier answer on the centenary, she will
understand that, in looking to the future and developing
skills, these are important projects for Derry, Strabane and
the wider north-west. In keeping with the commitments

to target resources on the basis of objective need and to
tackle regional disparities laid out in both the Programme for
Government and ‘New Decade, New Approach’, | urge the
Minister to give a time frame for a decision on the proposals.

Mrs Dodds: It is clear to anyone who has read my recent
comments that | am committed to building an economy
across Northern Ireland for all of its communities. That
includes the north-west, the south-west and all parts of
Northern Ireland. It is important that | state that again
today. We will progress the issues that she raises in as
timely a manner as we can.

Viewable Media UK Ltd/Grenke

T6. Mrs D Kelly asked the Minister for the Economy to
outline what interim and long-term support her Department
will give to the over 400 businesses here that are facing
financial hardship due to advertising deals with Viewable
Media UK Ltd and Grenke, notwithstanding the fact that an
ombudsman’s investigation is ongoing. (AQT 126/17-22)

Mrs Dodds: The Member’s colleague spoke to me about
the issue last week, and | have passed it to officials for
a review. As soon as we have conclusions, | will commit

to talking to both you and your colleague to see if we

can identify a way forward and work with it. It seems
scandalous that this has gone on for some time, but we are
working on it. | got the information last week, and | will talk
to you when it is available to me.

Mrs D Kelly: | thank the Minister for her response and her
commitment. | ask the Minister to meet not only ourselves
but the stakeholders, some of whom were up here
campaigning last week. It is important that we understand
the fine level of detail that impacts on what really are
difficult times for struggling businesses.

Mrs Dodds: | accept that completely. As soon as we have
looked at and worked through the issues, | will talk to you.
We can meet whatever groups it is necessary to meet.
That is not a problem.

Immigration: Impact on Local Businesses

T8. Mr Lunn asked the Minister for the Economy, given
that she answered a question in a similar vein earlier, for
an assessment of the likely impact on local businesses
of the new immigration regime being proposed by the UK
Government. (AQT 128/17-22)

Mrs Dodds: We want to make sure that, as we go forward
in this new era independent of the European Union, we
maximise opportunity but also try to limit the difficulties
that face us. Obviously, we are in a very fluid and new
situation in relation to the immigration rules. | have listened
carefully to business, the service sector, tourism and the
healthcare sector, where there are many issues around
the level of wage control that there will be. However, there
is also an opportunity to ensure that we do not sink to the
lowest common denominator in our wage economy. The
situation is new and fluid. When we have conducted the
impact assessments, we will make any advice available.

2.45 pm

Mr Lunn: | thank the Minister for her answer. She will be
aware of the Home Secretary’s figures on economically
inactive people that were announced over the weekend,
which have been largely rubbished by everybody in sight
because they are so utterly inaccurate and preposterous
and not worth consideration. They include carers, students
and retired people, and they are expected to take on the
jobs of immigrants. Will she agree with me that that is
quite ridiculous and that there might even be a case for
differentiation in terms of Northern Ireland?

Mrs Dodds: | understand the Member’s question about
the economically inactive, and it is an issue that | will have
to grapple with in the Department. In Northern Ireland, we
still have a relatively high economically inactive percentage
in the population and therefore | want to see more people
back in work and to see more flexible routes to get people
back into work. However, that does not take away from

his basic and valid point that many of those people who
are described as economically inactive are people who
perform incredibly important caring roles, are students

or have a disability. There are fundamental challenges in
relation to this. | have already set out concerns around the
salary level for people coming to Northern Ireland. This

is one area on which we can make representation to our
Government, and | know that the First Minister and deputy
First Minister have committed to doing that.
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Mr Deputy Speaker (Mr McGlone): That concludes our
business. | thank the Minister.

Education

Climate Emergency

1. Dr Archibald asked the Minister of Education
whether he intends to introduce education on the climate
emergency into the curriculum. (AQO 193/17-22)

Mr Weir (The Minister of Education): | thank the Member
for her question. This is a very important subject, as was
highlighted by the fact that it was one of the first debates in
the Assembly, and | know that the Member opposite was
instrumental in bringing forward that motion.

Climate change should concern us all and the Executive,
as a whole, are committed to tackling it, and New Decade,
New Approach signalled its intention to develop a strategy
to address the immediate and longer-term impact.
Education plays a critical role in educating our youngest
citizens on this subject, and sustainable development

is already part of the curriculum at primary level via

The World Around Us and through the environment and
society elements of learning at Key Stage 3. During that,
pupils will explore environmental and climate change

and how to exercise environmental stewardship, and

are helped to develop an understanding of the need for
environmental change to be sustainable. Pupils can gain
an understanding of the interdependence of society, the
economy and the environment and can develop respect
for the needs of present and future generations and the
importance of securing a sustainable environment. Pupils
also have the opportunity to pursue qualifications at Key
Stage 4 and post-16 that explicitly cover issues relevant to
climate change.

The curriculum is designed to be adaptable and dynamic.
It devolves a great deal of autonomy to schools and
trusts the professionalism of teachers. The aim is to lift
the burden of prescription and allow space for innovative
approaches to learning. The Council for the Curriculum,
Examinations and Assessment supports this by developing
curricular resources for schools and teachers, including
resources that cover issues like climate change. Of
course, there is always more that can be done, and my
Department will be working alongside the rest of the
Executive to develop that climate change strategy.

Dr Archibald: | thank the Minister for his response. Young
people have been to the fore of the activism that has

been highlighting the climate emergency and should be
commended for that, but does the Minister agree that we
need to harness and encourage that? Does he agree that,
while respecting the need for flexibility and the devolution
of certain abilities to schools to set their own curriculum
priorities, there needs to be, as part of that, evidence- and
science-based education on the causes of the climate
emergency and the impact of that on all of our lives?

Mr Weir: | would like to think that, particularly when we
are talking about science issues, it is always evidence-
based. From the point of view of the curriculum, | will make
two points. | have a great deal of faith in our schools and
our teachers to be able to use their autonomy wisely, and

| do not think that it is particularly my role to impose on
them. Indeed, | am under a restriction, as any Education

Minister would be — it is the right restriction — under the
2006 Order, which means that Ministers are barred from
indicating particular time frames to schools that they need
to set aside for particular subjects. That is about ensuring
that there is not micromanagement or interference. It is
right that we have evidence-based teaching, rather than
any attempt by any Minister, of whatever description,

to impose what they believe to be important through
micromanagement of the curriculum.

The important thing is to ensure that there are
opportunities for our pupils but that schools are not

simply left on their own. That is why the role of CCEA in
developing materials is important. It is the case that, while
there may be particular teachers and schools that feel very
passionately about particular subjects, they do not, in and
of themselves, possess the expertise to draw down their
own materials. Therefore, it is important that that bank

of evidence-, science- and expertise-based materials is
available to them.

Mr Newton: Does the Minister have any plans to convert
the school estate to more sustainable energy sources?

Mr Weir: As indicated, as part of the overall process, we
have been working with the Executive to see what wider
context we can prevail on. My Department already invests
in a wide range of measures to reduce carbon emissions
in the school estate. That includes certain efficiency
measures, such as boiler replacement installation, the
installation of LED lighting and solar panels and the
provision of energy monitors, as well as encouraging
sustainable lifestyles and travel. While those are important
first steps, the cross-departmental future generations
group will seek to address climate change and mitigate

its impact. Those, of course, are over and above the
individual actions that a range of schools take. For
instance, quite a number of schools have embraced Eco-
Schools and the aim of getting that flag of indication that
they are environmentally friendly. We need to encourage
that and to provide that level of support where possible.

Mr Allister: Does the Minister agree that it is important,
particularly with people of an impressionable age, to
debunk the hysteria that attends this subject and, indeed,
to deal with the tendency towards anarchy among, for
example, the Extinction Rebellion protests? Does he
further agree that it is very important that, when our
children deal with the subject, they do so in a balanced
way, that eco-fascists do not put their view upon them and
that people who would lead them, for example, into the
anarchy of Extinction Rebellion are properly addressed as
an example that is not to be followed?

Mr Deputy Speaker (Mr McGlone): There may have been
a number of questions there. The Minister can choose
which to answer.

Mr Weir: | will pick from the gamut of questions that have
been put to me. As we are speaking in the Assembly, | am
sure that the Deputy Speaker would agree that avoiding
anarchy, where possible, is always a useful direction of
travel.

As | indicated to the original questioner, it is important that
teaching is based on evidence and science and that the
issues are tackled rationally. People will have particular
passions, but it is important that teaching is done in

such a way that imparts the information in a balanced

and evidential manner. People may be passionate, but
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it is important that they do not embrace a route that is
disruptive to others. It is also important that we have
respect for one another in how we express our views.

Mr Lyttle: What action is the Minister taking to encourage
cycling proficiency and safe routes to school to support a
modal shift in transport and to promote sustainable, active
travel for children and young people?

Mr Weir: The role that home-to-school transport, in
particular, can play is important. It has been encouraging
to see schools working with organisations such as
Sustrans to develop that. At the moment, 84,000 pupils
each day are involved in home-to-school transport that

is provided by school buses. Every opportunity should

be taken to encourage greater mobility, either on foot or
cycling. The current review of home-to-school transport,
which we will come to later, looks at how we deliver the aim
of reducing emissions. | have some nostalgia — although,
quite clearly, it is not applicable in every case — about
my own school days, when | walked to and from school.

| suspect that some of those days are gone; as Members
will appreciate, it was quite a long time ago that | was at
primary school. We should do everything that we can to
encourage cycling and walking, and a healthier lifestyle at
school level and, probably, around the Chamber would be
useful if we all adopted it.

Mr McGrath: | will avoid the temptation to comment on the
last response. Will the Minister outline his Department’s
position on allowing pupils to join future strike movements
on climate change? Will he give a guarantee that no pupil
will be punished for such?

Mr Weir: It is important that people express their passions
and support for different organisations, but | do not want

to see them being taken out of school to do that. There is

a distinction between what people do outside of school
hours — there is great value in expressing that passion

— and disrupting the school day, which | am not in favour

of. Ultimately, any discipline that is applied to a pupil is,

in the first instance, for the school; it has to draw its own
conclusion. | want to see it being done in a productive way
that does not disrupt others. To take a leaf out of Mr Allister’s
book, it should be done in a non-hysterical way across the
board so that we can have calm, rational discussions. These
are very serious issues for the future of not only schools

but our planet, so they have to be tackled in a calm, non-
sensationalist way. As | said, | am not keen on situations in
which pupils are taken out of school unnecessarily.

Miss Woods: Without going into the previous subject or
the importance of listening to our young people, who are
leading the way on this matter and are doing a lot of the

work that the rest of us are not, does the Minister agree,
given the urgency of the issue, that climate science and

sustainability should be included in teacher training?

Mr Weir: There is an unusual situation in teacher training:
the role for the Department of Education is largely to
prescribe the numbers. The Department for the Economy
then produces the financial support for that. The detail

of the curriculum is largely provided by the institutions
themselves. A wide range of things need to be built into
that. Again, | am not going to micromanage by saying
what precisely should be involved in initial teacher
education, but there is good work to be done between the
Departments and the teacher institutions to ensure that

teachers are prepared fully for the full curriculum that lies
ahead.

Minor Works Programme: Funding

2. Ms Anderson asked the Minister of Education
what plans he has to ensure that funding for the minor
works programme meets current and emerging needs.
(AQO 194/17-22)

Mr Weir: | thank the Member for her question. My
Department has made significant investment in the
schools estate through minor improvement works. The
expenditure in 2016-17 was £66 million. In 2017-18, it was
£63-8 million, and, in 2018-19, it was £84-2 million. The
budget for the current year for minor works is £83-2 million,
which is roughly about half of the overall total outside of
non-ring-fenced expenditure.

Despite the increasing investment in minor works,
significant demand for further improvement remains. As we
increase the relative expenditure on major works and the
school enhancement programme over the next five years,
that will be an important element of improving the overall
health of the estate in the medium to long term. Although
there can be certain situations where there is a quick

fix because something is needed very quickly, it is also
about improving the overall stock of the estate. A balance
needs to be struck in the Department’s capital budget to
deal with immediate minor works pressures and the more
strategic investments in major works and SEPs. If those are
successful, the demand for minor works will reduce.

My Department will continue to bid for additional funding to
enhance the school estate. If the Member can influence her
friend the Finance Minister to provide that capital funding,
the money will be gratefully received by the Department.

3.00 pm

Ms Anderson: | refer the Minister to what he just said
about a healthier lifestyle. Minister, in your role, you will
know how important that is for children. In the context of
physical health and well-being, | want to ask him about St
Joseph’s Boys’ School in Derry. Six years ago, the school
was promised a 3G pitch, and it is still waiting. Given the
funding allocation that you received and the implication of
the British Government’s austerity cuts on the Executive,
| can understand how you will struggle at times and

have to prioritise. However, six years ago, that school
was promised a 3G pitch and is still waiting. | say that in
the context of physical health and well-being and their
importance to children.

Mr Weir: | thank the Member for her supplementary.

On the Department of Education’s mainstream funding,
one thing is for sure: we will make sure that the capital
funding is spent. Whether it is a mix of major capital works,
strategic estate partnerships and minor works, we will
make sure that there is the fullest delivery possible.

| am happy to look in detail at the specifics of St Joseph’s.
As the Member will appreciate, | do not have to hand the
detail on the exact capital position of every school in the
country. | commit to finding out the situation in regard to
any delays at St Joseph'’s, and | will write to the Member in
connection with that.

Mr Humphrey: The Minister will be aware that officials
from his Department and the Education Authority have
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been in front of the Committee in recent weeks. At those
meetings, members expressed concern about the state
of the schools estate, giving a number of examples, as

| do now: Glenwood Primary School in my constituency
of North Belfast. How much does the Department spend
annually on maintenance across the schools estate in
Northern Ireland?

Mr Weir: There can be a slightly artificial dividing line
between what constitutes minor works and what counts
as maintenance. Financial pressures in maintenance will
come directly out of the resource budget.

The figures are that £19-4 million was invested in 2016-17;
a further £16 million in 2017-18; and £20-5 million in 2018-
19, the last full financial year. The maintenance budget for
this year is approximately £18-5 million. In addition to that,
there was approximately £90 million of investment in minor
capital works. With that cocktail of measures, the aim
must be to deal with the immediate pressures to ensure
that there is a balance between those and other more
major capital works. To some extent, the more that can

be directly invested in major capital works, the more that
eases the burden on maintenance. There is a belief that an
additional amount needs to be found for maintenance next
year, which | will certainly try to do.

We sought a range of minor works a number of years

ago. The very large pool of works that was produced is
gradually being worked through. However, we have to
ensure that the maintenance takes place at the same time.
It is about getting the balance in the cocktail right.

Ms S Bradley: Does the Minister have any concerns that
there are schools across Northern Ireland that may be in
breach of health and safety standards and fire protection
standards or might be inaccessible to pupils with
disabilities, visiting parents or general staff? Will he find
a more cost-effective way of delivering the remedial work
required in those instances?

Mr Weir: The Member makes two points. There is a
particular issue with some of the maintenance work. We
need to look at where the delegation of budgets lies and
give greater opportunity for lower-level procurement from
within schools. That is very significant, and a later question
also deals with that.

Where any maintenance or minor works give rise to
particular issues of health and safety — | am not saying
that all of those have been solved across the school estate
— they will always jump to the front of the queue. Any risk
to pupils must come top of the list. One of the frustrations,
particularly where minor works are concerned, is that we
have a ranked list of those works from the previous call.
That is, and rightly so, subject to change. An electrical
issue or something else concerning health and safety may
be identified, and that will supersede the pre-existing list,
so there will always be an attempt to prioritise it. As with
other issues, there are not unlimited resources, so we can
do only as much as we can. Dealing with anything that
puts any child at risk has to be top of the list.

School Transport

3. Mr McHugh asked the Minister of Education, in light of
the home-to-school transport review, what changes he will
make to school transport provision. (AQO 195/17-22)

Mr Weir: My Department’s ongoing review of home-to-
school transport aims to ensure that the policy is fit for
purpose and sustainable over the long term. The review is
focusing on the current policy, and any changes proposed
as a result will be subject to full public consultation.
Home-to-school transport plays an important role not
only in supporting the attendance of pupils at schools but
in contributing to a number of wider government policy
aims, such as the reduction of air pollution and of traffic
congestion. By its nature and because, for instance, there
is considerable reliance on organisations like Translink,
this is very much a cross-cutting issue, and, therefore,

if there was any proposal for policy change, it would be
brought to the Executive. It is not a unilateral matter for the
Department of Education.

Mr McHugh: Thank you, Minister, for your response.
Unfortunately, my supplementary question, which | raise
on behalf of people who live in the Glenmornan and
Domemana area, is stimulated as a result of a negative
experience at a time of amalgamation of schools. As

a representative of that rural area, | ask the Minister

to ensure that any changes that he intends to make to
school transport provision meet the needs of rural people
and ensure that they are not left disadvantaged. The
experience to date has been that amalgamations have,
unfortunately, left some people out in the cold.

Mr Weir: The Member makes a very valid point. The
figures are such that the vast majority — I think, off the
top of my head, it is about 67,000 out of that 84,000 —
are pupils transported in rural areas. It may well be that,
through a wider consultation, a range of options will be
offered in different directions. It is important that those
take particular account of the rural community. It is also
the case that, particularly where there are amalgamations,
we need to ensure that those are given sufficient weight
and opportunity to bed in. Quite often, amalgamation will
provide a good educational way forward and produce a
sound economic way forward, but it will create levels of
financial pressure in the first place. It is important that,
whatever point is reached in home-to-school transport,
the schools are clearly accessible to those pupils and the
opportunity is given for them to be able to have the fullest
education as a result.

Mr McCrossan: Has the Minister any plans to review
the distances required to satisfy school transport? There
are quite a number of pupils in my area who just miss
out. They live in very rural and dangerous parts of the
constituency. They could not possibly consider walking
to school and do not have any access to any form of
transportation.

Mr Weir: At this stage, there is a series of options, none

of which any particular conclusion has been drawn on.

The overall distance requirement in either direction has to
be on the table to be looked at. | think that the distances
being used were produced in the 1940s, so there is

an argument about whether they are necessarily fit for
purpose. Balanced against that must be the pressure on
the wider public purse and, obviously, the impact that it has
on transport.

The Member highlights a problem, and it is difficult to find
a solution that solves it.

He highlights an unfairness that can create problems in
communities. For example, in the post-primary sector,
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the family of someone who lives 2-:99 miles away from a
school has to pay the full amount, yet someone who lives
three miles and 10 metres away will get free transport.
There is a level of inequity there. Finding a solution is
probably easier than stating the problem, but two pupils
who get on a school bus at exactly the same point will
often be treated in a different fashion.

If we reach the stage of having any public consultation,
people can give their views on probably a wide range of
options. What everybody would like will be against the
backdrop of high financial constraints. The issue is not
directly related to any particular school, but | appreciate
the service that is provided to people.

Ms Armstrong: Will the Minister confirm whether his
Department has done any scoping exercise on yellow
school buses to see whether they can be used by youth
organisations, given the fact that youth organisations also
fall under his remit? | am very aware that the yellow buses
sit doing nothing most weekends, all summer and during
other holiday periods. Very little use is made of them. Your
Department is in charge of youth services as well, so | am
interested to know what scoping exercise has been done
to make those vehicles available, with or without driver, to
youth organisations.

Mr Weir: As we move forward and as part of wider home-
to-school transport provision, we will look at interaction
with other Departments. The issue raised interacts with the
Department for Infrastructure’s remit.

We need to realise that there will be a programme to
replace buses. Ultimately, a bus can produce only a certain
mileage, so it is not simply a question of buses lying idle.
Although we want to make sure that there is maximum
usage made of them, that may have the knock-on effect

of those buses having to be replaced sooner. That will

also need to be factored in. | am open to any suggestions.
We need to see a much more joined-up approach across
transport as a whole. | know that the Member has a
background in community transport, and | am sure that she
has detailed thoughts that she will want to share.

Mr M Bradley: What improvements are being made to
school transport service delivery?

Mr Weir: School transport lies largely with the Education
Authority (EA). It is not and has not been in a position

to make policy changes, but it has made a range of
operational improvements to home-to-school transport to
try to make it more effective and accessible, particularly
with the launch of the online eligibility checker tool, which
gives parents a much quicker indication of whether their
child will be eligible for transport. That has been quite
successful. Indeed, in the current academic year, there
were 27,000 applications.

The authority has also digitalised its transport network

to improve the accuracy of its eligibility assessment.

As part of the Department of Finance’s small business
research initiative, the EA is piloting a new digital tool to
improve safety on board buses, allowing pupils, parents
and schools to use an online app to track the bus on its
journey. A business case is also being considered on
replacement of buses, and that will feed into the level of
modern-day provision that can be made. Therefore, there
is a range of things.

Mr Beggs: In the home-to-school transport review, has
there been an acknowledgement that many bus stops are
inadequate? There may not be a safe location off-road,
and those buses serving many villages and hamlets do
not even have a shelter where young people can take
cover from the winter storms. Will the Minister undertake
to engage with other Ministers, particularly the Minister for
Infrastructure, to see how the situation can be improved?

Mr Weir: To a large extent, any improvements to the
layout of roads, places for a bus to stop to allow people
to disembark or embark and issues with bus shelters lie
outside the remit of my Department, but | am happy to
work with others to see what improvements can be made.

3.15 pm

Head Teachers

5. Mr Stalford asked the Minister of Education what plans
he has to enhance the powers and autonomy of head
teachers. (AQO 197/17-22)

Mr Weir: | acknowledge the continued commitment and
professional leadership that is shown by school leaders.
Head teachers, subject to the agreement of their boards of
governors, are afforded considerable levels of autonomy
on a day-to-day basis that mainly covers responsibility

for internal organisation, management discipline of their
schools and the implementation of the school development
plans. They also have autonomy in areas of workforce
management such as managing absence and timetabling.

| am open to seeing where there can be other measures
to increase autonomy. Whenever it has been mooted

in the past, there has been a mixed bag of responses
from school principals, but, in issues such as minor
procurement, there is a good case for a more relaxed
regime that enables, if you like, delivery on the ground.
Again, it is part of an overall position of putting trust in the
professionalism of our teaching workforce.

Mr Deputy Speaker (Mr McGlone): There is time for a
very brief supplementary question.

Mr Stalford: | am very grateful, Mr Deputy Speaker. On
financial deregulation and management, the Minister
mentioned small procurement, which is a particular issue
here. How do we compare with other UK regions?

Mr Weir: England and Wales are very similar to ourselves
at present. The Republic of Ireland has a much more
centralised system. Scotland is not part of the same local
management style, and therefore funding arrangements
have a much greater level of central control. We need to
develop what is appropriate to our needs.

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

Transfer Testing: Negative Impact

T1. Mr McHugh asked the Minister of Education whether,
in the light of the report produced by Right to Education
(R2E) in June 2019, which found that 92% of teachers felt
that transfer testing had a significant negative impact on
the health of children, he will consider his position on the
use of academic selection in schools. (AQT 131/17-22)
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Mr Weir: As Yogi Bear once said, “It's déja vu all over
again, Boo-Boo”. There is no doubt that there is not a
level of consensus about academic selection at both

an academic level and a political level. | am keen that

we do not disappear down that level of rabbit hole. | am
supportive both of the right of schools to use academic
selection and of academic selection. The reason | say
that is that, if we make a comparison with England, we
see a situation where selection will happen, because
there will always be schools that are oversubscribed, but
the alternative they employ is that a section of the school
population is effectively private education, where selection
happens very much by the ability to pay. We have seen
many prominent figures in neighbouring jurisdictions

who have benefited from private education, but that is
because they had wealthier parents. Whatever the flaws in
academic selection, replacing it with a system that would
inevitably have a greater emphasis on the ability to pay
would be a retrograde step for academic achievement and
social mobility.

Mr McHugh: | agree that, if the type of school a person
goes to was based on how well-off a person is, that system
should in every way be confronted. The UN Committee

on the Rights of the Child, the Equality Commission, the
Human Rights Commission, the Children’s Commissioner,
the OECD and the trade union movement have all called
for an end to academic selection in schools. Is the Minister
content to see the continued use of academic selection in
schools in the light of the evidence against it?

Mr Weir: Again, | have indicated that you need to look not
only at where we are today but at what the position would
be if we did not have academic selection. | am tempted

to say that | refer the Member to the answer | gave John
O’Dowd at Question Time a fortnight ago. | note that the
Member is at one with me at least on the first point, in that
he does not want to see a system that is driven by the
ability to pay. Inevitably, if we simply remove academic
selection, that is what will happen. We have seen it happen
in other jurisdictions. In England, around 7% of the school
population attends public schools, on the basis of the
ability of their parents to pay for it, and there is a range

of private schools in the Republic of Ireland. Whatever is
said about the current system here, | think it is fairer. In
short, | am not seeking to change the idea of academic
selection. If there are measures that can be taken to make
it a smoother or less stressful process, that is something
we need to embrace. However, it has been, | think, more
than a decade since the official tests were abolished, and
we see more children going through transfer tests and
academic selection, so there is clearly a desire for it. We
have to accept that reality, irrespective of where we are on
the argument about academic selection.

School Transport

T2. Mr Catney asked the Minister of Education what
plans he has to try to reduce car journeys made by pupils
who live within a mile or two of their school gates, given
that he might be aware of recently released statistics on
the reliance on cars to get pupils to and from schools.
(AQT 132/17-22)

Mr Weir: This is about transport to schools. There is an
ongoing problem in the use of car transport to schools,

which disrupts the quality of life of a lot of neighbours of
schools. | know that schools have tried to solve it; some

have a tougher regime than others. Unfortunately, it tends
to produce short-term relief that lasts only for a while, and
then people will again encroach on the area.

If we can encourage more pupils to walk or cycle to school,
perhaps by working with organisations, it will help ease the
burden. It is understandable that many parents will take
the view that they want to take their child to school in a car,
and no amount of dissuading has an impact.

Mr Catney: | am sure that the Minister will agree with

me, if he lets me move off the subject for a second, that,
in mind of what happens this Saturday — that particular
date — many a relationship has been struck up at school.
| look at the glances back and forward across the Floor.
Everyone who is single, be careful: it is a leap year on the
29th [Laughter.] On a serious note, is the Minister aware
of the prohibitive rules for receiving free school transport?
Will he address them, specifically to allow more students
to avail themselves of that service and therefore cut down
the reliance on the motor car?

Mr Weir: The Member mentioned the significance of the
date at the end of this month. It is clear that, shall we say,
the production of children is not dependent on marriage
proposals. | am sure that the Member will be aware of that.

In all seriousness, home to school transport is about
balancing the availability of that transport with the public
cost. There is a finite budget for education. If, for example,
we were all minded to say, “Let us increase the eligibility
for home to school transport to a much greater extent

and increase the money spent on it”, that would come,
ultimately, at the expense of school budgets, either directly
or as an opportunity cost to them. Consequently, that has
to be borne in mind in any discussion that takes place.
When proposals on home to school transport are ready,
they will be put out to public consultation. It may well be
that, when that is done, it is done in an open-ended way,
so that we can look at ways in which availability is either
increased or decreased. However, they are cross-cutting
issues, and they have an impact, particularly on the
Department for Infrastructure.

Socially Disadvantaged: Definition

T3. Ms Kimmins asked the Minister of Education to
outline his plans to review the definition of “socially
disadvantaged”, which is used in the application process
for the allocation of preschool places. (AQT 133/17-22)

Mr Weir: | understand that. At the moment, there is a
degree of disjoint. There is a longer-term and a short-
term situation. The introduction of universal credit has
created a level of mismatch. We are examining whether
regulations are needed to bring that into line and how that
can be done. In the longer run, particularly for preschool
placements, there is a commitment in ‘New Decade, New
Approach’ to widen the availability of childcare, particularly
for three- to four-year-olds. At the moment, around 62%
of those who avail themselves of a preschool place are in
part-time settings. We would ease a lot of the problems if
we moved to a situation in which whatever is being made
is made on a more universal basis. That would inevitably
lead to a considerable increase in the overall offer that
can be made by increasing the number of places that

are available. To some extent, that will also have a role

in the longer run in alleviating the situation to ensure that
everybody is on a level playing field.
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Ms Kimmins: As the Minister will be aware, people in
receipt of benefits such as contribution-based employment
and support allowance and tax credits do not currently
qualify as socially disadvantaged under the preschool
application process. Will the Minister consider that when
reviewing the process and take it into account?

Mr Weir: As | said, there is an indication that the current
situation is not fit for purpose and has a level of mismatch.
| will look at the criteria. There is also a balance to be
struck: if criteria are simply considerably widened, there
will be large financial implications. All those things are
interdependent and will be dependent on the available
budget. However, where are at present in terms of the
qualifiers and what is there in terms of the benefits system
do not align with each other. At the very least, there needs
to be a greater level of alignment, which, | suspect, will
require some form of change in the regulations.

Lea Green Primary Referral Unit

T4. Ms P Bradley asked the Minister of Education

to explain why the Lea Green primary referral unit in
Newtownabbey has ceased to provide its much-needed
services for children. (AQT 134/17-22)

Mr Weir: | am aware of the very good work that has been
done in Lea Green, particularly in dealing with challenging
behaviour. A previous questioner mentioned health and
safety: it is a health and safety issue that has been raised.
The exterior of the mobile classroom was in a poor state

of repair, and sections of the outer partition of the building
had been damaged by storms. As part of remedial work
undertaken by the EA, further health and safety reports
were done in 2019 that identified additional issues. In

order to support children who had been referred to those
provisions, the EA has provided additional in-school
resources as a temporary measure. To date, they are not
taking any additional referrals. We need to have buildings
that are absolutely fit for purpose and meet health and safety
requirements. | have often been to schools where what

is provided is not ideal but would meet health and safety
requirements. If there are health and safety issues, they
have to be taken into account in any provision that we make,
particularly for children with special educational needs.

Ms P Bradley: | thank the Minister for his answer; it
certainly answers some questions that local teachers

have asked. | know of the unit; it was stuck on to the side
of Glengormley youth centre for many years. If they are
looking for a suitable location, may | suggest that they look
no further than Rathcoole Primary School?

Mr Weir: There will clearly be a replacement. The
Education Authority has direct responsibility for deciding
on the location and, obviously, will look at the wider
interests of the area, particularly around Newtownabbey,
Ballyclare, Glengormley and Carrickfergus, to see what will
service that. It is not simply that the unit has disappeared,;
a replacement will be put in place, and, from that point of
view, they are examining what would be the most suitable
site. | am sure that they will take on board the suggestion
of Rathcoole and, indeed, other sites and see what
location is best suited and most able to provide that vital
support for children with behavioural needs.

3.30 pm

Truancy: Educational Underachievement

T5. Mr Beggs asked the Minister of Education whether he
accepts that the statistics on school attendance by ward
that he provided in a recent answer to a written question,
which showed that as many as 43% of post-primary
school pupils have less than 85% attendance at school,
are unacceptable and that those pupils will suffer from
educational underachievement. (AQT 135/17-22)

Mr Weir: We need to tackle truancy. The Department

is, for example, very much trying to indicate the value

of education and the importance of school attendance,
and that has been part of the campaigns. When you drill
down into individual wards, it can produce relatively small
numbers and create a particularly high percentage on that
basis. It is undoubtedly the case that, while attendance
overall is good, and, indeed, there are levels of academic
success, we also have pockets of underachievement.
Clearly, attendance at school is a key element in that.
While we will look to see what measures can be taken in
the short term, as part of the agreement, a panel will be
established to look at educational underachievement, and
attendance at school will be a key element of that.

Mr Beggs: Does the Minister acknowledge that it takes
the school, the parent and the community to educate a
child and that high levels of poor attendance often show
that there are problems, not just at school? Will he liaise
with educational welfare, schools and local councils,
which have their community plans, on the issue and on the
importance of involving all the community?

Mr Weir: | agree with the Member that the answer

to issues of attendance and underachievement lies
holistically beyond the classroom. We have seen elements
of good practice, particularly in parts of Belfast, where
there has been that interconnection between the school
community, the wider community and the parental
community. Trying to build that nexus is critical. There are
examples of good practice, and we need to ensure that we
roll that out and get an understanding of it so that we can
start to tackle those pockets of underachievement.

Mr Deputy Speaker (Mr McGlone): | thank the Minister.
Time is now up. | ask Members to take their ease, please.
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Executive Committee Business

Supply Resolution for the Spring
Supplementary Estimates 2019-2020 and
Supply Resolution for the Northern Ireland
Estimates and Vote on Account 2020-21

Debate resumed on motion:

That this Assembly approves that a sum, not exceeding
£17,519,166,000, be granted out of the Consolidated
Fund, for or towards defraying the charges for the
Northern Ireland Departments, the Food Standards
Agency, the Northern Ireland Assembly Commission,
the Northern Ireland Audit Office, the Northern

Ireland Authority for Utility Regulation, the Northern
Ireland Public Services Ombudsman, and the Public
Prosecution Service for Northern Ireland for the

year ending 31 March 2020 and that resources,

not exceeding £21,022,321,000, be authorised for

use by the Northern Ireland Departments, the Food
Standards Agency, the Northern Ireland Assembly
Commission, the Northern Ireland Audit Office, the
Northern Ireland Authority for Utility Regulation, the
Northern Ireland Public Services Ombudsman, and the
Public Prosecution Service for Northern Ireland for the
year ending 31 March 2020 as summarised for each
Department or other public body in columns 2(c) and
3(c) of table 1 in the volume of the Northern Ireland
spring Supplementary Estimates 2019-2020 that was
laid before the Assembly on 19 February 2020. — [Mr
Murphy (The Minister of Finance).]

The following motion stood in the Order Paper:

That this Assembly approves that a sum, not exceeding
£7,962,895,000, be granted out of the Consolidated
Fund, for or towards defraying the charges for the
Northern Ireland Departments, the Food Standards
Agency, the Northern Ireland Assembly Commission,
the Northern Ireland Audit Office, the Northern

Ireland Authority for Utility Regulation, the Northern
Ireland Public Services Ombudsman, and the Public
Prosecution Service for Northern Ireland for the

year ending 31 March 2021 and that resources,

not exceeding £9,054,440,000, be authorised for

use by the Northern Ireland Departments, the Food
Standards Agency, the Northern Ireland Assembly
Commission, the Northern Ireland Audit Office, the
Northern Ireland Authority for Utility Regulation, the
Northern Ireland Public Services Ombudsman, and the
Public Prosecution Service for Northern Ireland for the
year ending 31 March 2021 as summarised for each
Department or other public body in columns 4 and 6 of
table 1 in the Northern Ireland Estimates and Vote on
Account 2020-21 that was laid before the Assembly
on 19 February 2020. — [Mr Murphy (The Minister of
Finance).]

Mr McGuigan: | intend to direct my remarks on the
Estimates as party spokesperson on the environment.
Before | get there, | welcome the intention of the Finance
Minister to secure a Budget for 2020-21 that delivers

for public services and for all the citizens here in the
North. | also welcome last week’s reallocation by the

Finance Minister of this year’s Budget across a number

of Departments, particularly the £10 million to help to
address pressures in our health service, the additional £5
million to help with pressures in education and, indeed, the
£3 million to the Department for Infrastructure for winter
services, urgent street lighting and road repairs.

| know that in my constituency of North Antrim the totality
of the reallocation across the three Departments will be
welcome, particularly given that, in the Chamber recently,
| asked the Minister for Infrastructure about extending
the winter gritting service to rural roads to provide rural
communities access, particularly to schools on mornings
like this morning, when | know that a number of schools
had to close, and a number of children were not able to
get to school because of the lack of gritting. | hope that
this additional money will allow the Minister to look at that
again. | also raised the fact that one electrician looks after
street lighting repairs across three councils, from Belfast
to Derry, with over 3,000 lights in need of repair. | also
highlighted the growing number of potholes appearing on
our roads. | hope that the Minister for Infrastructure will
spend her recent reallocation swiftly.

Moving on to today’s Estimates generally, | welcome the
opportunity to debate the existing and forthcoming Budget
allocations. As | frame my comments on environmental
issues that fall primarily under the Agriculture, Environment
and Rural Affairs Committee’s watch, it is impossible to
discuss the state of our environment and not talk about the
impact that a decade of Tory-imposed underinvestment
and austerity has had on our environment and natural
world. With at least £1 billion stripped from public services
across Departments since the beginning of Tory rule

in 2010, the impact and cost of missed investment in
environmental protection are clear, and there is a knock-on
effect from all of that. Just 8% of land in the North, and
11% across the island of Ireland, is forested. Staggeringly,
that is just a quarter of the EU average of 35%. The
shocking rate of forest cover is symptomatic of the broader
state of our natural environment as budgets to invest in its
protection were recklessly cut by Westminster.

Just over a third of our water bodies are deemed to be

in good condition, and only one of 49 priority habitats

in the North is worthy of the badge of favourable status.
The effect of endangered habitats on the biodiversity and
wildlife synonymous with this island is clear. Ten per cent
of all species on the island are in danger of extinction,
and 41% of bird species are in measurable decline. All
the while, over one million tons of waste in the largest
illegal dump in Europe sits idly at Mobuoy, outside Derry,
accumulating dangerous toxins that threaten the River
Faughan and the wildlife that calls it home.

In the time ahead, as the Minister with responsibility for
the environment forms his budget and makes bids for the
incoming year, | urge him not to ignore those pressures
and the pressing need to improve our natural environment.
Now is the time to tackle it. The economics of the
environment are clear. We deal with these issues now or
we ignore them and suffer the consequence as a society
of attempting to deal with a much bigger crisis down the
road at a vastly higher cost. In the coming Budget, the
Agriculture Department is bidding for £40 million less in
capital funding than it received in 2019-2020. Although
other pressures exist in the Agriculture Department, as |
am sure they do elsewhere, that is potential capital funding
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that the Agriculture Minister might bid for to invest in the
environmental protection or remediation at Mobuoy that we
sorely need.

Commitments in the New Decade, New Approach
agreement also seem to be getting some attention, but
some attention will not cut the mustard. We are well

past the time for a scoping study on the creation of an
independent environmental protection agency. The
Assembly recently debated and passed a motion declaring
a climate emergency. In the coming Budget year, the
Environment Minister must use his budget to deliver, as a
matter of urgency, an environmental protection agency and
a comprehensive climate change Act.

Mr Muir: | thank the Finance Minister for his statement
and the Committee Chairpersons for their contributions.
| speak today as the Alliance spokesperson for finance. |
have been an MLA for nine weeks, and it has been a bit
of a crash course in public finances to try to understand
everything that is happening here, but | will give it a go.

It should be noted that today is the first time in this
mandate that the Assembly is debating a motion and
forthcoming legislation concerning finances and budgets.
Since early 2017, civil servants have stepped into the
breach. Along with the odd bit of legislation from the
Secretary of State, it has largely been civil servants who
kept the show on the road. | want to put on record my
thanks to the civil servants for the service that they have
given to ensure that government limped along without
Ministers in place. They were left in a very difficult position,
and we should all be thankful for the service that they gave
over the last three years.

We are where we are now. The Assembly has been
restored, and we are, in effect, today being asked to give
retrospective approval to in-year movements via the spring
Supplementary Estimates. That is the first element that |
will talk about, and my party will vote for it.

| welcome the new approach that has been taken to
monitoring rounds, compared with the previous mandate,
when departmental bids were not published. That inhibited
the Assembly and relevant Committees in their scrutiny
role. | seek assurance from the Minister that that new
approach will be the norm for the rest of the mandate,
because it is important that full scrutiny is given to the
monitoring rounds and that, when we are giving an
overview of the spring Supplementary Estimates, we have
a process that is open and transparent.

As we know, many key services have often been reliant
on the hope of monitoring rounds. The recent monitoring
round provided funding for a number of services, but it

is no way for services to be delivered whereby they are
waiting on monitoring rounds to be able to continue.
Essentially, some services in Northern Ireland are being
delivered on a wing and a prayer, and we cannot continue
like that. Monitoring rounds should not be used as the only
stopgap to ensure that services continue to be delivered.

Monitoring rounds were used to help towards the
resolution of pay parity in the health service and to avert
further nurses’ strikes. | welcome that that money was
found as part of the monitoring rounds to help towards
that resolution, but we should not kid ourselves that there
are not other public pay issues to be resolved, especially
teachers’ pay. Whilst the monitoring round was useful in

providing a resolution to the nurses’ pay, we should be
cognisant that there are many other challenges ahead.

In the weeks running up to the restoration of these
institutions, a number of strikes were taking place on
behalf of nurses, and, as | said, the monitoring rounds
were able to help towards the resolution of those strike
actions. It was a damning indictment of the Assembly,

and of politics generally, that the Health and Social Care
system was experiencing those strikes and that public
services were allowed to deteriorate to such a level.
There is an opportunity today and in the weeks, months
and years ahead, or whatever time is left in this mandate,
to rectify that situation and give confidence to people
because never again should we see the situation whereby
nurses feel it necessary to strike. That was a disgrace and
something we should all be ashamed of.

Members will note that the Vote on Account document is
very short and that the legislation is, in effect, just about
keeping the show on the road and providing funding to
allow the continued delivery of services. As the Minister
stated, the real debate will come when the Budget is
presented. That is when the difficult and challenging
decisions need to be made not only by the Finance
Department but by Ministers, the Executive and the
Assembly. We all know that there is the potential of Barnett
consequentials, but they are unknown as the UK Budget
is due to be delivered by whoever is the Chancellor of the
Exchequer on 11 March. We must proceed now to keep
public finances operating in Northern Ireland and ensure
that rates bills are issued.

| also note that the Barnett consequentials that are likely to
arise will largely be as a result of a splurge to overshadow
the turmoil likely to ensue as a result of Brexit if the Prime
Minister is intent on continuing his current negotiating
strategy. Whether such funding commitments will be able
to continue in the years ahead is unclear. Whilst we may
get Barnett consequentials, especially in capital, the fact
that this may continue over the rest of this mandate is not
certain.

Regardless of whatever Barnett consequentials we are
likely to receive, the challenges in the next financial year
and beyond are going to be significant and should not

be underplayed by anyone. The additional revenue and
capital moneys will not meet all the funding pressures that
have been reported in Committees, the Chamber and the
media. There are many.

Whilst we need to look at revenue raising, the first

place we should always look as a default should be our
expenditure. The Alliance Party is on record saying that
the cost of division needs to be tackled and the savings
delivered. We cannot just keep saying no to the difficult
decisions, such as a single teacher training college. That
may have been ruled out previously, but we need to come
back to it. We need to come back, look at these issues and
take the difficult decisions. | will expand on this tomorrow
in the Budget Bill debate, but if we are real about wanting
to protect front-line services, we must face up to and tackle
the cost of division.

The independent review of education provision is essential
as part of that. It needs to deliver, and promptly, and we
have to take the difficult decisions. The additional costs

as a result of our segregated education system have to be
addressed. We cannot keep kicking the can down the road.
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On health services, my colleague Paula Bradshaw will
outline later that all parties signed up to Bengoa. We need
to oversee the delivery of the outworkings of Bengoa to
ensure better outcomes for patients. Reform of the health
service is essential — it should be funded — but we also
need to face up to the fact that health service inflation

is running at between 6% and 8%. There are difficult
decisions to be made.

3.45 pm

In addition to finance, my portfolio includes infrastructure,
the significant pressures on which were reported last
week. | declare that | am a former employee of Translink.
Translink’s funding position and the worries about whether
it can continue as a going concern have to be addressed.
We cannot legitimately declare a climate emergency, as
we did a number of weeks ago, and then stand here and
talk about decimating our public services and transport
provision, particularly Ulsterbus, given its rural services.
The official was quite open in Committee about the fact that
one of the plans is to stop those services and close down
Northern Ireland Railways. We have to address that issue.

We also have to address issues such as roads
maintenance. The cost paid out to claims, reported in the
media in recent days, cannot continue. We also need to
ensure that we are investing in infrastructure, particularly
west of the Bann. The regional imbalance has to be
addressed. We have to be able to move forward as a
region, and include all parts within it.

The need for investment in Northern Ireland Water’s
infrastructure has been well reported. We cannot
continually put our head in the sand and not discuss how
to resolve that. An open and honest discussion is needed
about financing options for Northern Ireland Water.
Mutualisation needs to be discussed. That is all before
we consider the commitments made in New Decade, New
Approach. | and my party are on the record as saying that
the UK Government need to stand up and make their —.

Mr Frew: | thank the Member for giving way. Does he
agree that, if we raise revenue to fund those antiquated
systems as they are, the money will be wasted and go
down the drain? Reform must take place.

Mr Muir: Thank you very much for the intervention. | agree
with you. We have to show to the public that we are good
custodians of public finances. We cannot legitimately

go around asking for additional revenue-raising powers

if we are not giving confidence to taxpayers that we are
spending their money sensibly. We have not been able to
do that to date.

The sprit of the ‘New Decade, New Approach’ document
needs to be respected by not only the UK Government
but the parties represented in the Chamber. There must
be new attitudes to public finances and to taking difficult
decisions, which, as | acknowledged, we have not done
in the past. | look forward to seeing the Finance Minister’s
Budget and to all Ministers stepping up to the plate. The
Alliance Party is content to support the motion.

Mr Frew: It is a privilege to follow Mr Muir, a lot of whose
comments | agree with. | applaud him for his words.

We are in a very unusual position. We are in a position

in which we have stretched the integrity of the Finance
Committee to the point at which it has to show contentment
that it has scrutinised the process, when, in fact, none of

us has. | applaud the Departments that furnished each
Committee with their bids and details around finance.

The Finance Committee received that information, but

we have not had time to scrutinise the detail in the way in
which we should. There is a great fear that, although we
are all back in the Chamber, it will be business as usual.
Business as usual will just not cut it any more. We need to
see change and decisions being taken that will positively
impact on the people of Northern Ireland. Why are we in
this unusual position and what should happen? We are in
this unusual position because of three years in which we
were not able to do our job. Those three years cost the
people of Northern Ireland a lot of money. Worse than that,
in September 2017, the then Finance Minister refused and
failed to bring forward a Budget that could then go out to
public consultation. That Budget never appeared. When all
the Committees were screaming for budgets to compare
and contrast with the draft Programme for Government

at that time, that Budget never came forward. The
following months were September, October, November
and December, and in January this place finally crashed.
Was a Budget ever going to be delivered by the previous
Finance Minister? | doubt it. That has left us in dire straits
and has left our Departments in dire straits, and it left the
responsibility to the NIO — the unaccountable NIO — and
the unaccountable Secretary of State to make budget
decisions for the devolved Assembly because a Finance
Minister could not, would not and did not bring forward a
Budget to this place to help furnish the funding that the
people desperately needed.

What should take place? We should actually see the
Budget workings from the Finance Department from April/
June of any given year for the next financial year. That
should be worked on over the summer period and should
then go out in draft form in September to be consulted
upon. Then, in December/January, we would be faced with
a Budget that could be prepared to go forward months in
advance of when it is actually needed. However, we are
now in this weird situation where we are debating financial
transactions that have already taken place. Worse than
that, we have 318 pages of detail on decisions that have
already been taken, but we have three pages of detail on
the 45% of moneys still to be spent in the Vote on Account.
It is unacceptable that this Chamber has been furnished
with three pages. Do not get me wrong, the detail is at

the Committee, and the Committees have furnished the
Finance Committee, but, unless you are privileged to be
on the Finance Committee, this collective Chamber will not
have full sight of that, and that is a fundamental problem
for debating and scrutinising and being accountable to the
people who elect us to do a job. Three pages for 45% of the
annual budget for Northern Ireland — billions of pounds.

| said that we cannot get back to the way it was or to
business as usual and that there has to be a sea change.
We need an era of decisionism. | have said this before in
this Chamber: we need a period when decisions will be
taken for the benefit of our people. Mr Muir talked about
cans being kicked down the road. | see along the horizon
and it feels like there has been a kerbie bin cowped from
the last named storm and all the cans are flying about all
over the place because we have so many of them to pick
up. When are we going to start?

We must ask ourselves four fundamental questions. What
must we do? What must the Executive do to make this
place better for the population of Northern Ireland? Within
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that, there are two questions. Can we afford it? Can we
afford not to do it? Then there is the hardest question of
all, which we have probably never got answered. | have
been an MLA for 10 years and | have never really had this
answered. Where are we getting the money from? It is not
good enough to complain that we are not getting enough
money from the Exchequer. That will be an eternal truth
that we will always have to deal with. It is not good enough
either to say that we should have the courage to raise
revenue ourselves, because | will tell you now: the way
this place has performed, | would not like to see us getting
more revenue-raising powers. What we need is reform,
and only then should we consider raising revenue. If we
take more hard-earned cash from our population to put
into faltering systems that are antiquated and are no good
to us, it will be like a household hearing that there is a
hosepipe ban and deciding to fill the bath, but forgetting to
put the plug into the plughole. That is how bad it would be,
how ridiculous it would be, for us to even suggest revenue-
raising powers or more powers being devolved. That is a
nonsense and we should not be in that space. We have
not functioned properly in this place, and even when we
were functioning, we did not make the hard decisions that
needed to be made.

Look at it right across the board. It is not only about the
money that we get but the money that we could have.
Look at the money that we are not spending on financial
transactions capital. Look at the money that is not coming
here that could be. Look at the debacle around RHI and
the Northern Ireland (Regional Rates and Energy) Act
and the money that we cannot draw down, the money that
businesses cannot draw down to heat their premises and
the money that is left sitting there. Those are decisions
that we will have to tackle sooner rather than later for the
benefit of our people.

| do not want to see business as usual in this place; | want
to see a change. | want to see an era of decisionism like
we have never had before, because our people deserve it.
It is not good enough. It is not good enough that we would
send the Finance Minister to the Exchequer to protest
and try to get more money out of the British Exchequer.
Of course, that is part of the job, but the introduction for
the Department of Finance in the ‘Northern Ireland Spring
Supplementary Estimates 2019-20’ document states:

“The aim of the Department of Finance is to help the
Executive secure the most appropriate and effective
use of resources and services for the benefit of the
community and deliver quality, cost effective, efficient
public services and administration in the department’s
areas of executive responsibility.”

Can the Minister say that that has happened under his
watch? | know that he is only into his post, but the previous
Finance Minister could not even bring a Budget to the
House. There were months of delay, and, eventually, the
place fell without a Budget in place. What way is that to
treat the people of Northern Ireland? What way is that to
treat the House that represents the people of Northern
Ireland and the Committees that are meant to scrutinise
the work of all Departments? We could not even find a
Budget to put on top of a Programme for Government to
populate those outcomes and indicators.

We have a shameful legacy in this place, whereby Ministers
did not stand up to their responsibilities and ran away from

the difficulties of this place. | say, “No more of that”. It is
not business as usual. It is time that this regional Assembly
stood up for itself and started to make the tough decisions
that are required to make our people’s lives better.

Mr Deputy Speaker (Mr Beggs): | call Mr Maoliosa
McHugh. This is the Member’s maiden speech, and | ask
that he be allowed to deliver it without interruption.

Mr McHugh: | am also a Member of the Finance
Committee, and that was a wee bit like a re-run of the
discussions that we had only last week. | am a wee bit
disappointed in that, because the Committee took the
decision to facilitate the accelerated continuation of the
Bill. As | said, much of that was a re-run.

| have thoroughly enjoyed the debate that has taken place
today. | was very impressed by how knowledgeable each
and every Member who spoke seemed to be about the
implications for their Departments or sections. They were
quite capable of quoting figures and numbers of what was
required in the coming year.

Something that was also impressed on me was an element
of a common denominator in each contribution. Just as
they would identify priorities in their own areas, Members
also acknowledged that we have a finite Budget and

that resources are not there to meet all the requirements
that they might have in their areas. What is the common
denominator in that respect? It is the fact that we are
dealing with austerity. That austerity not only exists now
but has been a constant feature over the last number of
years and has impacted on the budgets of each and every
Department in the North of Ireland. It was in existence long
before | came to the House.

Austerity is not like a new disease or something; itis a
man-made feature that was implemented by the Tory
Government. They continue to implement that same
austerity agenda when it comes to the financing of the
affairs of the North of Ireland.

4.00 pm

The new agreement has highlighted that, once more, the
Tory Government have displayed duplicity. We, as MLAs,
have come under attack in the media. Each and every
morning, all you have to do is turn on the radio to hear
Nolan or the like giving out about the different parties
here in the North of Ireland and asking, “How is it that
you signed up to an agreement without them including
the budget in it?”. Rather than criticising the MLAs for
the commitment that they gave to the restoration of
government in the North of Ireland, their attention should
be concentrated on the people who are being duplicitous;
they are the ones who have not delivered the budget that
we require. On top of all that, Brexit will impose more
constraints on us as we go down the line.

We hope that, when our Minister makes his journey to the
Treasury, he will be able to maximise returns to allow us
to deliver many of the programmes that we hope to deliver
here for the people. Fiscal powers have been mentioned.
Some do not have the confidence that we would be able to
take on board new fiscal powers to raise revenue, but we
would be quite capable of that. We should look to London
to devolve those powers to the Assembly in the North of
Ireland so that we can take greater control of the economy
of the North. In saying all that, am | confident that,

even then, we can, in any way at all, become a lot more
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successful in reaching all our objectives? It is very difficult
to see how that can happen unless the British Government
take on board the responsibility that they have towards

the citizens of the North of Ireland and help them in every
way to ensure that they have the resources to meet the
requirements of the new agenda that has been established
by all of the parties here.

Mr O’Toole: “Thank you” to the Finance Minister for taking
us through the spring Supplementary Estimates for 2019-
2020. | welcome the fact that he and the Department have
been able to deliver the Supplementary Estimates in such
a timely and quick manner following the institutions being
restarted. This is my first opportunity to speak in detail in
the Chamber as my party’s finance spokesperson. As was
the case for two colleagues who spoke, | am a member

of the Finance Committee. We have had some really
interesting sessions over the past few weeks.

Today is also the first time that anyone has had the
opportunity to debate in the Chamber the details of
Northern Ireland’s devolved spending priorities for

nearly three years. Today, we are debating the spring
Supplementary Estimates, which are, in a sense, the final
update on spending for the financial year 2019-2020,

and the Vote on Account for 2020-21, which enables
spending plans to continue for the first few months of

the next financial year. The first thing to say is slightly
self-evident: it is a good thing that we are here debating
the Supplementary Estimates, scrutinising allocations
and adjustments across Departments and arm’s-length
bodies. For the past three years, civil servants have

been placed in the uncomfortable and democratically
unacceptable position of having to spend money with
barely any political oversight or scrutiny. That situation is
even more bizarre when one considers that the primary
reason that the devolved institutions fell three years ago
was that public money was spent so badly. Budget controls
failed spectacularly, and Ministers and civil servants
failed to react quickly enough to a spiralling budget

crisis. The remarkable reaction of our political class to
that catastrophic failure in spending control was to stop
doing any scrutiny of spending for the past three years,
so it is good that we are here now, scrutinising spending.
It is far from ideal, as the two previous contributors
mentioned, that we have to do it in such a compressed
time. Tomorrow, the Finance Committee will be asked to
grant accelerated passage to the Budget Bill, having had
barely any time to consider that enormous Bill in detail.
While we know that that Bill is not necessarily a long-term
programme of agreed Executive financial priorities, it is still
very detailed and important legislation that we have not
had much time — or, really, any time at all — to scrutinise
in detail. | agree with the sentiments of Mr Frew, who is
vice chair of our Committee, and those of the Committee
Chair earlier on that issue.

In normal times, spring Supplementary Estimates should
be uneventful updates to the Assembly on in-year
spending changes, but we are clearly not in ordinary times.
The financial circumstances in which the re-established
Executive are working are extremely straitened. We all
know about the acute funding pressures across our public
services, and various Members today have outlined what
those are. The previous Alliance Party Member to speak
gave the example of Translink and the acute pressure it
faces; indeed, the indication from senior departmental
officials is that there is a funding crisis in our public

transport system, but that also goes for health and any
number of areas of our public services. Although it is
good that we are here scrutinising those acute spending
pressures, we are in an exceptional position.

In the January monitoring round, £36 million in resource
spending and just under £6 million in capital spending
were reallocated to meet some but far from all of the most
immediate spending pressures. Last Monday, ahead

of the laying of these Estimates, a last-minute update

from the Treasury, just weeks away from the end of the
financial year, led to a sudden £18 million uplift in resource
spending to be allocated before the end of the financial
year, and the Finance Minister updated us on where that
money was going. However, that announcement had

a sting in the tail: a £52 million reduction in our capital
allocation. That reduction has been deferred until next
year, in a sense understandably, by the Finance Minister,
partly because the nature of capital spending means that
it is hard to reallocate at short notice. Also, the deferring
of that cut in capital spending — that reallocation — was
because we presume and the Department hopes that

the UK Budget in a few weeks’ time will generate new
capital resources for Northern Ireland that will absorb the
£50 million that the Treasury has just taken away at the
last minute. It is worth pausing and considering that. The
Minister will be in London to meet the Treasury later this
week. Even if we get the “expected splurge”, to use Andrew
Muir’s words, on capital spending, we will still, presumably,
start from a lower baseline because of the Treasury
adjustment that we were told about at the very last minute.
| am sure that the Minister will be remonstrating with the
Treasury, and, as a former Treasury official, | urge him to
do so in the strongest possible terms.

The Supplementary Estimates also include for 2019-2020
what looks like a significant underspend in capital DEL,
with £93 million of unallocated DEL capital not being
spent. That is far above the cap in the so-called budget
exchange scheme that allows Northern Ireland to carry
forward up to 3% of capital underspends in any given
year. When one adds on the £52 million via the negative
Barnett consequential that | just mentioned — the one
that the Treasury forced on us at the last minute — you
get to around 10% of Northern Ireland’s entire annual
capital budget. As part of that, we have more than £150
million in financial transactions capital spending that we
handed back to the Treasury because our Departments
simply cannot find ways of getting that money out the door.
| say that, acknowledging the fact that there are specific
issues with housing associations that the Chair of the
Communities Committee referred to. Given the urgent
need for capital investment in our public services, every
party in the Chamber and probably every Member in the
Assembly agrees that we simply cannot accept a situation
where resources are being handed back to the Treasury.
People lost trust in the Assembly and the Executive three
years ago because of a culture that allowed people to burn
woodchips in order to make money that would otherwise
be “lost to Northern Ireland”. That was the wrong attitude;
that was resource spending. Handing back money that is
specifically designated for capital investment is a loss to
Northern Ireland, and we need to do better, our officials
need to do better and people across our public services
need to do better at spending the money when it is
allocated. Tomorrow, we will have an opportunity to talk
about priorities for the next year. Hopefully, that will include
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a much-improved and more transparent Budget process. |
am glad that the Minister has confirmed that he will shortly
present, following discussions with Executive colleagues
and once he has seen the outline of the UK Budget on 11
March, a full Budget.

Today, we get to vote on a Supply resolution, both for the
first few months of the next financial year and confirming,
in a sense, money that has already been spentin the

last financial year. Voting on Supply resolutions — giving
authority for the spending of public money — is one of the
most fundamental acts of any legislature. As we know,
politics in London and Dublin has been characterised

in the past years by the presence of what are known

as “supply and confidence” arrangements, so it is to be
welcomed that Stormont is back fulfilling the most basic
act of authorising the supply of public money. My party will
support the motions today, but, after the past three years
and with an eye on the Coghlin report in just a couple of
weeks, we have much more work to do to ensure that we
have the confidence of the people on whose behalf we
spend this money.

Mr Storey: As | contribute to this afternoon’s debate, |

feel much more relieved and under less pressure than |

did in 2016, when | sat in the House as Finance Minister.
My colleague from North Antrim has reminded us that,

not many months after we brought a Budget through

the House, the party that now has responsibility for the
Department of Finance abdicated its responsibility and

ran away from its duty. We have heard much over the

last weeks and months about “Our commitment to public
services” and how “We will work for the people whom

we represent”. That party has been found wanting in that
delivery. Let me give you an example. The current Finance
Minister was the person responsible, so, if this is not the
case, he can deny it, although he has had reason to deny a
lot of things recently. Let us look at the mitigation of welfare
reform, an issue that, we were told, was “really important
to the people whom we represent, an issue of real
concern”. When the deal was done to bring in mitigation
measures, whom did Sinn Féin leave it up to to deliver?
The Westminster Government: “Let us send it to London to
the big bad Tories”, whom we heard a Member talk about,
the people who were responsible for austerity. Why? Sinn
Féin was not prepared to come to the House, put its hand
up and vote for something. We welcome the fact that now,
maybe, for a time, they have returned to the Chamber. They
will go through the Lobbies, and they will vote for a Budget
and for measures that were made in Northern Ireland.
Maybe we can give a degree of comfort to the people of
Northern Ireland that, for a period, we may have some
progress. Some of us remain more sceptical than others.

As we come to what is before us today, there are issues
that | would like the Finance Minister to address. | have
no doubt that he has many officials in another part of

the Building who are seeking to prepare responses for
him. When it comes to, for example, the Department for
Communities, when will we deal with the underspend on
mitigation measures of at least £136 million, going by the
last correspondence that | had with the then permanent
secretary, in March 2016? There was much talk about
how we needed to get the money to the people who were
in need. The need did not transpire, and we have an
underspend of over £136 million. No wonder the Treasury
looks at this place and asks, “Why would we give you any

more money? You cannot manage the money that you
have already been allocated”.

Then we come to the Housing Executive. When will the
parties opposite, including the SDLP, grasp the issue? |
am no financial expert, but the reality is that the Housing
Executive, according to the Savills report on housing that
we brought in, needs in the region of £6 billion over the
next number of years.

Where is that money coming from? Are we just going to go
to the Treasury again and say, “Please give us more”, when
we are unprepared to change the financial structure that
deals with how the Housing Executive can spend money?

415 pm
Mr McCrossan: Will the Member give way?
Mr Storey: Yes, | will give way.

Mr McCrossan: | am listening to the Member and am
fascinated by his remarks. Surely the Member will
recognise the phrase “high horse” about the statements
being made when you consider the spending and lack of
budgeting in the past in RHI and Red Sky by his party’s
Ministers.

Mr Storey: | thank the Member for reminding us. Wherever
irregular spend happens, | am quite happy to call it out. In
fact, | remind the Member that, when | was the Finance
Minister, | was the Minister who contacted the Comptroller
and Auditor General about the irregular spend in RHI, so
none of us are running away from our responsibilities. We
are facing up to our responsibilities in the House.

Mr Frew: | thank the Member for giving way. Does he
agree with me that if you keep adding a wish list of projects
and red lines into the fiscal system without having a clear
pathway to find the money, that truly makes us a basket
case, and then, of course, Westminster takes the attitude
that it does?

Mr Storey: We could depend only on our own opinion on
these things, and we all have biases and all come with

a particular political view, but | do not think that anybody
would argue with the Northern Ireland auditor. Let us
remember that there have been three Northern Ireland
audits on issues in relation to spend, but not on what we
are going to spend. Sometimes we are accused in the
House of not making decisions. Decisions were made
about certain spend. The last Comptroller and Auditor
General’s report made it abundantly clear that there is
£700 million. Do we get that figure in the House today?
It is £700 million not as a result of some botched boiler
scheme but because of total and absolute inadequacy in
the system to deliver on the decisions made in the House.
Let us remember what Mr Donnelly said about how we
spend our money:

“Existing, cumbersome governance and delivery
structures within the Northern Ireland public sector
can be a barrier to achieving value for money. | believe
there is merit in considering alternative models,
sufficiently resourced with specialist staff, to help
improve future delivery.”

That was not in 2016. That was not in 2017. That was

in 2019. There are two other reports that he gave his
financial assessment on. One was on the Education
Authority, and the other was on the voluntary exit scheme.
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There is an interesting one. Let us remember that we,

in good faith, embarked on a process to rebalance the
economy. It seems as though that phrase has now
disappeared. It seems as though there is little interest now
in us addressing that. It is still there. What was it that we
did? We let almost 4,500 people leave the Civil Service,
and what did it cost us? It cost £170 million. | ask the
Finance Minister to undertake a piece of work to determine
to ensure that no one has been returned to the system as a
result of the exit scheme, as | believe there has been.

The House and the decisions that we make in the House
are sometimes taken as though, “Well, sure, you can have
a swipe at the politicians”, and we are up for it, but, as the
Comptroller and Auditor General said, we need change to
how we do our business.

Mr McCann: Will the Member give way?
Mr Storey: Yes, | will give way.

Mr McCann: Just listening to you makes me think that |
am in a different place, because | remember when you
were Minister and we had debates and arguments about
welfare. It was your party that tried to stop welfare reform
at the start. It was this party that argued the pace and, as
a matter of fact, got close to walking away from this place
because of the impact that it would have on people out
there. When you talk about the Westminster element, you
know quite well that there was a technicality that had to be
met. If it had not been met, the thing would not have gone
through. The other thing is —.

Mr Allister: The other thing is Connolly House.

Mr McCann: | expect that from you. | did not expect it from
Mervyn.

Again, when you were Minister, and we were talking and
arguing about giving powers back to councils, your party,
along with another Member, put forward a proposal that
we remove all mentions of need, and that stopped crucial
legislating powers going to councils. He can get up —.

Mr Deputy Speaker (Mr Beggs): | remind the Member
that interventions should be brief.

Mr McCann: | will finish there.

Mr Storey: | thank the Member for his intervention.

My time spent as Minister, in either the Department for
Social Development or the Department of Finance and
Personnel, should prove that need is something about
which | genuinely have a concern. When | visited the
Member’s constituency with him, he will remember that |
saw housing conditions in West Belfast that were abysmal.
Let us remember that, in meeting need, we have to have
the right structures in place. What | am imploring the
Finance Minister to do is to ensure that the way in which
the money is not only allocated but spent —

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

Mr Storey: — gives us delivery, because, as the
Comptroller and Auditor General clearly indicated in his
most up-to-date report, that has failed to date, with £700
million being the amount of underspend.

Ms Dolan: | will make my very short contribution as a
member of the Finance Committee and as Sinn Féin
spokesperson on workers’ rights. The ‘New Decade, New

Approach’ document included the banning of zero-hour
contracts, devolving minimum-wage powers and making
the Executive a living-wage employer. Those commitments
signalled additional investment after a decade of Tory
austerity.

Tory austerity was imposed on us against our will. Tory
austerity has had a devastating impact on departmental
budgets and public services. Members will be well aware
of ongoing Civil Service pay disputes. Those have been
caused by Departments being unable to award civil
servants the necessary pay increases to improve their
living standards. The very fact that the lowest-paid civil
servants had to get a 3% pay increase because they could
not legally be paid beneath the national minimum wage
highlights the extent of the effect that austerity has had on
our workers.

Until austerity is lifted and Departments receive a cash
injection from the British Treasury, they will continue to
struggle financially and will be unable to resolve ongoing
pay issues. Our role in the Assembly is to challenge
austerity and to mitigate, as far as possible, the pressures
that result from cuts and underfunding that have been
imposed on us. The challenges that those financial
pressures present are not abstract or academic. They
affect people in their day-to-day life in immediate ways in
the areas of health, the education of our children and the
impact on our environment. We need decent jobs that value
workers and protect their rights. We need to improve our
competitiveness through investing in our public services
and infrastructure. Our job as political representatives is
to make a difference in the longer term through managed
political change on this island, but it is also to improve the
lives and prospects of ordinary working families.

In that context, | welcome the Finance Minister’s
commitment to continued engagement with trade union
colleagues. | am committed to continuing to work with all
Ministers to be a voice for workers’ rights.

Mr Deputy Speaker (Mr Beggs): | remind Members

to connect their speech to the spring Supplementary
Estimates or the Vote on Account. Those are what we are
debating today.

Mrs Barton: | welcome the opportunity to address some
of the budgetary issues in the spring Supplementary
Estimates, particularly for the Department of Agriculture,
Environment and Rural Affairs, for which | am party
spokesperson.

It is interesting to note that the overall financial trend

from the present net provision in DAERA is downwards.
There are reduced budgets for flood prevention, farming,
veterinary services, animal health, the environment, the
marine environment, fisheries and forestry. The only
significant budgetary increase is going to the Agri-Food
and Biosciences Institute. It is unusual that areas in which
we assume there should be attempts made to improve
and increase input, such as forestry, animal health and the
environment, are all on reduced budgets.

The Department has a very high staffing level in its
resource costs, with 71% of the departmental budget going
on staffing. While | fully understand the need for staff

and the work they carry out, as they are largely a front-
line service, it is vital that the level of staffing undergoes

a detailed review, including assessments made on the
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balance of staff between senior management and those in
the front line.

| note that the Department of Finance approved the
business case for the expenditure of £44 million of

capital and £27 million resource for a DAERA digital
transformation programme. While | support progress
towards online services, it needs to be carried out

in conjunction with more widespread improvements

on delivering rural high-speed broadband. There are

a significant number of areas in my constituency of
Fermanagh and South Tyrone — | am sure, in many others
as well — where broadband speeds are very poor and,

in some cases, there is no broadband accessibility or
even mobile phone signal. It is unfair to expect the rural
community, and particularly farm businesses, to manage
by digital methods if the core infrastructure is not available.
Itis like expecting to travel to London at short notice from
Northern Ireland, but all the airports are closed.

It is vital that the agricultural economy has stability as
Brexit continues to be implemented. There is a major onus
on the Northern Ireland Executive to be proactive and
robust in any negotiations or discussions with either the UK
or the EU about the future of the Northern Ireland agri-food
economy. People here expect and deserve nothing less.

Mr Irwin: | welcome the opportunity to contribute to the
debate. As someone involved in agriculture, | understand
the importance attached to the Department of Agriculture,
Environment and Rural Affairs and the many aspects of
its work and remit in managing agriculture in Northern
Ireland. This is not a small Department, and DAERA has
a staff base of over 3,000 people in over 70 locations.

In budgetary impact, staff costs associated with the
Department run to some £146 million. That amounts to
71% of the total budget available to the Department. That
covers every aspect of the running of the Department, and
it represents a significant slice of the pie.

With this in mind, resources are important. The way in
which they are spent must take into account the complexity
of agriculture and rural affairs, and the requirements of
the many directives and rules that must be navigated. |
am on record previously as praising the Department on
the advancements in payment and processing structures
for basic farm payments. Important improvements have
been made in recent times which have enabled almost

all payments to be made on time. That is down to good
management and important changes in processing
methods. It is good stewardship of departmental
resources, and it shows how efficiencies can be delivered
that can deliver gains for the agricultural industry.

Digital transformation is a vital aspect of driving down the
cost of government administration in the future and also
making processes easier for farmers. It has been noted in
recent Committee hearings that the Department is on track
to move 125,000 transactions annually from paper-based
to digital, and 150,000 transactions from phone to digital
platforms this year. With this transformation in mind, and
the fact that online and digital technologies are faster and
less cumbersome, this should also result in efficiencies
and savings within the Department that can be utilised for
all its important work. We have been briefed at Committee
on estates and assets, and there is importance attached
to ensuring that properties and assets are used to their
maximum potential. Areas where savings can be made by
restructuring or offloading should be fully assessed, and

reasonable opportunities taken to make DAERA’s estates
operations as efficient as possible.

One of the most pressing issues of the day, and of
particular importance to DAERA, is the outworkings of
Brexit. It is important that the Department has the right
level of resources to deal effectively with important
changes that will come and be able to respond to the new
realities and challenges.

| believe that opportunities will come from being freed
from the fetters of the European Union. | welcome the
recent finance package as we move away from the
EU-based payments; the fact that payments will be
based on the September 2019 exchange rate; and the
fact that payments will be made on time, which will be of
significance to everyone in the industry. Important work
will, of course, be undertaken in reaching an effective
replacement system, and that will require adequate
resources.

4.30 pm

Climate change is another important area that will require
action and adequate resourcing. It will also require
capital funding from within DAERA’s remit to support
farmers in making further moves towards low-emission
methods. As farmers will know, rules and regulations are
already stringent on ensuring that best care is taken of
the environment. For further steps forward, it is vital that
farmers are assisted financially.

A key theme in the coming months will be the ability

to respond to fast-paced change. The Department

must set out its stall with that firmly in mind in order to
respond to change, as | have said, and make the most of
opportunities. Agriculture is vital to the Northern Ireland
economy. | encourage the Minister and the Executive to
protect its interests at home and abroad.

Ms Anderson: Ba mhaith liom failte a chur roimh raiteas
an Aire Airgeadais ar an bhuiséad. | thank the Minister for
his statement and the comments regarding the Budget and
the spring Supplementary Estimates. Minister, you referred
to austerity and Brexit and the impact of both on the
Executive Budget as well as on the spring Supplementary
Estimates: do you agree with the comments that Mike
Nesbitt made regarding the tools you need to strengthen
the economy — | agree with Mike on that — and the need
for prosperity? The corollary of that is twofold. In the

first instance, we need to end the British Government-
imposed austerity, and | will return to the other later. Even
in the context of the spring Supplementary Estimates, we
have to take account of what austerity has done over the
past nine years, nine years of deepening inequality; nine
years of deepening poverty; nine years of poor health

and schools struggling; and nine years of families and
workers struggling. All of that is very much compounded
for those of us who live in the north-west, because, on

top of everything else that | have listed, there have been
nine years of deepening regional inequality in such places
as Derry. People in the north-west and across the North
rightly demand that the Executive address such regional
inequalities. They look to the New Decade, New Approach
outline Programme for Government, which commits
resources to be allocated on the basis of objective need.

We are dealing with the spring Supplementary Estimates
and what Departments are trying to do. | listened to Chris
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Lyttle talk about the need for radical change in how we do
things. He focused on education and the impact of budget
deficits and bailouts. | want to widen that out, but, before
doing so, let me recall what Robin Newton said about

the importance of educational achievement. Of course,
we do not want to see the British budgetary cuts result in
children underachieving in school, regardless of whether
they come from one tradition or another: boys or girls,
Catholic, Protestant or neither. It would be remiss of me
not to point out that, whilst Mr Newton was right in saying
that the percentage of Protestant boys underachieving

in education is the highest — too high; none of us want
anything other than that to be addressed — numerically,
more Catholic boys are not achieving five GCSEsor more;
indeed, the latest data shows that 919 Catholic boys
underachieved compared with 565 Protestant boys. Both
should be highlighted when we express concerns about
children underachieving, regardless of which tradition they
come from and regardless of whether they are Protestant
or Catholic or have another denomination or none, as the
case may be.

| go back to what Chris said about the need for radical
change. That takes me to the second point that | want to
raise. Given that you are going to London, to the British
Treasury, to make a case for them to end the damaging
cuts and the damage and harm that they are doing to
schools, hospitals, workers, social care — the list is
endless, and you have heard a lot about it here today —
have you, Minister, looked at the excellent report done

by the Vancouver university on mapping the economic
benefits of Irish unity, especially in the context of the
damage that Brexit will do to the economy in the North on
top of imposed austerity? Will you reflect on what Declan
McAleer said when he outlined the damage that the
British-imposed point-based immigration system will have
on the North? He was addressing that in the context of the
spring Supplementary Estimates.

Mr Humphrey: Will the Member give way?
Ms Anderson: No, | will not give way.

He talked about new nationals feeling unwanted and
unwelcome and now unprotected. All of that points to an
economy in the North going from bad to worse, making
your job, with reduced finances and limited tools to
address it, all the more difficult.

When | reflect on Derry and Donegal — the place where
| live — and the places along the partitioned part of
Ireland that will suffer most from Brexit, as they have
done from the British-imposed cuts, | see that there is a
better way and an alternative to the block grant through
the economics of reunification, with the development

of the work under way on planning and preparing for
constitutional change in Ireland. Minister, reports such
as the Hubner report, undertaken by the Vancouver
university, would be worth exploring. Go raibh mile maith
agaibh go léir. Thank you all for listening.

Mr Deputy Speaker (Mr Beggs): | plead again with
Members to keep to the Vote on Account and the spring
Supplementary Estimates. We are straying way beyond that.

Ms Bradshaw: | support the motions, and | will make my
comments specifically on health spending. It is well known
that funding a health and social care service that meets the
needs of our ageing population is becoming increasingly
and incredibly difficult. Every day, in the media, we see a

new story about the huge pressures on our system in terms
of the workforce, the workload or the workplace. Before |
reflect on those three areas in the spring Supplementary
Estimates, | put on record my appreciation of the work of
the civil servants with financial management responsibility
during the three years of political impasse, be it through the
Department of Health, the health and social care trusts or
any of the arm’s-length bodies.

At our Health Committee meeting on 13 February, we were
advised that some measures had been put in place in this
financial year to reduce costs. For example, the medicines
optimisation programme will save £32 million in this year.
However, | have no doubt that, at this stage, there is little
fat left that can be trimmed.

If we look at the spring Supplementary Estimates — | refer
to page 131 — in the context of workforce pressures, we
see a downward movement in spending for the Northern
Ireland Medical and Dental Training Agency. | ask why that
happened in this financial year. We know that there are
huge pressures in training our staff, developing them and,
most crucially, retaining them in Northern Ireland.

On the workload, the Select Committee on Northern
Ireland Affairs highlighted in its report last autumn

the urgent need to address the huge pressure on our
community pharmacists, not least because so many of
them have left community pharmacy and moved into
practice-based pharmacy. While the protracted contractual
negotiation is still ongoing, about three years later, with
the Department of Health, we see in the Estimates that
there is a net change in provision, under the heading of
“Family Health Service — Pharmaceutical Services”, of
over £8 million. Again, how did that happen? | agree with
my colleague Colm Gildernew, who chairs the Health
Committee, that, while the report breaks it down into
headings, we need more information on exactly what that
money is being spent on in public services.

Mr Frew: | thank the Member for giving way. She raises

a valid point about community pharmacy. The report
published, | think, in 2017 was for 2011, and the people
who provide a very good service to our population have
been cut adrift. They are trying to work with business plans
that are so outdated it is unbelievable, yet that is one of the
decisions that could be made that would help those people.

Ms Bradshaw: | totally agree, and we could bridge that
gap with slightly over £20 million. That is not a lot, but
it would make a big difference to the services that they
provide in our communities.

Lastly, | want to look at workplace issues. One of the key
recommendations in the Bengoa report and the resultant
‘Health and Wellbeing 2026: Delivering Together’ report
was the establishment of multidisciplinary teams to support
GP federations. That was a wonderful proposal, because
mental health practitioners, physios and occupational
therapists (OTs) would all be based in a primary care
setting. That is great, but we have not seen a flow of funds
to support the refurbishment or extension of GP practices.
Again, the report showed that financial transactions capital
was available — money that was allocated and available
for loans, specifically for capital projects. However, millions
of pounds are being sent back. My question is — | think
that Paul Frew raised it as well — “Why is that money
being returned? Why was there a gap in the conversation
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between the Department of Finance and the Department
of Health?”.

While | agree that a lot of these questions are not
necessarily posed to the Finance Minister, who is here
today, or even to the Health Minister, who has been in
post only for a couple of months, we need to ensure that
the changes that were promised in the New Decade, New
Approach deal in how we do business here on the hill,
especially around the Executive table, are realised quickly.
At the heart of that, we must ensure that the funding
received by the Civil Service is used not only effectively
but efficiently. That is challenging, not least because of
the long list of pressures that are queuing up to be met.
However, while we need to stabilise our health service,
which requires substantial funding, not least as regards
reducing our scandalous waiting lists, we need to ensure
that we deliver on that health transformation agenda. The
next two years of this Assembly term will no doubt fly in, so
we cannot delay the process any longer, not least through
political populism or parochialism.

Ms S Bradley: As the SDLP’s spokesperson on health, |
note that the Chairpersons of the Statutory Committees
havae rightly highlighted the pressures across their
respective Departments and pointed out how this
inadequate budgetary practice, compounded by the

cost of political absence, has really factored into what is,
essentially, little more — or less — than a holding position
for most Departments. Like others, | can point out that

the problems associated with non-recurrent funding pots,
repeated dependency on in-year monitoring rounds to
deliver on many basic front-line services, inability to utilise
financial transactions capital and a lack of any real time for
scrutiny are really not a good way to do business.

| want to refer to the spring Supplementary Estimates and
look at what has happened. The Health Committee has
been made acutely aware of the huge pressures across

the health and social care system. Nobody knows that
better than those outside this place who depend on those
services. We have welcomed the Health Minister’s early
efforts to address some of the pay issues in the system, but
we recognise that that is not all. The SDLP is concerned
about the sustainability of the financing, going forward.

The Committee also welcomed the funding announced to
aid victims of the contaminated blood scandal. We urged
the Health Minister to ensure that victims and their families
or beneficiaries receive directly the full money that is due
to them, as promised throughout the process.

4.45 pm

We urge the Executive to recognise that what begins as
one Department’s pressure often emerges as a shared
pressure. | note, for example, the positive feedback — it
was mentioned often today and was highlighted to the
Health Committee — on multidisciplinary teams, which Ms
Bradshaw rightly pointed out.

That is an excellent model, and nothing but good reports
have come to us following the pilot scheme. The aim is to
wrap significant primary services around GP practices.
The ambition to save time and funding via this method
should not be lost. It is significant. Soundings suggest
that we should aim to have this model in a town near you
soon. However, let us consider the 100 towns and villages
highlighted by the Chairperson of the Infrastructure

Committee, Miss Mcllveen, that cannot currently connect
to the sewerage and water systems, or the areas that do
not have access to high-speed broadband. We cannot

go into our silos. It is critical that each Department knows
what is happening upstream in other Departments and
whether that might be a severe impediment to the delivery
of its ambitions. Promises were made to come out of silos,
but we have never had real evidence of that. This is the
time when, perhaps for the first time ever, we need to step
out and do that. We urge that that is how future Budgets
will be delivered. | look forward to working with colleagues
across the House on what should be a longer-term and
more sustainable offer for Northern Ireland.

Ms Armstrong: Today’s debate should be a non-event.
We are debating something that should be a matter of
process. However, as this refers to a Budget set by the
Secretary of State, and given the fact that no Committees
have thus far been able to scrutinise it or in-year
monitoring rounds, we are, understandably, taking the
opportunity to discuss our financial situation.

We are discussing the resolution that confirms this year’s
detailed spending for each Department. We are also
discussing the Vote on Account for 2020-21. We all know
that this will allow existing services to continue in the early
months of the new financial year, as the introduction in the
paperwork that we received states:

“pending consideration of appropriate legislation
to provide funds to meet the balance of estimated
expenditure for that year.”

It is not next year’s Budget. It is just a glimpse of what we
need to roll forward.

We are discussing this year’s money because the Budget
for this financial year was set when the Assembly was

not sitting. No MLAs had an opportunity to scrutinise this
year’s Budget or in-year monitoring rounds. As a result, we
are being asked to Vote on Account so that Departments
do not run out of money.

| add my thanks to those expressed by other Members to
the Civil Service, which carried Northern Ireland through
the missing Assembly years. Thankfully, they kept the
lights on and the wheels turning while there was an
absence of responsibility. | thank the two largest parties for
getting us back, but it took far too long.

If the Civil Service had not been enabled to continue to
deliver services, | expect that Prime Minister Johnson’s
Secretary of State would now be in control. Goodness
knows what delights they could have imposed on us.
Thank you to our civil servants, especially those whose
names and faces are now known to the public. Our Civil
Service normally remains in the background. However, due
to the impasse, and whether it was intended or not, some
civil servants were thrust into the spotlight.

Going back to the spring Estimates and the Vote on
Account, as the Alliance spokesperson for Communities,

| thank the Minister for sharing the details thus far, but |
also raise significant concerns. Substantial, eye-watering
amounts were surrendered by the Department for
Communities: £38-8 million of DEL resource and £36-4
million of DEL capital. | am sure that, like me, the public
will be shocked by the amount that it gave back, especially
at a time when many people struggle to make ends meet.
As we are all aware, the Department for Communities
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is the place that is supposed to provide a fair system of
financial help to those in need.

Much of the money that is being returned — £36-2 million
— is from financial transactions capital. The Department
cannot spend this money because of the classification of
housing associations. This matter needs to be addressed
as quickly as the welfare mitigations. | ask the Finance
Minister to work with the Minister for Communities to bring
forward the Housing (Amendment) Bill to reclassify housing
associations urgently, as this will ensure that enough new
homes can be built and that co-ownership remains an
option and operational. If the Department for Communities
is to enable access to decent, affordable, sustainable
homes and housing support services, we need the
legislation to enable this to happen as soon as possible.

Some of the resource money being given back by
Communities relates to programmes that have not been
taken up as well as they could have been; for example,
the rates rebate programme. That money is available

to help people pay their rates, but, because few people
knew about it, they were not able to avail themselves of
the support. The contingency fund provides emergency
support for people, but, again, it is not being shared, and
the communications on it have been quite poor. People
have been offered an advance loan but were not made
aware that there was an opportunity to access non-
repayable moneys. If Committees had been in place, we
would have had more time to scrutinise this and put it
right in-year. We need to learn from this and ensure that
appropriate messaging is used to enable the public to know
what is available to them. |, therefore, urge the Minister to
ensure that there is consultation before the next Budget.

| appreciate that time is tight, but the Assembly is back.
We each need, through our Committees, to ensure that
the 2020-21 Budget is scrutinised and that, where there
are allocations to support people, they are communicated
quickly, spent appropriately and not surrendered.

The Department for Communities is supposed to provide
a fair system of financial help to those in need, to tackle
disadvantage and to promote social inclusion and
economic equality. It cannot do so if part of its allocation
is surrendered because it has not appropriately promoted
programmes of support to the public or there are delays
in the implementation of the legislation regarding the
reclassification of social housing. Can the Minister
confirm that appropriate consultation will be completed?
| appreciate that we will hear from the Chancellor only on
11 March about how much Westminster will provide to
Northern Ireland. | appreciate that the Vote on Account
may give us breathing space, but it should also give us
time for scrutiny.

Finally, | ask that you, as Finance Minister, address

as a matter of urgency silo budgeting, which has just
been mentioned by an SDLP colleague. This is the new
approach. The Programme for Government is a new
approach, yet we are still budgeting separately and
looking after individual Department’s interests. There
are cross-cutting programmes that we need to fund
across Departments. | ask that the Minister, if he can,
bring forward as soon as possible what criteria he will
expect Ministers to use to ensure that cross-departmental
budgeting is taken forward.

Ms McLaughlin: The Minister will know that the
Supplementary Estimates include the Department for

the Economy’s proposals to promote a competitive,
sustainable and inclusive economy to be delivered

through investment in skills, infrastructure, research and
business development. We need to begin by accepting and
acknowledging that we have a problem. In doing so, we
might be able to find and provide some solutions.

It is easy to walk around Belfast, see the cranes above
you and believe that there is no problem, but for those
communities in west Belfast and east Belfast where there
is chronic unemployment and deprivation, there is a
problem for the economy. It does not work for everyone.
That is exactly the same in my constituency of Foyle. We
have problems with unemployment, economic inactivity,
low productivity and low wages. That means that, for many
thousands of families, we do not have an economy that is
competitive, sustainable or inclusive.

If we want to improve wages and business profits, we must
raise productivity. The accountancy firm PwC says that
the Republic of Ireland is around 60% more productive
than Northern Ireland. Ulster University says that Great
Britain is around 25% more productive than Northern
Ireland. If you drill right down into that, you will find that
the area that includes Derry city and Strabane has the
lowest productivity in the whole of Northern Ireland. It

is easy to understand why. For decades, we have had
some of the worst transport infrastructure both on this
island and throughout the UK. We do not have the skills
that we need. There has to be more investment in skills
at graduate level by not only increasing the flow through
substantial expansion of the Magee campus but investing
in apprenticeships and ensuring that every child leaves
school with the skills that they need for their life and
career.

Ms Dillon: | thank the Member for taking the intervention.
| am sure that she will agree with me that, even where
indigenous businesses have worked really hard to keep
their businesses, such as in areas like my constituency of
Mid Ulster, the infrastructure has not been put in place to
support them. That needs to be addressed, because we
are too focused on foreign direct investment.

Ms McLaughlin: Thank you for the intervention.

To meet all those challenges, investment is needed, and
more investment than we have given to date. We also

need to invest more in public transport to ease the gridlock
in Belfast and other parts of Northern Ireland, including
Derry. Investing in public transport is another part of the
solution to low productivity. Time spent in a traffic jam is
not very productive. | urge the Executive and the Assembly
to make tough decisions and to get moving on the
efficiency measures that are needed to free up funds for
investing in skills, infrastructure and public transport.

Mr McGlone: | thank the Member for giving way. Does she
accept that, without the necessary investment, particularly
in our sewerage infrastructure, key elements such as
housing, affordable housing, economic and industrial
development, and, equally, councils’ local development
plans could be rendered nothing more than academic
exercises?

Ms McLaughlin: The Member is absolutely correct.

We need to get moving on subregional targets for all our
Departments and economic development agencies that
are based on economic, social and political need and that
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will drive and deliver a balanced regional economy that
works for all. For once, we need to be courageous and
do the right thing. If we fail to do this, we will be failing
the current generation and future generations of workers,
businesses and citizens.

Mr Allister: Debates such as this can sometimes be a bit
dull — even boring — and so this one might have been.
Then Ms Anderson came along and led us into the fantasy
land of Irish unity. Did she even read the first resolution?
As you go through it, you cannot be but struck by the eye-
watering figures that keep this place going. You come to

a resource figure of £21 billion. Where does Ms Anderson
think that figure came from?

Mr Frew: Venezuela.

Mr Allister: Venezuela? Maybe. That figure came from the
benighted, much-abused British Treasury. Of course, that
is not the end of the story, because £21 billion is only the
resource figure. To get the full spend in Northern Ireland,
you have to add other things, such as the capital figure.
Indeed, as an aside, | ask the Minister to remind us why
we do not vote on the capital spend in the resolutions. You
have to add the capital spend, the accruing resources and
things that are obliquely but not emphatically referenced

in the spring Supplementary Estimates document, such as
state pensions and judicial salaries. | suggest that, when
you do that, you come to an annual spend in Northern
Ireland of somewhere in the order of £28 billion. Do not
take it from me, however. | ask the Minister, in his reply, to
tell us the total gross resource and gross capital spend in
2019-2020 in Northern Ireland, and then let me ask he who
would have us in an all-Ireland republic how he would ever
hope to raise that money.

Here we are in Northern Ireland with a working population
of 800,000 people, and we are spending something like
£28 billion. That is about £35,000 for every person who
works in the Province. Is that the level of Venezuelan tax
that we can expect in the utopia of a united Ireland?

It does not seem to worry Ms Anderson and, clearly, not
the Minister, but that is the reality. That is the realpolitik. Is
he truly saying to us that his precious Irish Republic could
afford any of that? When you look at the state of the Irish
Republic and its homelessness and housing crisis — all of
those things — you ask, “How would they ever hope to pay
for any of this?”. Of course, they would not.

Someone wanted to intervene.

5.00 pm

Mr Humphrey: | am grateful to the Member for giving
way. Given the national debt of the Irish Republic and the
utterances of its Prime Minister about the recalibrated
amount of money that the Irish Republic will have to find
to pay into Europe because of our withdrawal and Her
Majesty’s Government no longer giving a contribution,
does the Member share my near-disappointment that

the Member for Foyle would not take an intervention to
explain, especially when she had four minutes and two
seconds left? We do not need to hear from a university

in Vancouver; we could have heard from the Member or,
indeed, the Members across the way of the advantages to
persuade us of a united Ireland. Sadly, there was no such
giving way. Does the Member agree?

Mr Allister: | agree absolutely. Of course, we only need to
look across the border. The Member mentioned national
debt: the Irish Republic, per capita of population, has the
third highest level of national debt in the developed world.
That is the panacea for “spend, spend, spend” Sinn Féin,
who never have enough and always want to grab more,
and then they say that the answer lies in joining the half-
bankrupt Irish Republic.

Mr O’Dowd: Will the Member give way?
Mr Allister: Oh, indeed.

Mr O’Dowd: The Member opens up the opportunity for a
motion in the House that would allow us to have a proper
debate and discussion on the benefits of an all-Ireland
economy. | want to reassure him of one thing: we do not
want to join 26 and six together to combine what have
been all the mistakes of the two states to date. We want a
new beginning, and we want the Member’s involvement in
that new beginning.

Perhaps the Member will answer this question: where
does the British Treasury get all this money? It gets it from
taxpayers. Do people here pay taxes? Of course they do.
Do corporations here pay taxes? Of course they do. Do
industries out there pay taxes? Of course they do. Where
do all those taxes go? They go to the British Treasury. The
question is what the economy will look like in the future,
not what it looks like now.

Mr Deputy Speaker (Mr Beggs): | draw Members back to
the motion that we are debating today: the motion on the
Vote on Account and the Supplementary Estimates.

Mr Allister: Yes, in coming back to the motion, | remind
you, Deputy Speaker, of the resource figure in the
resolution: £21 billion. There it is in black and white.

The Member asks where all the money comes from, and

| am glad that Sinn Féin is beginning to think about that;
that is a novelty in its terms. Where does it come from?
Yes, we all pay taxes. Yes, our corporations pay taxes,

but they do not pay £28 billion a year in taxes. Let the
Minister’s strategic policy unit tell us what the estimated
tax take is from Northern Ireland, and we will all find that

it is far below the £28 billion that we spend. Where does
the balance come from? It comes from the subvention, the
subvention that Dublin could not make. My goodness, they
are quaking about having to pay £2 billion to Brussels, and
here we have a subvention of the order of £10 billion and
more to Northern Ireland. It is such fantasy politics that
only somebody of the calibre of Ms Anderson would even
think that the debate should go there.

Mr Buckley: | thank the Member for giving way. Much ado
has been made about Brexit and its potential impact. Does
the Member think that it is interesting that, a few weeks
ago in the House, we unanimously and collectively voted
to withhold consent for the Brexit Bill? However, it was not
all of us. As a Member of the European Parliament, Ms
Anderson voted for the Brexit Bill. Will the Member tell us
why he thinks that that logic does not correspond with the
view of the House?

Mr Deputy Speaker (Mr Beggs): Members, | have
indulged everyone quite enough. Can we come back to the
motion that is being debated today?
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Mr Allister: Well, Mr Deputy Speaker, you will be pleased
to know that | could not possibly fathom or rationalise what
Ms Anderson thinks.

There are other issues that | want to raise about the
Estimates. In truth, | cannot do them justice, but | will
speak tomorrow in the Budget debate and refer, if | may, to
some of the technical issues in the document, particularly
whether the issue pertaining to ‘Managing Public Money’
has been honoured, particularly Appendix A.2.5.15, which
states that there is a limit of £1-5 million a year where you
can rely:

“entirely on the authority of the Budget Act”

to list matters. In the document, there are matters as

high as £400 million listed under the authority only of the
Budget Act and the Estimates. There are questions that
require answers, and | will pose those questions tomorrow.

Mr Carroll: | begin by saying that, obviously, public
confidence in these institutions has been pretty low for
some time. There is a general perception that Stormont

is a gravy train where politicians simply turn up and take
their wage for rubber-stamping legislation and where
financial decisions are primarily drafted by unelected
officials, advisers or spads; indeed, those concerns were
right at the heart of the RHI debacle and the collapse of
the previous Assembly. Overcoming that perception will be
a test for the new Assembly. On the basis of the fact that
we are being asked to approve the spring Supplementary
Estimates today with nowhere near enough time for the
appropriate scrutiny, it is hard to see how anything has
changed. It is seriously concerning that such serious
financial decisions — many of them retrospective — are
being presented to the Chamber at such short notice,

with little to no time for oversight or approval through the
normal channels expected by the Assembly. It is not just
concerning; it is incredibly frustrating. | have attempted to
get clear answers from Committee Clerks, departmental
officials and staff about the details of the spring Estimates,
but | have been unable to get detailed answers in time.
One member of staff rightly pointed out that officials
should not be expected to respond with such detail at
short notice. How, then, are MLAs expected to scrutinise
and vote on important financial decisions with the shortest
of notice? If the Estimates are voted through today, it

will be with a clear and recognised lack of scrutiny and
accountability. That, simply, is not good enough.

There appear to be some positives in the Estimates, with
departmental increases to address pension payments,

for example. Public services are, obviously, crying out

for investment, and increases in public-sector spending
should be welcomed. However, we are also asked to

give blanket approval to a huge range of Estimates, the
finer detail of which is not clear. Even a cursory glance
shows some worrying financial movements, such as the
decrease in DAERA spending of up to £24 million in cash
resources and £10 million in net resource, which has been
referred to. | find that extremely concerning at a time when
we need to see investment to tackle issues such as the
climate crisis. People Before Profit does not support such
a reduction in DAERA spending.

| note that, during the Finance Committee meeting

last week, one MLA had the good sense to ask for an
explanation of the DAERA decrease, but no one was
able to explain it to him; indeed, | have been trying to

ascertain that detail myself. No one has been able to
explain it to me or my party staff in the short time afforded
to us for scrutiny. | find it ludicrous, then, that the Finance
Committee was told that it must approve the Estimates
and that here we are, being asked to approve them in

the Chamber. It would be reckless to do so. | appreciate
that the Chair of the Finance Committee raised similar
concerns about the level of scrutiny that has been
possible. | also appreciate that there is a large backlog of
work due to the unique situation that the Assembly finds
itself in. However, the institutions have been sitting for
some weeks, and more time should have been afforded to
critically engage with the financial Estimates. It is a false
choice to present an ultimatum that the Assembly must
give blanket approval to the Estimates, which include cuts
to DAERA, or trigger a disastrous situation in spending.

| cannot sincerely give my approval by engaging in such

a false choice, and | call for more time to be afforded for
proper scrutiny.

Mr Frew: Will the Member give way?
Mr Carroll: | have finished.

Mr Deputy Speaker (Mr Beggs): | call the Minister of
Finance to make a winding-up speech. He has some 56
minutes of his allotted time remaining, should he wish to
use them.

Mr Murphy (The Minister of Finance): | just might. | am
saving it for Jim Allister tomorrow; | will allocate him some
time.

| thank all Members — | am not being facetious — for
their contributions to the debate. | particularly welcome
the contributions from the Chairs of the Committees,
many of whom outlined the spending pressures that their
departmental officials had briefed them on. | understand
that from engagement with all the Ministers and their
officials, and | welcome the valuable scrutiny role that
the Committees will provide in relation to spending plans,
not only for the retrospective approval and the Vote on
Account to allow Departments to begin spending in the
new financial year but for ongoing expenditure by the
Departments.

| thank again the Finance Committee for agreeing to
accelerated passage for the Bill that will be introduced
later and debated tomorrow. | acknowledge that the in-
year process has not followed the usual procedures this
year, but | assure the Committee that they will be in place
for the next financial year. Obviously, this Budget, as
people have remarked on, was delivered by the Secretary
of State — it was not our Budget — and the monitoring
rounds up until the January monitoring round were done
by the civil servants. | note that quite a few Members —
almost exclusively from the Alliance Party — thanked the
Civil Service for its contribution. On one of my first days
in the Department, | acknowledged the contribution that
the Civil Service had made over the three years in which
the institutions were not functioning and the valuable
contribution that the civil servants made at that time to
keep issues ticking over.

There are a couple of points raised by Committee Chairs
that | want to answer. As expected, quite a few people
throughout the debate made points in relation to future
spend and other arguments that are not necessarily part
of the Estimates that we are dealing with today or the vote
in relation to the expenditure for early in the new financial
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year, but there were a couple of points on specifics that
were raised, and | intend to try to address them.

The Chair of the Health Committee, Colm Gildernew,
commented on the contaminated blood issue. The
Executive allocated £1 million for that issue in the January
monitoring, and, whilst £600,000 of that has been
allocated, a further £400,000 remains unallocated. | have
sought assurances from the Health Minister that all of

the money allocated to his Department by the Executive
for financial payments to those affected and infected by
contaminated blood will be used for its intended purpose.

| noted the comments by the Education Committee Chair,
Chris Lyttle, regarding a potential overspend of some

£28 million by the Education Authority and the pressures
on special educational needs. We have been able to
prioritise education through additional in-year allocations
of some £29 million. The Department of Education and the
Education Authority must take every step to prevent an
overspend in the 2019-2020 financial year. That said, we
acknowledge the pressures facing Education, which many
Members referred to, and that will have to be considered
as part of the Budget-setting process for 2020-21.

Some Members advised that they would return to specific
issues during tomorrow’s debate, which | look forward to
very much. | remind Members, as the Speaker and the
Deputy Speakers did on a number of occasions today,
that tomorrow’s debate is still focused on the 2019-2020
financial year. Members will have every opportunity to
debate next year’s Budget when it is brought before the
Assembly in the coming weeks.

As highlighted in the debate, this morning, the Executive
agreed that their Budget — Mr Stalford managed to make
the announcement before the Executive; | am not sure
how he got that insider information, but there you go —
for 2020-21 will be announced at the end of March. That
allows a Budget to be set after our funding envelope is
confirmed by the British Chancellor’s Budget on 11 March.

Turning back to the focus of this debate: obviously, quite a
number of Members made remarks.

Mike Nesbitt raised the old chestnut for unionism: the
North/South Ministerial Council. When in doubt, wheel it
out to ask why we are spending money on it. He talked
about the car that was parked in the garage, but he
ignored the much larger car that was paid for over the
same period, which was, in fact, the Assembly, and in
which he was a passenger because he was still getting
paid. The North/South Ministerial Council, of course, had
to keep the North/South arrangements in place over the
past three years. The areas of cooperation and all the
work continued in the North/South Ministerial Council in
the same way as the Assembly process kept the Assembly
ticking over in the past three years. That point has some
validity, | suppose, coming from other Members, but your
party agreed the North/South arrangements as part of the
Good Friday Agreement.

5.15 pm

The Member also voiced his frustration about the delay in
the delivery of the A5. | agree with some of his points but,
as the Minister responsible for trying to get that road off
the ground, | remember distinctly that the biggest political
opposition came from the Ulster Unionist Party. He now is
frustrated at the delay in delivering that. | assure him that

at no stage has the delay been caused by a failure to fund
it. In the New Decade, New Approach agreement, the Irish
Government have reaffirmed their £75 million commitment
to the A5 project.

The Member raised a point about the office of cultural
identity and asked how we could allocate funding when

a business case had not been completed. | reassure him
that we have not allocated any funding. What officials were
talking about was their idea of an indicative budget for the
office of identity, and it will fall to the Executive to consider
that as part of their deliberation on Budget 2020-21. No
public expenditure will be incurred without appropriate
approvals in place.

With regard to the other priorities in New Decade, New
Approach, as Members said, | will meet the Treasury on
Thursday. | intend to raise the issue of funding for these
priorities and, indeed, other priorities. | agree with him in
that | want us to move to a prosperity culture rather than

a dependency culture. | also agree with him when he
spoke about my approach to Treasury. It has not been said
explicitly to me, but | am aware, because | do my research
before | talk to people, that the fill-their-boots mentality has
damaged us in our approach to Treasury. The Members
opposite, Mr Storey and Mr Frew, raised a range and litany
of sins of the last Executive but ignored the enormous
elephant over on those Benches: RHI. They talked about
our approach to Treasury, but that is the most damaging
thing that has occurred in our approach to Treasury over
the past number of years, yet we will try to get across. We
are also trying to secure confidence-and-supply money,
which was cut off by the person who tried to steer Theresa
May’s deal through Westminster and whose experience of
the DUP caused him to cut off what was left of our money
for rural broadband, our money for a mental health strategy
and our money for deprivation. Without any notice, he cut
off that money, and we are continuing to negotiate that.

Mr Storey: | thank the Minister for giving way. For clarity, |
was not ignoring RHI. Maybe you missed the point where
| said that, when | was in the post of Finance Minister,

| contacted the Comptroller and Auditor General about
the irregular spend. My eyes were not closed, so when
you are reporting that, the generalisations are unfair and
unwarranted.

Mr Murphy: | was alluding to that, and | agree with the
Member. | was Deputy Chair of the Economy Committee,
and | also brought it to the attention of the Comptroller and
Auditor General on the first RHI briefing that we had that
they should specifically look into that project before the
flag had been raised very high. The Member and Mr Frew
were arguing vociferously that a failure to set a Budget was
the greatest sin of the last Executive, and | am saying that
there were much bigger sins in our dealings with Treasury.
| am trying to get the confidence-and-supply money
reinstated, and Members on the Benches opposite need
to look at their own party’s behaviour in Westminster as to
why that has been so abruptly cut off and denied to us.

Mr Frew: | thank the Minister for giving way. His colleague
talked about the hard job that a Finance Minister has, and
| agree with her. The Minister has a difficult job, but how
much more difficult is that job when a Finance Minister
cannot even bring forward one page of a Budget, like your
past colleague failed to do for this Chamber?
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Mr Murphy: | think that your timelines are wrong. | listened
to you, but you kind of lost me in the history of time on all
that. | make the point to you again: if you think that that
was the biggest sin in the last Executive, you are a long
way skewed from reality.

Those are some of the issues that we are dealing with.
Andrew Muir made a number of points that | want to

deal with. | confirm that | intend to keep transparency in
the monitoring round process so that Committees can
effectively scrutinise the financial process. He also raised
the issue of fiscal levers. It is important that the Executive
have the autonomy that they need on fiscal levers so that
we can make decisions in the best interests of our people.
We may not change them, but it is important that we have
that ability should the Executive and the Assembly decide
to do so.

Andrew Muir also mentioned the timing of the Budget,
which | have just referred to. It is a difficult decision.

The Executive made it this morning. | announced

it this afternoon. That followed Mr Stalford’s earlier
announcement. There was a judgement to be made on
whether to go ahead of the Budget in London, which
would mean having to reallocate quickly should any
consequences flow from that. The alternative was trying to
get more certainty, which gives us logistical difficulties in
the time frame beyond 11 March. The Executive decided
to go beyond 11 March to try to get more certainty in the
process, recognising, of course, that that creates logistical
difficulties not only for Departments but for public bodies
and planning spend into the new financial year.

A common theme was that Members are not terribly
satisfied about where we are in this process. | remind them
that this is the Secretary of State’s Budget. This institution
has been in place for five weeks. We will have a very
uncertain financial year because we not only have to wait
until 11 March for a Budget but we have to decide our own
Budget. We move then into a Treasury spending review
and, possibly, another Budget in the autumn in Britain.

A number of Members made general points on the
unsatisfactory nature of the process. Unfortunately, that
will be the feature of this year. There is a determination in
the Executive to move to multi-year Budgets beyond that
so that we can have much greater certainty. Members will
have much earlier sight of what Departments are doing,
what their proposals are and what bids they are making.
They will see how we try to match those bids and then
course that process over a number of years to see how it
rolls out even beyond, certainly in indicative terms, the next
mandate so that there is a clearer sense of how it is done.

| accept that nobody is arguing that where we are today is
part of a very satisfactory process. However, we are trying
to get the best level of scrutiny and trying to improve. No
matter how early we came back, this was always going to
be an uncertain financial year, given what is happening in
London. We hope, from next year on, to get much more
certainty into the process.

Mr Frew raised the issue that, at only three pages, there
was insufficient detail in the Vote on Account. The Member
needs to make sure that he does not confuse the Vote on
Account with the setting of the 2020-21 Budget. The Vote
on Account will always be a high-level document. The
detail of the 2020-21 allocations and the services that they
will deliver will be contained in the 2020-21 Main Estimates

that | will bring to the Assembly later in the year. That will
be an opportunity for members on all Committees to fully
consider and debate the detail of the spending proposals
in the Assembly. Only the Main Estimates can authorise

those detailed expenditure plans, not the high-level Vote
on Account that we are talking about today.

Mr Carroll had the same misapprehension. He thought

that he was voting today to approve some detail. In fact,

all that detail will come back to the relevant Committees
for approval and scrutiny. Today, we are voting to confirm
spending that has already happened. That is to allow a
degree of spending into the new financial year so that
Departments do not run out of money. The full spending for
the new financial year will come with the Budget and with
the Main Estimates that follow it.

Mr Frew: | thank the Minister for giving way on this very
important point. | do not want to play politics, but the point
that | was trying to raise was about doing things differently.
When we talk about the Vote on Account for 2020-21, that
is 45% of next year’s expenditure. That is not small beer.
That is a fundamental slice of the Budget for next year. We
debate that here and then move on to an Estimates period.
By that point, it is a fait accompli. We will have sleepwalked
into that decision without having seen the detail necessary
to scrutinise the Budget properly.

Mr Murphy: | do not agree with the Member. | said that,
beyond the time of the Budget, the Main Estimates will be
scrutinised and debated in the Chamber. There will be a
Budget debate on the principles of what it is being proposed
to spend, the bids that were able to be met as a consequence
of whatever resources we manage to attract over the next
number of weeks and how it is proposed to allocate them. We
will then bring the Main Estimates to the House. None of the
expenditure being voted on today for the new financial year
has full authority. The only thing that has been authorised

are the detailed expenditure plans, which are voted for in

the Main Estimates. There has to be a degree of allowing
Departments some authority to spend money into the new
financial year — | think the figure of 45% is given — but

the detailed approval of that comes on the other side of the
Budget and before we hit the summer period, so people have
an opportunity to give it proper scrutiny.

| realise that, for a lot of Members, given the very short
time frame we have had in the run-up to this debate, there
was more concern about scrutiny and making sure that we
are across the decisions that are being taken. | repeat the
point that this year will not be a very satisfactory year for
examining the finances, but we will have an opportunity

to look in detail at all the proposed spending for the next
financial year. If we can, and the intention is that we will get
into a multi-annual budgeting situation, | think that will give
us much more certainty going forward.

Mr O’'Toole is no longer with us, but he raised the point
about the late Treasury announcement that it will give us
an additional £18 million resource, which we allocated
— people will have seen the statement | submitted to the
Assembly last week on this — but it reduced by £52 million
the capital available to us, which we, obviously, have

to hold over until next year because we cannot deliver
capital savings of that scale in the four or five weeks left
in the financial year. That means we will start off with a
lower baseline in next year’s capital budget. We have
complained, and we are trying to arrange dates for next
week for the Scottish and Welsh Finance Ministers and |
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can meet the Treasury, because they have also suffered
the same experience of a very late readjustment to capital
and resource budgets. It is not a satisfactory way of

doing business. It was a very late announcement to us

by Treasury, and the three Finance Ministers are going
together to make sure that we emphasise the point that is
not how we want to see business being done in the future.

| have responded to Mervyn Storey. On the audit reports,
| absolutely accept that there are issues about austerity,
which | can certainly refer to, and issues about how
Treasury views previous spending, but we cannot ignore
substantial reports about how we can spend better and
improve systems. | will, as he suggested, look into the
voluntary exit scheme to see how it has been rolled out
and what the benefits are. | am not sure whether it was
built into the scheme, but | know it has been discussed
since that people who left under the scheme should not
have been allowed to come back into the system and
continue to be paid by the public purse. Whether that
has been established in it, | do not know, but | am happy
to look into it. | was a member of the Public Accounts
Committee for many years, so | take the matter very
seriously. The Public Accounts Committee performs a
very valuable function in ensuring scrutiny across a broad
range of spend, because Committees will rightly focus
on their own departmental remits. Yes, of course, there
are better ways we can do things, and we should always
be striving to do better, be more efficient and ensure that
there is no wastage, but there are many other issues at
play with the finances available to Stormont.

Mr Stalford: | appreciate the Minister giving way. He has
been very generous with his time. At a recent meeting with
the Executive Office, we were informed by officials that

it is likely that the total cost of addressing the historical
institutional abuse scandal could run to more than £600
million. Five institutions have been identified in connection
with the scandal, so can the Minister detail for the House
what contact there has been with those institutions and
what percentage of that £600-plus million he anticipates
receiving from those institutions as a contribution?

Mr Murphy: The figures will, obviously, be estimates
because it will be a demand-led experience. Undoubtedly,
it will be a significant cost however it ends up. Itis TEO’s
responsibility to deal with that. | understand that there has
been some contact with the institutions that are involved
in the historical abuse inquiry outcome. | am not sure how
detailed that contact has been. | imagine, and | am certain
that, from the Finance Department’s point of view, there
has been no detailed discussion about a contribution or
what level it should be; maybe the principle of a contribution
has been discussed with the institutions. | agree with

your point, and | think others made the point that those
institutions involved in the abuse need to play their part.

It is not merely a responsibility for the public purse but a
responsibility for the institutions responsible for the abuse
that went on in their care at the time.

5.30 pm

As the Deputy Speaker said, a number of other Members
covered a range of areas. | want to make best use of the
time that | have left. | have obviously read, as Martina
Anderson suggested, the report from Professor Hubner. Of
course, that is for another debate, as John O’Dowd said,
but it is certainly one that will be useful to have.

| have addressed Sinéad Bradley’s point about the
unsatisfactory nature of this process and her desire to
move to multi-annual Budgets. Kellie Armstrong raised an
issue about the Department for Communities. It is always
an issue for us when Departments surrender money. The
financial transactions capital is not money that we had
that was given back unspent. Rather, it is money that is
available if it can be spent. The legislation, as she said,

is being finalised. The difficulty is that the legislation was
to have been introduced in Westminster, but it was not
because there was no time slot available. That is what |
understand. The Department anticipated spending that
money last year but the opportunity fell. Of course, we need
to ensure that Departments that have access to financial
transactions capital avail themselves of it and make use
of it. That is something on which we will be engaging with
all Departments. However, there was a genuine rationale
behind the Department for Communities not being able to
do that last year. The Minister for Communities’ intention
is to have that legislation introduced here as soon as
possible. | support her in that endeavour.

Mr Allister asked me for the figures, and | will happily
come back tomorrow with them. | had them noted down in
response to a question that is anticipated tomorrow, so |
will have them for him tomorrow. He may find that there is
not such a gap. Those are not our figures but figures done
in Britain. Of course, when we estimate the tax take from
here, we do not include a number of things, such as large
corporations that are here and that raise revenue here but
that pay their taxes in London. That tax take is therefore
not included in our figures. As with all accountancy
processes, we have to build in a number of caveats.
When we estimate the spend here, we also include our
contribution to the national debt, defence and the royal
palaces, of which we have none. A range of contributions
is scored against us, in an accountancy way, that add to
what is considered to be the subvention. It is not simply a
bald figure of, “This is what you get and what you do not
get”. It is not black and white. This is accountancy, and
there are caveats. | am told that there is a plus or minus
£3 billion, give or take, figure on that as well. | am happy to
bring the figures tomorrow for Question Time and also to
respond to Mr Allister’s contribution.

It is an interesting argument that comes from the unionist
Benches that the more impoverished we are, the stronger
the union is. That is a bit of a perversion. | would rather
see us be more prosperous and allowed to decide our own
future than say, “What strengthens the union is the fact
that we have a begging-bowl mentality here”.

Mr Allister: Will the Minister give way?
Mr Murphy: Yes.

Mr Allister: The Minister distorts the argument. What
is the strength of the union is the strength of the United
Kingdom, the fifth biggest economy in the world.

Some Members: Hear, hear.

Mr Allister: That is why the union is a strong financial
bond. He wants to take us into a supplicant state of the EU,
which now has to pay money to the EU that it cannot even
find.

Mr Murphy: As | said, the arguments on the union,
economic benefits and reunification are for another day.
What | will say is that the Member made his argument
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in the context of the fiscal deficit, and | am merely
responding. He seems to think that the bigger the deficit,
the stronger we are in the union. In other words, the more
impoverished we are, the more reliant we are on the
connection to the mother ship in Britain.

Almost all contributions in the debate were laced with
references to austerity. Many Members lamented the lack
of funding that we have and how things are spent. Some
of the criticisms of how Departments have done their
business are very valid. Some of the criticisms of how we
have done our business collectively in this institution are
valid. Underpinning all that, however, is austerity. You can
join the dots and arrive at the fact that we have had nine
years of Budget reductions. We have £500 million less
this year than we had in 2011-12. That cannot happen
without there being some damage to public services.
When a party, UCUNF — whatever we call that particular
marriage — heralded the return of the Tories, and when a
party had a choice in 2017 between a Labour Government
that was promising an end to austerity and throwing its lot
in with a Tory Government that gave us three or four more
years of austerity, you cannot lament the choices that you
made and blame everybody else for the fact that our public
services have been crippled because of austerity policies
that have come from London.

Ms Dillon: Will the Minister take an intervention?
Mr Murphy: The Minister will take one last intervention.

Ms Dillon: Does the Minister agree that it is not only the
institutions that are responsible for making an input to the
HIA redress scheme? The British Government were the
institution in charge here for a number of years. They were
responsible for those children, and they let them down.
They also need to pay up.

Mr Murphy: Of course some of the abuse took place
during the old Stormont regime, right through the ‘50s, ‘60s
and probably even further back, and some of it through the
period of direct rule. Of course, there is an argument for
the Government who had responsibility for oversight at that
stage paying a share of that, and we intend to make that
argument.

| go back to the point | was making. Austerity is a factor.

It is not the only factor — there are other factors that we
could look at — but it is the main factor in the reduction

of the budgets available to us in our struggle and our
challenge to provide decent public services. When

people are examining all of the issues that face us, they
should have that interlaced through it all. They should
remember their support for parties that were embarking
on programmes of austerity and which continued those
programmes of austerity. They should recognise that and
recognise their own contribution to all of that as the debate
runs on and as we debate whatever allocation we have for
the Budget in the next number of weeks.

| draw my remarks to a close and thank you, a
LeasCheann Comhairle, for your patience, and the
Cheann Comhairle for his patience as well. The Assembly
approval of the Supply motion today, and the associated
departmental expenditure plans laid out in the 2019-

2020 spring Supplementary Estimates and the 2020-21
Vote on Account, is a crucial stage of the existing public
expenditure cycle. Failure to pass these Supply resolutions
at this juncture would put at risk the smooth continuation of
public services for the remainder of this financial year and

into the next financial year. | therefore commend the spring
Supplementary Estimates for 2019-2020 and the Vote on
Account for 2020-21 to the Assembly, and | ask Members
to support the motions.

Mr Deputy Speaker (Mr Beggs): Before we proceed
to the Question, | remind Members that the vote on this
motion requires cross-community support.

Question put and agreed to.
Resolved (with cross-community support):

That this Assembly approves that a sum, not exceeding
£17,519,166,000, be granted out of the Consolidated
Fund, for or towards defraying the charges for the
Northern Ireland Departments, the Food Standards
Agency, the Northern Ireland Assembly Commission,
the Northern Ireland Audit Office, the Northern

Ireland Authority for Utility Regulation, the Northern
Ireland Public Services Ombudsman, and the Public
Prosecution Service for Northern Ireland for the

year ending 31 March 2020 and that resources,

not exceeding £21,022,321,000, be authorised for

use by the Northern Ireland Departments, the Food
Standards Agency, the Northern Ireland Assembly
Commission, the Northern Ireland Audit Office, the
Northern Ireland Authority for Utility Regulation, the
Northern Ireland Public Services Ombudsman, and the
Public Prosecution Service for Northern Ireland for the
year ending 31 March 2020 as summarised for each
Department or other public body in columns 2(c) and
3(c) of table 1 in the volume of the Northern Ireland
spring Supplementary Estimates 2019-2020 that was
laid before the Assembly on 19 February 2020.

Mr Deputy Speaker (Mr Beggs): We now move to the
motion on the Vote on Account, which has already been
debated. Before we proceed to the Question, | remind
Members that the vote on this motion requires cross-
community support.

Question put and agreed to.
Resolved (with cross-community support):

That this Assembly approves that a sum, not exceeding
£7,962,895,000, be granted out of the Consolidated
Fund, for or towards defraying the charges for the
Northern Ireland Departments, the Food Standards
Agency, the Northern Ireland Assembly Commission,
the Northern Ireland Audit Office, the Northern

Ireland Authority for Utility Regulation, the Northern
Ireland Public Services Ombudsman, and the Public
Prosecution Service for Northern Ireland for the

year ending 31 March 2021 and that resources,

not exceeding £9,054,440,000, be authorised for

use by the Northern Ireland Departments, the Food
Standards Agency, the Northern Ireland Assembly
Commission, the Northern Ireland Audit Office, the
Northern Ireland Authority for Utility Regulation, the
Northern Ireland Public Services Ombudsman, and the
Public Prosecution Service for Northern Ireland for the
year ending 31 March 2021 as summarised for each
Department or other public body in columns 4 and 6 of
table 1 in the Northern Ireland Estimates and Vote on
Account 2020-21 that was laid before the Assembly
on 19 February 2020. — [Mr Murphy (The Minister of
Finance).]
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Mr Murphy (The Minister of Finance): | beg to introduce
the Budget Bill [NIA 02/17-22], which is a Bill to authorise
the issue out of the Consolidated Fund of certain sums
for the service of the years ending 31 March 2020 and
2021; to appropriate those sums for specified purposes;
to authorise the use for the public service of certain
resources for those years; to revise the limits on the use
of certain accruing resources in the year ending 31 March
2020; and to authorise the Department of Finance to
borrow on the credit of the sum appropriated for the year
ending 31 March 2021.

Bill passed First Stage and ordered to be printed.

Mr Deputy Speaker (Mr Beggs): The Speaker is satisfied
that the Bill is within the legislative competence of the
Assembly.

| inform Members that the Speaker has received a letter
from the Committee for Finance informing him that, in
order to ensure that the Budget Bill can proceed, the
Committee has reluctantly agreed that, without prejudice
to the level of detail that the Committee will expect when
the Department of Finance consults the Committee on
future Budget Bills, the Committee is satisfied that under
these extenuating circumstances, in this case only, the
consultation with it on the public expenditure proposals
contained in the Bill has been appropriate, as required
under Standing Order 42(2).

Adjourned at 5.41 pm.

82



Northern Ireland
Assembly

Tuesday 25 February 2020

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

Members observed two minutes’ silence.

Executive Committee Business

Budget Bill: Second Stage
Mr Murphy (The Minister of Finance): | beg to move

That the Second Stage of the Budget Bill [NIA 2/17-22]
be agreed.

Today’s Second Stage follows yesterday’s approval of the
Supply resolutions by the Assembly for the expenditure
plans of Departments and other public bodies, as detailed
in the 2019-2020 spring Supplementary Estimates (SSEs)
and the 2021 Vote on Account. As Members will be aware,
accelerated passage of the Bill is necessary in order to
ensure Royal Assent prior to the end of March. Were the
Bill not to proceed by accelerated passage and receive
Assembly approval before the end of the financial year,
Departments and other public bodies may have legislative
difficulty in accessing cash. That would threaten the
delivery of public services, not just for the closing weeks
of the current financial year but for the early months of the
2020-21 financial year.

| am very grateful to the Finance Committee for confirming
that, in line with Standing Order 42, the Bill can proceed
under accelerated passage. | thank the Committee for its
work in agreeing to accelerated passage. We all recognise
that the situation this year has been far from satisfactory,
given that the 2019-2020 Budget was set by the Secretary
of State rather than the Executive and that the devolved
institutions have been restored so close to the end of the
financial year.

In the normal course of events, the Committee would
have been heavily involved in the setting of the 2019-2020
Budget right from its inception, with the Main Estimates,
which would have been debated in the Assembly

before the summer, providing the statutory authority for
expenditure against the Executive’s Budget through each
of the in-year monitoring rounds and up to the finalisation
and publication of the SSEs and the introduction of

the Budget Bill. That programme of work has not been
possible in the 2019-2020 year, with the unsatisfactory
situation of a Budget being set by the Secretary of State
and the Main Estimates being approved in Westminster.
The work of the Finance Committee in that respect is vital,
and | am glad that a programme of work can now be put in
place for the incoming 2020-21 financial year.

Standing Order 32 directs that the Second Stage debate
should be confined to the general principles of the Bill,
and | shall endeavour to keep to that direction. The main
purpose of the Bill is to authorise the cash and use of

resource on services based on the Executive’s final
spending plans for 2019-2020 for Departments and other
public bodies as set out in the spring Supplementary
Estimates for 2019-2020. The Bill also provides
authorisation for the cash and use of resources in the early
months of the 2021 financial year as a Vote on Account,
pending the Assembly’s consideration of the Main
Estimates and the Budget (No. 2) Bill in June.

Copies of the Budget Bill and the explanatory and financial
memorandum have been made available to Members
today, and the 2019-2020 spring Supplementary Estimates
and the 2021 Vote on Account were laid in the Assembly
on 19 February.

The Bill will authorise a further £17,519,166,000 from

the Consolidated Fund and the further use of resources
totalling £21,022,321,000 by the Departments and certain
other bodies listed in schedules 1 and 2 to the Bill in the
year ending 31 March 2020. The cash and resources are
to be spent and used on the services listed in column 1 of
each schedule. These amounts supersede the amounts
that were previously authorised in Westminster through the
Main Estimates.

The Bill also sets for the current financial year a limit
for each Department on the use of accruing resources.
Accruing resources are current and capital receipts
totalling £3,213,458,000. The accruing resources are to
be spent and used on the services listed in column 1 of
schedule 2.

The total resources and accruing resources now provided
in the Bill bring the total for use by Departments in
2019-2020 to over £24 billion. In addition, the Bill will
authorise the issue of a further £7,962,895,000 from

the Consolidated Fund and the further use of resources
totalling £9,054,440,000 by Departments and certain
other bodies listed in schedules 3 and 4 to the Bill in the
year ending 31 March 2021. The cash and resources are
to be spent and used on the services listed in column 1 of
schedules 3 and 4.

This is the Vote on Account and, as | explained, does

not constitute the setting of a Budget for 2020-21. It is
merely to allow Departments to continue to operate and
provide services in the early months of that year, pending
consideration of the Executive’s Budget for that year
through the Main Estimates and the Budget (No. 2) Bill in
June.

While the vast majority of expenditure by all Departments
is done on the authority of the statutory powers provided
through legislation passed by the Assembly, there are
occasionally some — usually small — functions that
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may from time to time be done on the sole authority of
the Budget Act. When a Department is making use of
the sole authority of the Budget Act, it will highlight this
fact by placing a note with a black box symbol in the
corresponding Estimate.

Given that the Main Estimate for 2021 will not be available
until June, | want to make the Assembly aware that the
Department for Communities is making preparations to
extend the existing welfare mitigation schemes. Until Royal
Assent is received for the Welfare Supplementary Payments
(Loss of Universal Credit or Housing Benefit) Bill and until
the Welfare Supplementary Payment Extension Regulations
(Northern Ireland) 2020 have been approved by a resolution
of the Assembly, the Department seeks approval to incur
spend under the sole authority of the Budget Bill at an
estimated cost of £7 million until 31 May 2020.

These amounts of resource include not only the
departmental expenditure limits (DEL) on which our
Budget process mainly focuses but the departmental
demand-led annually managed expenditure (AME). Clause
5 provides for the temporary borrowing by my Department
of £3,981,448,000. This is approximately half the sum
authorised by clause 4 for issue out of the Consolidated
Fund. | must stress that clause 5 does not provide for the
issue of any additional cash out of the Consolidated Fund
or convey any additional spending power, but it enables
my Department to run an effective and efficient cash
management regime and ensure minimum drawdown of
the block grant on a daily basis, which is important when
contemplating the daily borrowing by Departments.

The legislation is required for every public service.
Whether a schoolteacher or a nurse, the building of a road
or the training required for gaining a job, all public services
need the legislation to operate in the financial year. It is
crucial legislation that underpins public services.

| am happy to deal with any points of principle or detail of
the Budget Bill that Members may wish to raise.

Mr Speaker: | thank the Minister. The Second Stage of
the Budget Bill having been moved, in accordance with
convention, the Business Committee has not allocated any
time limits on the debate.

Mr Frew (The Deputy Chairperson of the Committee
for Finance): The Chair is not able to make it this morning,
which is an unfortunate development. | will stand in on his
behalf, as any good Deputy Chair would. | have his back.
However, | beg forgiveness from the Chamber. It is not
very often that | am dictionary-correct when | speak, and |
feel that | will be susceptible to error today having just read
the speech before me. Please bear with me and give me
that wee bit of latitude.

As we have heard, the Budget Bill provides statutory
authority for expenditure as set out in the spring
Supplementary Estimates for 2019-2020. The Bill also
includes the Vote on Account, which allows Departments
to incur expenditure and use resources in the early part
of 2020-21, until the Main Estimates are voted on by

the Assembly in June. Standing Order 42(2) states that
accelerated passage may be granted for a Budget Bill,
provided that the Committee for Finance is satisfied that it
has been appropriately consulted:

“on the public expenditure proposals contained in the
Bill”.

At the Committee meeting on 19 February, departmental
officials provided oral evidence and answered questions
on the Budget Bill, including on issues relating to a
number of Departments. As the Chairperson pointed out

in yesterday’s Supply resolution debate, the scale of the
changes resulting from the normal reallocations through
monitoring rounds combined with the in-year technical
changes will have, in some cases, resulted in significant
differences between the opening and closing resource and
capital allocations of Departments.

The Committee also noted the Minister’s written statement
to the Assembly highlighting late changes of £18 million
of resource arising from Barnett consequentials that the
Executive agreed to allocate for 2019-2020. For capital,
there is a corresponding reduction of some £52 million.
That required the Executive to agree to manage this in
2020-2021 since our capital spend is fully committed

for this year. During oral evidence, the Committee noted
that headroom of £18 million was already factored into

the Estimates and, therefore, no change to the spring
Supplementary Estimates was necessary. However,
perhaps more notable was the late notification of the
Barnett consequentials from Her Majesty’s Treasury.
Officials stated that they were not able to recollect a later
time in the financial year when Treasury made changes of
such magnitude.

The Committee welcomes the limited engagement with the
Department on these issues. However, as the Chairperson
mentioned yesterday, in the absence of a functioning
Assembly, the level of consultation with the Committee

on the public expenditure proposals was far from what

the Committee would expect during a conventional

Budget cycle. The Committee deliberated on the matter
for a considerable time before coming to an agreement

to grant accelerated passage to the Budget Bill under

the requirements set out in Standing Order 42(2). The
Committee took into account the level of consultation that it
would expect during a normal Budget cycle; the constraints
imposed by the prevailing circumstances; and the adverse
impact of withholding authority from Departments to incur
the spend on the additional resources that had been
granted in-year. Every Committee member who was
present expressed dissatisfaction with the process, but,

in the end, the Committee came to the conclusion that it
could only agree to confirm that the Bill proceed under

the accelerated passage procedure, taking full account

of the prevailing circumstances and without prejudice to
the detailed level of consultation that the Committee will
expect on future Budget Bills.

In considering future financial scrutiny, the Committee
questioned departmental officials about exploring the
process and timescales for forthcoming Budgets. It
welcomed their commitment and assurances that views
from the Assembly will be sought as early as practicable
and that there will be regular and meaningful engagement
with Statutory Committees. In particular, the Committee
welcomed officials’ acknowledgement of the leading role of
the Finance Committee in producing a coordinated report
reflecting the considerations of all Statutory Committees.

Over the coming weeks, once the timing of the Budget
and Main Estimates is known, the Committee will consider
its approach to coordinating Budget scrutiny across
Committees in a standard, coherent manner that will help
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to facilitate Committees in fulfilling their statutory role and
responsibilities for Budget scrutiny.

We will, of course, ensure that the relevant Committees
are consulted on our intended approach in the early stages
of its development.

10.45 am

The Committee also received assurances from officials

on the in-year monitoring process, and | am happy to

report that the formal practice of departmental bids will

be reintroduced to ensure greater transparency in future
Budget scrutiny. That will be reflected in the in-year
monitoring guidance, which is anticipated to be published by
the Department of Finance early in the new financial year.

That leads me on to one aspect of work that will help to
support the Assembly’s approach to financial scrutiny,
which is very much needed in this place. At a time when
we are aiming to deliver much-needed reform to our public
services, it is absolutely right that, as an Assembly, we
look to reform how we undertake our scrutiny, particularly
when it comes to public expenditure. We need to move

to a more inclusive and collaborative approach that will
reform how the Executive and the Assembly interact when
the Budget is being developed and scrutinised. We must
ensure that the budgetary process becomes meaningful
and embraces the role that the Assembly can and should
play in influencing and contributing to how public money
is spent. We must change the cultural behaviours and
attitudes and reform our processes in the same way in
which we ask others to accept reforms.

One specific area in bringing about this much-needed
reform is through the memorandum of understanding
between the Assembly and the Executive. Members

from all parties who served on the former Finance and
Personnel Committee highlighted that issue over a
number of years and budgetary cycles. The aim of the
memorandum is to provide solutions to many of the
difficulties and flaws in the budgetary process and to
establish a framework for improved cooperation between
the Executive and the Assembly on budgetary matters. It
would also facilitate Members and Committees in fulfilling
their scrutiny and advisory functions, which, in turn, will
assist in overseeing the effective and efficient delivery

of the Executive’s strategic priorities. In addition, the
memorandum will support the Executive in their role in
managing public expenditure and will help maintain and
enhance good working relationships between Departments
and their Committees. Indeed, a draft memorandum of
understanding was jointly prepared by Assembly and DOF
officials during the 2011 mandate.

If implemented, the memorandum of understanding would
help to address those fundamental weaknesses in our
financial and budgetary process. In particular, it would
help the Assembly to give conscientious consideration to
budgetary proposals, and it would influence draft Budgets
at the formative stages and key decisions in advance of
future Budgets being agreed by the Executive. That is what
open, transparent, meaningful consultation is all about.
Predecessors referenced the memorandum on a number
of occasions, yet this is a significant body of work on
which, to date, agreement has not been reached.

Recent events have emphasised the need for greater
oversight and scrutiny of public expenditure. | therefore

encourage the Executive and the Assembly to achieve

an agreed process for budgetary scrutiny as a matter of
urgency. In this regard, it would be helpful if the Minister in
his winding-up speech today would provide a commitment
to the House that work will resume to finalise and agree
the memorandum of understanding between the Assembly
and the Executive. In supporting a memorandum and
other reforms, we, as an Assembly, also need to ensure
that, in conducting our business, these institutions adapt
and align to further demonstrate that devolution is working
effectively and efficiently and that we can play our part in
fulfilling the commitments arising from the agreements that
we have made.

In the meantime, on behalf of the Committee for Finance,

| support the motion. There ends my contribution as
Deputy Chairperson of the Finance Committee. It was very
important to place the Committee’s wishes and thought
processes on the record in Hansard.

| will now speak as the DUP’s finance spokesperson.

That will allow me that wee bit more freedom to say what

I wish. | will not, as far as possible, rehearse what | said
yesterday. | want to demonstrate the frustrations that I, as a
Bench-Bench MLA, feel daily, not just in this new age of the
Assembly but in my 10 years as an MLA, and to explain my
experiences of scrutiny and effecting real change.

We have sometimes heard Ministers in this place talk the
talk, but have we really seen them walk the walk? If we
are to have a truly collective Executive, they have to be
truly collective, not only in the decisions that are made

but in the responsibilities that they have. That is quite
difficult when we have a five-party Executive and can lead
to dangers. | make this point about the memorandum of
understanding. We have a five-party Executive and an
Assembly made up mostly of MLAs from those five parties,
with very few Members not belonging to them, so it is
incumbent on us, in our job and in our role, to make sure
that scrutiny happens. That is why it is incumbent on me to
ask all the tough questions and raise all the tough issues
that we face now and in the future and also to bring up and
display my disgruntlement when something goes wrong.

| give the Finance Minister the same commitment today
that | gave him when we first met in Committee: | will work
alongside him to try to work out the best path forward

for this country and its people, in order to make lives
better. One question that we should all ask — Ministers,
Committee Chairs, Deputy Chairs and Back-Bench

MLAs — about every decision that we take is this: is that
the effect, is that the impact or is it the other way round?

| know that there are some really tough decisions to be
made by the Executive and then by us in the House. That
those decisions are difficult does not mean that they
should not be made. | am sick and tired of cans being
kicked down the road. | am sick and tired of us having the
power in this place that a regional Assembly should have
and then not availing ourselves of those powers to the best
of our abilities to bring tangible and true benefits to the
people of Northern Ireland.

Although there are a lot of figures with a lot of zeros

in a Budget, when those are stripped away, a Budget
comes down to the basics of how spending and saving
works in a household. Let us try not to complicate things
too much, because, ultimately, this comes down to the
fiscal management of funding for our people. | raise that
point because we need to get back to basics. Look at
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the torment that our Civil Service has gone through. |
commend it for the way in which it held this place up as

a country over the past three years. | also commend the
permanent secretaries for making the decisions that they
had to make, when they knew, fine rightly, that it was not
their place to do so. Of course, the input from the NIO

and the Secretary of State was not ideal and really should
not have happened. When we consider all that, we really
need to get back to basics. Look at the traumatic situation
that most of our systems, Departments and arm’s-length
bodies have been placed in over funding and over how
they should move forward. One way in which we can fix
that is through Budget Bills. Again | have a lot of sympathy
for the Minister, even today, because a lot of the stuff in
the Bill has already happened; he had no say on decisions
that were made. Then, of course, there is the Vote on
Account, which is 45% of our Budget spend for the next
financial term. That is very important. | made the point
yesterday that the Assembly, as a corporate body, has

not had the time to scrutinise the detail and bids of all the
Departments. That is fundamentally important. Again, it
picks up on the point that the Chair was going to make, and
which | made, about the memorandum of understanding.

| will go in to some detail around some of the worries that

| have, which have been raised with me lately at both
constituency and regional level. Public-sector pay is one. |
know that a 1% pay rise equates to about £8 million. | hope
that | am right; this is recorded in Hansard. That is hard-
earned money going back into the hands of hard-working
people, who then spend money in the economy. They are
taxed on it, so that actually helps the system. Money, and
the spending of it, makes the world go round, so it is very
important that public-sector pay gets to an appropriate and
comparable level. If you do not, market forces come in to
play; people will move away and do not engage with the
Civil Service, and it will not recruit. That is going to be a
massive issue in the future. We already know that we have
an ageing workforce in our Civil Service. That really needs
to be addressed. One way of addressing that is through
apprenticeship schemes for all areas of our Civil Service,
especially our skills. | ask the Minister to consider greatly
how we can reform the recruitment process in the Civil
Service to ensure that the skills are there, the people are
there and the pay is there for the appropriate level of skill
in our Civil Service.

| had a meeting last week with a developer in my
constituency who told me that, even though he has
planning permission for apartments, which are badly
needed in the area in which he is going to build, he cannot
get a connection for sewerage. That is another massive
issue that the Assembly really has not dealt with at any
time. Just because we cannot see the pipes underneath
our ground does not mean that they are not breaking
down, that they are not becoming older and decrepit and
that they are able to do the function that we ask them

to do. There has to be massive investment in our water
and sewerage systems. The point that | made yesterday
was that just placing more money into NI Water’s hands,
or just raising more capital and revenue through water
charges, simply will not cut it; basically, you are flushing
money down the drain. We need to reform the system
that operates and spends that money every day. We

have never grappled with that, but we need to because,
ultimately, the problem is not going to go away; it is only
going to get worse. Just because we cannot see the pipes

underneath the ground does not mean that they are not
there and that the problem is not there.

Look at Health. | had a meeting with the Northern Trust
only last week. My colleague Pam Cameron was also

at the meeting. We saw very clearly the impact and the
positive effect of the supply money that the DUP was able
to get from the Government. The way the money is being
spent in the Northern Trust is very good; it has helped
with things like healthcare and waiting lists. However, that
money is limited; it is going to come to an end. It is very
important that we identify the schemes put in place by the
confidence-and-supply money that have worked well and
that we try to make sure that those are funded continually,
right until we solve the problems in our health system.

11.00 am

Again, we need to look at our health system and the
reforms that need to take place, because — and this

was raised yesterday by my colleague Christopher
Stalford, in relation to 50% of our budget going to health
— if we continue to do the things that we are doing, that
percentage will only increase. If it only increases without
any reform, we are going to struggle everywhere, not just
in health but in every Department. We are going to jam the
fiscal system to the point where it cannot operate.

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

Housing is another massive issue that we must face.

Are we building enough houses? Absolutely not. Are we
looking after the current stock that we have? Absolutely
not. Look at how many times cycle schemes and other
schemes for improving houses, such as window schemes
and roofing schemes, have been delayed. How many
times have we, as MLAs, been given a commitment that a
scheme is going to happen in June, yet it is still to start by
June of the next year? That needs to be resolved, and it is
purely down to finance.

Reform is also needed in housing. We need to give the
Housing Executive the tools that it requires to function
appropriately; the debt issue, which is massive, needs to
be resolved; and the way our housing associations work
and how they can build houses needs to be reformed. The
problems all pile on top of each other. We cannot have a
policy to build 20,000 new homes, which is a lovely target
and policy, when we do not have the sewerage system

in place to accommodate that build. That is why we need
a collective Executive that can take a panoramic view
when making a decision, which the Assembly and the
Committees can scrutinise properly.

Look at our infrastructure. We hear the Minister shouting
all the time when she is here about the potholes and

the street lights, and she is absolutely right. We need to
ensure that our streets are safe, that our roads are traffic-
worthy and that our cars are roadworthy with regard to the
MOT system. We must ensure that the street lights are on
because, if they are not, it impacts greatly on elderly folk.
There is absolutely no doubt about it; if we want to get
elderly folk out and about and more active, street lighting is
a massive issue for them.

| could list a lot of things that are going wrong with

the place, and | realise and admit that | am not giving
many solutions. It is the responsibility of this Assembly
to consider solutions at Committee level and help the
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Executive to achieve the goals that we need them to set.

| give a commitment to the Finance Minister to work with
him in the Committee. | hope that the Committee, as a
collective, will do this too — support him when there are
tough decisions to be made and not play politics, as we
have done in the past, with decisions that need to be
made. Ultimately, if we do not make decisions, our people
and our families are going to end up having worse lives.
That is basically the point.

| look forward to seeing the Budget Bill passed, | look
forward to seeing the spring Estimates, and | look forward
to the new Budget that the Minister will table once he has
received information and a drawdown from the Exchequer
when it launches its Budget on 11 March. The Minister
made a decision yesterday about delaying that process.
That process is the right one to have, and a Budget Bill
should be brought forward after we find out from the
Exchequer what we are getting. He talked about the end
of March, and he has a very fine window of time in which
to bring it, because there are all sorts of regulatory and
mechanical fixtures at play. So, he is probably left with only
the last Monday and Tuesday of March to bring it. Again,
we need that as quickly as possible.

| also look forward to the day when the new process starts,
and it should start very soon — no later than April, the
start of the new financial year — where we are working

on a Budget for the next year. It will be very important to
bring that information to the Finance Committee as soon
as possible, so that we can inject our thought processes
and other Committees can inject their thought processes
into that mix, so that, when a draft Budget is formed and
launched to the Committee in September, hopefully,
before it goes out to consultation, there will be a Budget
that is nearly there, is fit for purpose and has all the
requirements that we need moving forward. The public
would then have their say in the public consultation, which
should be meaningful. In itself, the process of this regional
Assembly going out to consultation on a Budget is unique
and, | believe, quite healthy. That would take place and
inform the Budget, so that what we have in December and
January is something that is fit for purpose and robust,
with everybody having been injected into that psyche and
that mindset to produce a Budget that helps our people
moving forward.

| say all that in hope, because | must put on record again
that the previous Sinn Féin Finance Minister failed to bring
forward a draft Budget in September. All the Committees
were screaming for that Budget, and it did not come in
September. It did not come in October or November or
December or January. That left this place and the Civil
Service in a very bad place, and | hope never, ever to
return to a place like that again.

The other point | will make is this.

Ms Ni Chuilin: | thank the Member for giving way. |
listened to him yesterday, and | hear him saying the

same thing today, which will probably be the case with a
lot of Members. The Member referred to the fact that no
Budget Bill was brought forward, but he failed to explain
why. | heard him and his colleague yesterday refer to

RHI as a “botched boiler scheme”. Given the fact that
there were allegations leading to corruption at the heart

of government and the fact that public money was under
such scrutiny by the public and other Committee members,

will the Member perhaps elaborate on why the Budget Bill
could not be brought forward, please?

Mr Frew: That is quite extraordinary. | thank the Member
for her contribution and interjection, but to now suggest
that the Sinn Féin Finance Minister did not bring forward a
Budget in September because of RHI is quite incredulous.
That is the first | have heard that, and | must say that | am
confused. The party opposite me is in denial.

Mr Deputy Speaker (Mr McGlone): | ask the Member to
move back to the principles of the Budget Bill, please.

Mr Frew: Yes, | will. The Budget Bill is very clear. It is facts
and figures, and we need to make sure —.

Mr Durkan: | thank the Member for giving way. | am glad
that he is not playing politics on the issue, as he said that
we should not do that. | cannot help but concur with most
of what the Member said yesterday and has repeated
today, but | cannot help feeling like Bobby Ewing having
woken up to find the past 10 years have been a dream,
with the DUP bearing no responsibility whatsoever for
anything that has happened or has not happened during
that time.

Coming back to the point: the Member says that we hope
to be in a better position next year and have a draft Budget
by September for the following year and that that is how it
will be fit for purpose. Will the Member agree that, for the
Budget to be really fit for purpose, we should be seeing a
draft Budget in September for the next two or three years
and we should be moving to multi-year budgeting? Will he
agree that, when we are doing a yearly Budget cycle, there
is no way that it can ever be truly fit for purpose?

Mr Frew: The Member makes an excellent contribution on
that point. We want to get to a place where we have multi-
year Budgets. It is the only way to go in this place, and it will
allow flexibility, | am sure, in the way that we spend money.
There is a pressure when we do not have money, but there
is also a pressure when we have too much money in a
Department and it cannot be spent on time and has to go
into the monitoring rounds. The more that we have flexibility
and the more that we have foresight, it is a very good thing.
| commend the Member for making that point.

| also look forward to the day when the SDLP votes for a
Budget in this place, given that it had no real responsibility
for it before.

Mr Durkan: We look forward to one that is fit for purpose.

Mr Frew: | will give way to the Member again if he wants to
come in. There is no problem there.

Mr Buckley: Will the Member give way?

Mr Deputy Speaker (Mr McGlone): | remind Members to
come back to the principles of the Budget Bill, please.

Mr Buckley: As a Back-Bench Member, | find that there
is nothing more frustrating than watching how, at the

end of a Budget cycle, Departments — in particular, the
Department for Infrastructure — bid for money and roll out
that use of finite resource on schemes that are not priority
issues, whether at a constituency or regional level. Does
the Member concur with that?

Mr Frew: The Member makes a very good point. We
have to get back to basics. All MLAs have a wish list as
long as their arm, and we would all love to have it funded,
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but we cannot fund everything. The Budget Bill makes it
clear that we cannot fund everything. We can all demand
that our wish lists be put on a Budget line, and we can all
have red lines turning into Budget lines, but it will not help
our people. It will not help our people when our services
are struggling, our health service is crumbling, and the
infrastructure below our feet is crumbling. We really need
to get back to basics and prioritise what we spend our
money on.

The point that | wanted to make before | was interrupted
by all those interventions — | thank Members for the
interventions, and welcome them, because that is how we
get the most out of our debates — is that we have had a
draft Programme for Government for the last three years.
It was agreed in draft form by the Executive, and not once
have | seen a Budget Bill refer to the priorities of that
Programme for Government.

The Programme for Government will work only if it is
populated with cash. Budgets will work in tandem with the
Programme for Government only if it is overlapped and
overlaid. | do not see that happening. | do not see where
you can relate and attribute money in the Budget Bill to
the draft Programme for Government. The Executive may
well produce a new draft Programme for Government.
That is all well and good, and, hopefully, it will not be
much different from the goals, outputs and indicators that
were set out in the previous one. However, until we have
money alongside a Budget line going to each outcome, |
do not see how the two can walk down the path together.
| ask the Minister to consider not only how we finance the
Programme for Government but how we scrutinise it. If
money goes to goals that the Programme for Government
has set, which the Executive agree to, how do we ensure
that those goals are being financed appropriately? That
needs to happen. It does not matter whether we agree with
some of the outcomes in the Programme for Government.
They will be agreed, and we will have to move forward in
that way. We can always complain and debate, but unless
we have money on the lines going to each of those goals,
they will just not happen.

My plea today is to get back to basics. Let us fix the things
that need to be fixed. We all know what they are. Let us
have the political will and the courage to make those things
right and to reform them. Some of these systems have
been in place for decades, and they need to change. They
are not fit for purpose. That will take funding, which, if it
goes to the right places to make the necessary reforms,
will not only make savings for our people but make their
lives better. That is where we need to be. Surely that is
where the Assembly and the Executive, which make the
decisions, need to be.

| applaud the Minister for bringing the Bill forward, and |
congratulate his staff. | am sure that the civil servants in
the Department of Finance have had it tough over the last
three years. In fact, | know that they have had it tough. |
commend them for their speed in getting this all in place as
soon as the Assembly was up and running. Of course, the
Departments were not just faced with the policies that they
had to devise for this place but have had to answer all the
ministerial questions from MLAs and all that. They have
had to ramp up very quickly in the last month, for which |
commend them. It is important that they get up to speed
as quickly as possible. | wish them all the best in the two-
pronged approach — in fact, the three-pronged approach

— in the next financial year not only in producing a Budget
very soon after the Chancellor’s Budget but in making the
conditions right for a draft Budget in September, which the
Finance Committee will then be able to scrutinise and go
to consultation on.

1115 am

Dr Archibald (The Chairperson of the Committee for
the Economy): | will speak, first, as Chairperson of the
Committee for the Economy. As Members will be aware,
the Department for the Economy has a key role in driving
forward prosperity, improving skills and ensuring that
people can meet the challenges of new industries and jobs
that may not yet exist. The Committee has had a number of
briefings on the Department’s budget, and members have
now got to grips with the funding that is available to the
Department in the next financial year and the pressures
that, as yet, have not been funded. A LeasCheann
Comhairle, you, the Minister and other Members will be
glad to hear that | do not intend simply to regurgitate the
highlights of the Economy Department’s budget. Instead, |
want to speak about vision. | want to share how its budget
is a key ingredient in making a better and more sustainable
future for all.

The Department for the Economy’s remit, like that of other
Departments, is wide and subject to a range of demands.
It extends to further and higher education, skills, careers,
energy, tourism and workers’ rights. The Department will,
of course, be a key player in the management of Brexit.
Many of the plans in the ‘New Decade, New Approach’
document depend on the Economy Department for their
development and realisation. It, therefore, seems obvious
that funding for the Department should be prioritised.

The Committee heard with concern about the scale of
unfunded inescapable and high-priority pressures — some
£110 million — that the Department will carry into the new
financial year. Of course, other Departments carry even
bigger pressures, and we must continue to invest in health
and education, which are close to people’s hearts. The
Committee does not disagree with that.

However, in a context of limited resources, funds must be
targeted where they do most good and provide the most
benefit. The Department for the Economy will produce
strategies for industry, tourism, energy, careers, skills
and a host of other areas, which will help to develop and
expand our economy. The Department’s budget was
reduced by £46-2 million in 2016-17 and £30-3 million in
2017-18. It flatlined in 2018-19 and 2019-2020. Pressures
that require funding include further education, EU exit
preparation, city deals, energy and those that are linked
to upskilling to make the economy more productive,
competitive and sustainable. In New Decade, New
Approach, the Executive highlight their plans to invest

for the future, improve productivity, seek new trading
opportunities post the EU exit and develop a regionally
balanced economy with opportunities for all. There is also
a promise to ensure that there is the right mix of skills for a
thriving economy. Delivery of those will require a properly
funded Department for the Economy.

The ‘New Decade, New Approach’ document also
highlights that the Executive will prioritise the economic
potential offered by the various city deals. Additionally,
there are plans to bring more events here, like the Open
championship, to boost tourism, as well as plans to
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develop an enhanced approach to careers advice, the
curriculum, training and apprenticeships. All of that must
be properly funded. The ‘New Decade, New Approach’
document also highlights that a priority for the forthcoming
PFG will be:

“creating good jobs and protecting workers’ rights.”

Funding will be required for that, too. On the proposed
expansion of student numbers at Ulster University’s Magee
campus, the ‘New Decade, New Approach’ document
states:

“The Executive will bring forward proposals for the
development and expansion of the UU campus at
Magee College, including the necessary increase

in maximum student numbers to realise the 10,000
student campus target and a Graduate Entry Medical
School.”

The ‘New Decade, New Approach’ document also makes
commitments to tackle climate change. Those will fall to
the Economy Department, as will action on workers’ rights.
That amounts to quite an agenda of work for a Department
that goes into the new financial year with a substantial
funding gap. The Committee supports the ambition of

the Economy Minister and the Executive more widely.
However, it will be the Committee’s job to ensure that there
is delivery on the commitments made. Members are up for
that job, and the Committee looks forward to working with
the Minister on the delivery of this worthy agenda on the
back of a good budget outcome for the Department.

| will now make some remarks as Sinn Féin’s
spokesperson on the economy and climate action. | will
continue on the theme of a vision for the future. The
economy and climate action are two priority areas that
need coordinated investment to drive economic growth
and productivity while reducing carbon emissions.
However, we are faced with the consequences of a decade
of Tory austerity. We are also in the midst of dealing with,
and we will undoubtedly have to continue to deal with for
many years to come, the entirely negative consequences
of an unwanted and unnecessary Brexit. People here
voted to reject Brexit, a rejection that has been reiterated
on a number of occasions since June 2016.

Last week saw the start of the negative outworkings

of Brexit, with immigration proposals that show once
again that the British Government have no regard for
our economy or unique circumstances. They completely
ignored the opinions and views of business leaders here,
who engaged constructively and in good faith, and they
have proposed instead a system that is a threat to many
sectors of our economy, including the hospitality, agri-
food, care and tourism sectors. For our part, as a party, we
will continue to stand up for the best interests of Ireland,
North and South, and make the case for our economy,
businesses and communities.

The type of budgetary pressures that | outlined for the
Department for the Economy, are, of course, reflected
across the Executive. The British and Irish Governments
produced the ‘New Decade, New Approach’ document
following several months of negotiations for which the
watchwords were “credible” and “sustainable”. Time and
again, Sinn Féin and other parties outlined that to be
credible and sustainable the institutions required proper
financing. The immediate rolling back on the costed and

negotiated budgetary commitments in the ‘New Decade,
New Approach’ document by the British Government
represents incredible bad faith and hinders the Executive’s
ability to deliver effective and high-quality public services.
| have no doubt that the Finance Minister will continue to
impress upon the British Government and Treasury the
urgent need for them to fulfil their financial obligations.

We need a new economic strategy that promotes good

jobs and ensures regional balance while decarbonising our
economy and addressing long-term low productivity. Low
productivity is a fundamental cause of this region’s economic
underperformance, and it must be tackled head-on. That
means investing in skills on a regionally balanced basis,
supporting entrepreneurship, addressing the structural
barriers that discourage women from reaching their
economic potential and directing resources on the basis

of objective need. It means upholding workers’ rights and
protections and putting an end to casualisation practices,
including precarious work and zero-hour contracts. We need
to value and empower the most important element of our
economy, which is our people, and ensure that our young
people have opportunities to aspire to.

It means investing in infrastructure to address the decades
of regional imbalance and ensure the connectedness of
our rural communities. A green new deal is a Programme
for Government commitment in New Decade, New
Approach. It must be at the core of the economic strategy
to help effectively tackle the climate emergency through
a just transition to a net zero carbon society. Promoting
green skills development, including the upskilling and
reskilling of the workforce, must be a priority. We need a
new energy strategy that enables the transition to a net
zero carbon society with obligations and incentives that
must include support for retrofitting and, importantly, is
based on the principles of a just transition and does not
punish those who are least able to afford it.

Mr Frew: | thank the Member for giving way. | agree with
her about the energy strategy; it is very important. Is she
concerned, as | am, with the current investigation by the
Utility Regulator on the independence and governance
of SONI and how that organisation has been stripped of
capacity and leadership, which could well undermine any
energy strategy going forward? We actually really need
to fix SONI in order to get the most out of any energy
strategy.

Mr Deputy Speaker (Mr McGlone): Before the Member
responds, let me say that | am not quite sure how that
relates to the Budget Bill. The Member can respond to this
as she sees fit.

Dr Archibald: | thank the Member for his intervention, and
we will, of course, await the Utility Regulator’s response
on that.

The new economic strategy, along with tackling the
climate emergency and mitigating the impact of Brexit,
requires targeted investment. However, while we continue
to lack the fiscal powers to effectively balance our own
budget, we continue to be constrained in our ability to
invest adequately and most effectively. | welcome the
Finance Minister’'s commitment to set up a commission
to explore the devolution of fiscal powers. We also need
to see greater cooperation across the island of Ireland
to strengthen our closely interlinked and interdependent
economy and to make best use of our public services
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in both jurisdictions. We need to urgently facilitate the
discussion on our constitutional future. It is certainly my
clear view that a new, agreed Ireland is the best context
within which to grow our economy and develop our society,
ending unnecessary duplication and planning to deliver
public services in education, further and higher —

Mr Buckley: | thank the Member for giving way. A couple
of times in her contribution she mentioned the need for
legislation and forward thinking to tackle the climate
emergency. | have yet to hear her mention public transport,
namely Translink. Does she not see a direct contradiction
in the Assembly a couple of weeks ago declaring a climate
emergency yet organisations such as Translink being on
the brink of collapse?

Dr Archibald: | thank the Member for his intervention. |

did say that we need to invest in infrastructure as well. It is
important that we do that in a regionally balanced way and
in a way that supports addressing net-zero carbon targets.

As | was saying, we need to end unnecessary duplication.
We need to plan in order to deliver our public services in
education, further and higher education, health, housing
and everything else across the island, ensuring better
regional balance.

Of course, a united Ireland also offers us a pathway back
to the European Union and a solution to many of the
problems presented in the near and longer term by Brexit.
Tackling the climate emergency effectively requires a
holistic, all-Ireland approach, because the environment
recognises no borders. We have the opportunity to
rebalance and reshape our economy on the basis of

a fair and just transition, with full fiscal autonomy and
sovereignty to plan a fully-integrated all-Ireland economy
and society. We should take it.

| support the Minister’s motion to give our Departments the
ability to spend in advance of a new Budget next month.

Mr McGrath: | spoke yesterday on the Supplementary
Estimates in my capacity as Chair of the Executive Office
Committee. | mentioned the importance of issues such
as the historical institutional abuse payments to victims,
payments to victims and survivors of the Troubles, the
need to prepare this place for the way forward in the

light of Brexit, and how we fund our offices that will sell
Northern Ireland and promote it.

Those are key financial asks for the Executive Office,
and they must be given due consideration. | hope that
the Budget under consideration reflects those needs and
priorities.

However, | want to speak about how this Budget will impact
on the residents of South Down and to illustrate some of
the multitude of needs felt most acutely by the people of
my constituency. | welcome the fact that, nearly four years
after being elected an MLA, | have the opportunity to
participate in a Budget debate on behalf of the people of
South Down, whom | represent.

A quick look at the Budget Bill as it stands shows that
the request is for a spend of about £8 billion from the
Consolidated Fund, use of resources of £9 billion and
some borrowing of in and around £4 billion. Given the
amounts of money that we are talking about, | have some
concern that the process here is so quick and short

that the scrutiny that we can give to the Bill is minimal.
Circumstances have led us here, but this is a massive

public spend, and we are not getting the opportunity to
scrutinise it properly and have a good, proper discussion
about priorities.

With the Vote on Account, where 45% of a Department’s
budget is given approval, there is a fear that we fall into
the trap of simply doing what was done last year. By the
time the Budget is set, half of the money is spent, and,

as a result, we then cannot set many priorities. | echo

the remarks of my colleague from Foyle Mark Durkan
about how we need to look forward and deliver two- and
three-year Budgets, whereby real change can be effected,
because there will not be massive changes made midway
through the process.

Budgets feed through to community groups. | remember a
community group being given six months’ worth of funding
and then being told at the end of that time that its funding
was being halved. That meant that there was very little
money left for it to continue for the rest of that year. That
was a predicament. Money had to be found for the group.
Those are some of the problems that we have with short-
term Budgets. We are constantly voting for just 45% of our
money, after a very quick debate that does not allow for
proper scrutiny.

11.30 am

We are all too aware of the budget cuts that have left our
public services and staff in terrible financial hardship. |
would like to put names and faces to those who have been
affected and those who could benefit from the Budget having
a positive impact. We cannot really say anything about the
fact that these institutions were felled for three and a half
years. That has left portfolios abandoned, vital projects
shelved and, most shamefully, public trust in elected officials
decimated. Now is the time to prove that these institutions
can work and that they will deliver for the public.

Nowhere is that illustrated more clearly than in our health
service. Almost as soon as the institutions were restored,
the Health Minister found himself having to address the
issue of pay parity and staffing levels for our healthcare
workers. We know that those front-line members of staff go
over and beyond the call of duty on a daily basis, and their
work was repaid by an abuse of their basic rights as staff
by previous Health Ministers. Pay parity was achieved, but
we can do more. Community-led initiatives and service
providers are blazing the trail with new and innovative
means of picking up the pieces following the cuts. | think of
the great work that is being done, on a smaller scale, in the
ADHD Hub in Newcastle, in my South Down constituency.
The hub offers a haven for children and families affected
by ADHD. It offers a place of welcome and understanding
and a place where those living with ADHD can develop
their skills and find their talents, which they may not have
considered before. Its work has been publicised far and
wide, as far as America. People ask why they cannot have
that type of provision and why they do not have such a
space in their town. However, the hub suffers due to a lack
of funding. In spite of that, it powers on with its work and
fundraises where it can. It makes me think that the Budget
should reflect that type of work and the funding should get
right down to ground level to support such initiatives in
delivering the work that they do.

| think also of hospital services such as the Downe
Hospital. It was a result of community activism and political
will with leadership and cohesion of effort and shows
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what we can achieve. The SDLP has stood shoulder to
shoulder with them as part of that process. Five years
ago, tens of thousands of people — activists — took to
the street to speak with one voice to save the Downe from
budget cuts. That point was heard and adhered to, but
today the Downe continues to suffer as a result of a lack
of investment. | would like to see the Budget being able to
reflect some of the priorities that people are asking for in
that hospital. There is a need for investment in a 24-hour
accident and emergency department and in the provision
of a permanent MRI scanner. Those services cannot be
provided because of the lack of funding and because of the
difficult funding mechanism that the Budget will continue
with. That is why we would like to see a change to it.

Teams in our Ambulance Service work tirelessly in their
work, but the service needs investment. | would like to
see the Budget reflecting the priority that the community
places on ambulance services. Category A calls are
supposed to be responded to within eight minutes. That is
grand if you live in a city, but | live in a rural constituency
where sometimes people have to wait for 75 minutes for
a response to a category A call. That has resulted in the
death of constituents. It is a direct result of the funding
mechanisms that have been put in place. We need to see
changes for that, going forward, and | would like to see the
Budget take that as a priority and reflect that.

Education is another area that has suffered as a result of
the Budgets that we have had in the past. We now have an
opportunity, in this Budget, to address that. The Education
Minister has, once again, found the issue of teachers’ pay
on his desk. This has not been previously —

Ms Dillon: | appreciate the Member taking the
intervention. On that point, | am glad that the Member
across the way, my colleague on the Justice Committee,
has finally come to the realisation of the need to fund our
public servants, because, in the previous Executive, the
Education Minister would not give the teachers even a 1%
pay rise because they had the nerve to say that it was not
enough. Going forward, we need to ensure that that same
Education Minister addresses teachers’ pay, because it

is a massive issue. Those people give a lot of goodwill.
They work, as you said about the health workers, over and
above their hours and go way beyond what is expected of
them, and it is time that they were paid for that.

Mr McGrath: | thank the Member for her intervention. |
suppose that there is a two-pronged approach to that.
Obviously, if we had more money, we would be able to
address those issues, and that would be good, proper and
right. However, it is also about how we manage our money
— that is the challenge that the Finance Minister is dealing
with — and how that money is rolled out and invested. If
we do not invest in the workforce, it will be a difficult area
to manage. Teachers have clearly articulated their needs,
and it is important that we address them.

Mr Frew: | thank the Member for giving way. The point is
well made that we must invest in our people, but we should
also stop spending money on antiquated services and
systems that cost us money. Education is one example,
given that there are so many sectors to pay for. We should
get to the point where we have the money at hand in order
to invest in our people in that regard.

Mr McGrath: | thank the Member for his intervention.
Again, as part of NDNA, we looked at that, and most

of the parties agreed that there needs to be some sort

of restructuring that can properly be funded by the
Department and that Budgets such as this better reflect
the needs on the ground. When we have all-party support
for something, it should quickly become a priority because
it is likely to be achieved. Those discussions have taken
place as part of the talks process, and they should be
delivered as quickly as possible.

When we look at how the Budgets and monitoring round
funding have been used, we see that monitoring rounds
use money on a very short-term basis because they are
not part of a proper Budget. | know that, in my area, in
South Down, incredible early years work is being done

by Knockevin Special School. It is the result of another
community-driven initiative and is an illustration of what
can be achieved when people work together. There has
been a recent announcement of £10 million of additional
money for special education needs. However, that money
is not going into providing additional spaces in classrooms,
which is actually one of the things that would deal best
with the needs out there. | am sure that every MLA has
people coming into their constituency office, saying that
their children need to be in a special school but the places
are not available for them. We need a Budget that reflects
that and provides extra places. | fear that we are using the
monitoring rounds to put a sticking plaster on a problem,
rather than using the Budgets to find a proper, thought-
out and well-resourced way of dealing with the issues.
Certainly, in education and special needs education, the
issue of additional places comes up again and again.

| would like to see the Budget being able to provide
additional places, where that is possible.

There are other initiatives that the Budget could reflect
that would help our schools as well. In my constituency,
Teconnaught Cross Community Pre School is currently
based in an old building. It spends an average of £200 per
month on heating alone, and that is not sustainable. The
budget currently allocated to the school just about covers
the wages and the daily running costs. With an increased
budget, the school could diversify and install renewable
means of heating such as solar panels. Why do we not
consider incentivising such renewable measures for
schools? Where better to get children to learn about green
thinking and sustainable energy than in the classroom and
in their school. | think that the Budget should reflect ways
of helping schools to reduce their bills and to make better
use of their budgets in the classroom for the pupil, rather
than on heating old buildings, on which literally hundreds
and hundreds of pounds are spent every month.

We have to look at the Budget going forward and then
think about the past decisions that have been taken but
have never materialised. | know, for example, that Our
Lady and St Patrick Primary School in Downpatrick was
formed after two primary schools were brought together
into one old building, with the promise that the other site
would be cleared for a new build. That was nearly 10
years ago, and they still wait. Their school is now in an old
convent girls’ school building that was previously the old
boys’ secondary school in the town. We do not just hand-
me-down clothes in our area; we do hand-me-down school
buildings. The promise was there for an additional building,
but it has never materialised, and here we go into another
Budget, potentially —.

Ms S Bradley: Will the Member give way?
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Mr McGrath: Yes.

Ms S Bradley: May | add to that list St Louis Grammar
School in South Down, which has exactly the same
problem?

Mr McGrath: Again, that is a recurring theme that we
want Budgets to reflect. Unfortunately, however, we are
not getting the opportunity or the scrutiny to be able to
discuss those types of initiative. | hope that future Budget
processes will allow us to address them.

Infrastructure was a particular casualty of the failings of
these institutions three and a half years ago and, indeed,
the actions of previous Ministers, some of whom stand
beside potholes and uneven road surfaces now for photos,
yet they were the very ones who slashed the budget to
repair them. That, certainly, is a lesson in the Stormont irony
that the public often miss because of the spin process.

On assuming her post as Infrastructure Minister,

Nichola Mallon has been faced with another abandoned
portfolio and the result of it. She has had to address the
ramifications of shelved projects, a crisis in MOT centres,
a public transport system in dire straits, slashed budgets
for street lights and pothole repairs and much more.

She has responded most ably to all of that with a very
limited and finite budget. However, were a radically larger
infrastructure budget to be allocated, there would be far
better days ahead for us all.

Given that the current UK Prime Minister recently
announced HS2, which will cost upwards of £89 billion, it
is only just and fair that the North receives its fair share
under Barnett consequentials. That could be used to
radically transform our society. Of course, it could be used
to ensure that our response to street lights and potholes

is not just the patch jobs that we all see but one that gives
people effective and energy-efficient street lighting and
roads that can be driven over without breaking suspension
springs or getting a flat tyre. That will resonate particularly
with the residents of Saul Road in Downpatrick, given the
amount of damage that is done to cars there.

Radical infrastructure investment can go much further
and can act as a catalyst for much more. Investing in the
infrastructure of South Down, in key targeted areas such
as Downpatrick, would allow the product of St Patrick to
be taken seriously and developed. Investing in the jewel
of the tourism crown that is Newcastle would allow the
tourist and hospitality sector to flourish and show the
people of the North that our hospitality sector extends far
beyond Belfast and Portrush — which is, of course, to
mean no offence to either of those places. Investing in the
connecting areas, such as Drumaness, Loughinisland,
Spa, Castlewellan, Leitrim and Kilcoo, will allow people to
enjoy all of the natural sites and landscapes that go with
them. | want to see investment and budgets for additional
picnic areas where seats are available for families to enjoy
everything around them. It all boils down to investment in
our infrastructure. If we invest in people, we can provide
jobs and security.

We also have key maritime infrastructural projects that
need to be reflected in this Budget and future Budgets.
The harbours at the fishing ports of Kilkeel and Ardglass

in South Down have reached their capacity, and, without
further government investment, they will stall and their
development will be prevented. The concern is that people
will go elsewhere if they cannot see scope for development

in the existing provision. It is critical that the harbour in
Ardglass is deepened and that there are more mooring
spaces for boats. Currently, some of the boats are stuck
in the harbour when the tide goes out. Some boats are
tethered together as there are no more spaces available,
which means that fishermen have the additional peril of
having to climb over boats to land their catch. That practice
is a health and safety risk that would not be acceptable
in any other place, so why should it be acceptable here?
| hope that the Budget, in the year ahead, will provide
funding that will reflect the needs that there are.

11.45 am

Investing in our natural environment, such as the new build
at Our Lady and St Patrick’s, is no longer optional. For the
sake of current and future generations, we must invest in
this, and invest substantially. Will we see this reflected in
the Budget in the months ahead?

Also — | am coming near the end — there is climate
change, which is an undeniable and irrefutable fact,
although some would question that. With rising sea levels,
there is coastal erosion. These matters need to concern
each of us so that our natural landscape can be enjoyed by
all, with houses also protected. | hope that, in the Budget
lines that are being established, there will be finance to
address those concerns.

Mr Buckley: | thank the Member for giving way. | listened
intently to the many projects that the Member outlined

as being in need of investment. Does he agree with

the sentiment of my colleague Mr Frew that, in light of
the current budgetary conditions, it is essential that we
prioritise issues of national and regional concern?

Mr McGrath: Yes, indeed — absolutely — but one leads to
the other. If we constantly do regional, those who pay their
rates and taxes and who live in constituencies need to
have their say. | am probably asking for a little indulgence
and latitude on the basis that this is the first time that

| have had an opportunity to raise issues on behalf of
constituents in four years, so there is quite a lot that | am
referring to for this one Budget.

It would be wrong of me if | did not speak about one
regional issue: youth services. It is critical to invest in
the Youth Service. It provides opportunities for young
people who would otherwise not get to participate in
structured activities or educational outcomes. For many
who get involved in those projects, it is an opportunity to
shine. It can create a different outcome and direction for
them in their lives. In the Education budget, | would like
consideration to be given at all times to the Youth Service
and additional resources. We need to be able to help our
young people.

Mr Humphrey: | thank the Member for giving way. |
declare an interest as a member of the Scout Association.
Does the Member agree that it is important that, when we
discuss the issue that he just raised, there is a joined-up-
ness between the Education Authority and the Department
— indeed, across government and local government —
and that the Youth Service works closely with the national
state uniformed organisations to ensure that there is no
duplication and wastage?

Mr McGrath: The ‘Priorities for Youth’ document, which
was produced seven or eight years ago, contains that type
of direction: that there should not be duplication. In fact,
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where the voluntary service is doing the delivery, it should
be given priority. That should be enshrined. Of course,

the voluntary sector needs to be funded, and the Budget
needs to reflect that. It is important that youth services are
funded as needed.

As | stated, the Budget for the period ahead is 45% of
last year’s Budget. | want to end where | started: if we do
not have a new approach to the Budget and the Budget
process, we will simply come in here and get a few hours
to look at the spend of £20 billion and all the priorities for
the year ahead. | certainly hope that, once the Budget
process is concluded, we can move quickly into the new
process and all have our say. We can give our lists, as |
have done, in Committees and other places, but we must
certainly do what we can for people out there. They want
us in here fighting on their behalf for services in their
community and the Budget that reflects those.

Mr Nesbitt: As a member of the Committee for the
Executive Office, | intend to focus my remarks largely
on that part of the Budget Bill. It is a Budget Bill that, |
understand, the Ulster Unionist Party will support, albeit
with reservations, which | will leave to my party leader to
expand on later.

As was said, this is day two of our deliberations on matters
budgetary. At the risk of turning this into a rather dull rugby
match where the two full backs pump the ball backwards
and forwards, | want to return to the Minister’s remarks

in his concluding address last night, because they are
pertinent to the Budget Bill. The Minister seemed to take
exception to my references to the cost of the North/South
Ministerial Council. In fact, he seemed to suggest that
when unionism has nothing else to say, we simply pick

on North/South cooperation. The Minister has picked

on the wrong unionist here. | do not expect him to hang

on my every word, particularly those uttered outside the
Chamber, but | assure him that | am well on record as
supporting North/South cooperation.

In fact, before | entered politics, | had the pleasure of
working closely with the late, great Sir George Quigley, the
man who came up with the idea of an eastern seaboard
North/South economic corridor. | often heard him tell a
story, which may have been apocryphal, about a man from
this jurisdiction who manufactured medical bandages. He
spent half his life on the road trying to sell them. He went
to Scotland, England, Wales and continental Europe. His
life was tortured as he looked for sales opportunities. One
day, Sir George asked him how he fared in the Republic

of Ireland. His surprising response was that he had never
crossed the border. With Sir George’s encouragement, he
did, and he did so well in the Republic that he was able to
spend nights at home, put the suitcase back in the attic and
buy himself a new car. That is the sort of work that | support
from InterTradelreland, and it has a lot more to do to
spread cooperation. Two modern areas on which | support
North/South cooperation are the coronavirus and climate
emergency. Let me make it clear to the Minister: | support
spending on the North/South Ministerial Council, but | just
regret that it has not been fully functional because these
institutions were not functional over the last three years.

The Minister also wanted to highlight the negative impact
of Tory austerity on our budgets and, consequently, our
economy. That is fair enough. He has made that point
before, and his party makes it at every opportunity. | will
just balance that by saying that, in my lifetime, the acts

of greatest austerity that most impacted on our economy
were IRA bombs. | declare an interest that, on 25 January
1973, the IRA blew up A Nesbitt and Co Ltd. A Nesbitt
was my paternal grandfather, Alfred, who set up a linen
business in the centre of Belfast and then handed it over
to his two sons, my father and my uncle Jack. For the first
15 years of my life, | was expected to go on to become the
third-generation Nesbitt to run that business. However, like
David versus Goliath, that little incendiary bomb took on
the many, many tons of linen bails and won quite easily.
Maybe, Tyson Fury-like, it was no contest. If the Minister
does not like my politics and does not like me being here
in the Chamber, he knows who to speak to. On a more
positive note, the Minister agreed with me that we should
switch from a dependency culture to a prosperity agenda.
| hope that we can use this Budget to do that, and | will
return to that theme in a moment.

| set these two principles against the Budget: is there
enough money, and is the money being used to deliver
what we expect it to achieve? Is there enough money for
the Executive Office? The answer appears to be no, going
by our last briefing from TEO officials. The baseline is
£55-047 million, but this adds a pressure of £4-974 million.
In other words, the officials believe that the budget is about
9% short. You will agree that 9% is a serious figure, but it
only scratches the surface of the problems. The problems
are the historical institutional abuse inquiry, the victims’
pension and EU future relations.

As the officials made clear, it is impossible to know

how much money we need to budget for the historical
institutional abuse inquiry and redress. | believe that

it is between £25 million and £60 million for the next
financial year, but we cannot nail it down because there
are too many variables. We do not know, for example,
how many victims remain. We do not know how many
will come forward. We do not know how many will be
able to provide sufficient proof to enable them to enter
the redress scheme. Finally, we do not know how much
money the redress panel will award them. Those are the
four variables that officials informed us of last week, but |
will add this as a very important fifth: we do not know how
much money we will be able to recover from the bodies
that ran the institutions in which the abuse occurred.

| have heard a commitment from various Ministers and
officials that they will pursue these bodies and say, “You
must contribute to the redress, but we will go up front, as
an Executive and an Assembly, in providing the money

to redress and then, at a later stage, try to recoup it”. |
suggest to the Minister that we do it rather differently.

We know who the bodies are. Why not ask them to now
deposit a refundable sum of money that we can draw
upon, and, if that sum exceeds their liabilities, when it

is all done and dusted, we will return the balance? Why
should our population suffer because we are dipping into
our own coffers before trying to recoup money from these
bodies when we should, in my opinion, be approaching
them directly in advance and building a pool of money from
which we will take justified sums? As | say, if there is a
surplus at the end, we will hand it back because it will be a
refundable deposit.

The second issue is the victims’ pension, and, once again,
there are variables. We do not know how many people will
come forward, and, therefore, costs for the next financial

year are estimated at between £25 million and £60 million.
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That is beyond the baseline, so suddenly we are adding
up a very significant sum of money. The Executive Office
has a baseline of £55 million, but it has further pressures
of £120 million, so it actually needs about £175 million.
How does the Minister intend to deal with that very tricky
situation?

Ms Dillon: Thank you. | appreciate you giving way. Will
you not agree with me that the victims’ pension legislation
was brought forward by the British Government, that the
guidelines were given by the British Government and

that the British Government should, therefore, fund it?
They expect the Executive to fund it and the Executive to
implement it even though they had absolutely no say in
how the legislation was arrived at.

Mr Nesbitt: | thank the Member for her intervention, and

| applaud her work in trying to secure the pension for

the victims. | know that she and others among the five
main parties and, indeed, the Green Party all worked
collaboratively in trying to agree a system. When she says
that this was brought forward without any input from the
Members of the Assembly, | disagree. | think we did some
very good work, although | acknowledge that the final
legislation was passed in Westminster. Should we ask
Westminster to contribute? Absolutely.

| have huge concerns about how we go forward, and |
think the Minister spoke yesterday about going back to
Treasury with a begging bowl. We should go to Treasury
whenever we have a special case, and, when it comes to
legacy issues, we obviously have a special case that does
not apply in Scotland, Wales or any of the English regions.
We really need to be very careful going forward because,
with the rise of English nationalism, they are looking at us
much more closely, and, 26 years on from the ceasefires, |
think that they are increasingly asking this question: why is
Northern Ireland a special case?

| remind the Member that | was involved in the Stormont
House talks. | will never forget the night before the then
Prime Minister David Cameron was coming over. The five
party leaders were called into a meeting by the then First
Minister and deputy First Minister, Peter Robinson and
Martin McGuinness. We were given the shopping list of
asks that was being presented to the Prime Minister the
next morning, and we were all asked to address at least
one of the issues. | picked mental health because that

is an area that | campaign on, and it is also, of course, a
legacy issue. In that document, | saw an ask for childcare,
and | was concerned because, first of all, we had £12
million largely unspent and ring-fenced in our budgets for
childcare, and, secondly, | did not see how that made us a
special case. The Prime Minister came, and, sight unseen,
he went through the document, and the first thing he lit
on was childcare. He asked this question: “Why have you
got childcare needs that we do not have in inner London,
Birmingham or Glasgow?” Nobody could answer the
question because we do not.

We have the same childcare needs as inner London,
Birmingham and Glasgow. Once again, we need to be
careful, when we ask for additional moneys from Treasury,
that we make a case that distinguishes us from any other
region and country of the United Kingdom.

12.00 noon

Mr Frew: | thank the Member for giving way. Does he
agree with me that we are really only a basket-case
economy? We keep adding to the burden of our financial
pressures by putting into budget lines wish lists, deadlines,
red lines and other things that we all would like to fund
without looking at historical spend and at functions and
systems that are antiquated and not fit for purpose. That is
what makes us a basket case.

Mr Nesbitt: | thank the Member for his intervention. | am
reluctant to agree that we are a basket case, because | am
looking for hope. We need to look to the future, however.

The Budget will allocate money Department by
Department: in other words, in silos. We have agreed
previously that we are coming out of our silos and moving
to an outcomes-based accountability form of government,
which means cross-cutting. Simply put, previously, when
we had educational underachievement, we looked to the
Minister of Education and said, “That is your problem”. We
now recognise that healthier children do better in school,
so we say to the Minister of Health, “It is your problem

as well”. We know that children in better housing are

likely to do better in school, so we say to the Minister for
Communities, “It is your problem too, so the three of you
should get in the room and start working on it”. It means
cooperating on budgets, and that is where Steven Agnew’s
Children’s Services Co-operation Act, which he brought in
as a private Member, is so valuable.

A third issue that | want to mention relates to the Executive
Office budget. To a certain extent, it takes us from the
question of whether we have enough money to that of
whether we use it properly. | refer to a budget for EU future
relations. | quote the Executive Office’s aim on future
relations, as presented to the Committee last week:

“TEO aims to ensure that the UK Government’s
negotiation strategy for leaving the EU is aware of, and
informed by, a full understanding of the NI issues and
implications at every stage.”

We are looking at a border down the Irish Sea, so | think
that we can conclude that the aim has been a catastrophic
failure to date. The aim is not just to ensure that the UK
Government are “aware of” our particular needs but to
ensure that their strategy is “informed by” them. A border
down the Irish Sea does not reflect the UK Government
being informed in their strategy.

The points-based immigration system that the Home
Office introduced last Tuesday does us no favours, not just
over low-skilled labour. We have heard from Hospitality
Ulster and the Northern Ireland Retail Consortium that
the minimum wage of £25,600 is disastrous for us. No
doubt the fishing industry and the agri-food sector would
say the same. There is also now an issue with skilled
labour. It turns out that there is a shortage occupations
list. In other words, there is a list of occupations for which,
the Government believe, there are insufficient numbers
of appropriately qualified people to take the jobs. That
applies in a number of sectors. Last week, | discovered
that, although there is a UK-wide shortage occupations
list, Scotland has a dedicated, Scotland-only shortage
occupations list. Northern Ireland does not. Why not?

It turns out that the points-based system that the Home
Office brought in last week is based largely on a report
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from a group called the Migration Advisory Committee
(MAC). As early as May 2019, the MAC recommended that
Wales and Northern Ireland draw up their own shortage
occupation lists, but it appears that we have not. Once
again, Northern Ireland appears to be the most affected
region of the UK from Brexit but the least prepared. |
acknowledge that it is not about giving the budget to our
future relations division as much as it is about how it uses
the money.

| agree with the Minister, and he agreed with me yesterday
when | said that we needed a prosperity agenda. We need
to use the Budget to best effect. Let us stop the begging-
bowl culture of dependency with the Treasury. | think that
the Minister acknowledged yesterday that those days are
gone. People have read Sam McBride’s book ‘Burned’
and understand that we took the attitude that non-block
grant money and annually managed expenditure was free
money and we should fill our boots. We cannot do that
any more; we will not be allowed to. This Budget is even
more important than those in previous years, because the
purse strings are being tightened. Let us have a prosperity
agenda. We should use the money not just to make sure
that our citizens have a few more quid in their back pocket,
important as that is. Prosperity also means that they have
a great sense of mental health and well-being, they wake
up feeling good about themselves and with a sense of
purpose in their lives and they go to bed with a sense of
achievement after a day’s work.

As | said to Mr Frew, it is important not just that we look at
the budgets per Department but that we cooperate across
Departments in a cross-cutting manner. To do that, we
need a form of political maturity that we may not have
seen over the last number of years. It is a maturity that
says, “Once the votes are cast, we're no longer political
opponents. Whether we like it or not, we're political
partners”. For the first time in five years, you have five
parties in the Executive. What | expect, what my party
expects and, | think, what the people out there expect is
that, when those Ministers sit round that table and one
says, “I've got a problem” and articulates it, a Minister from
another party across the table might say, “Well, have you
thought of this?”, and the Minister with the problem says,
“My word, that’s a great idea. | wish | had thought of that.
Let’s do it”. | am not sure that that was the case in previous
Executives, and | would love to see it in the two years that
remain to us.

We need common purpose. We need to make Northern
Ireland work. | have never understood why the Minister’s
party has chosen to describe Northern Ireland as a “failed
statelet”. As the Minister is probably aware, the first rule
of marketing is that, whatever you are trying to sell, make
it easy to buy. If we are going to have a referendum — a
border poll — in the Republic, what is attractive about
saying to people down there, “We want you to put your
hand in your pocket to the tune of, say, €2,000 per person
per annum to buy a failed statelet”? That is not very
attractive to me. Let us work to make Northern Ireland
work, to make it a more attractive place.

The Budget will go with a draft Programme for Government
that is based on outcomes; there is outcomes-based
accountability. That idea was invented by a man called
Mark Friedman, who wrote a book entitled ‘Trying Hard

Is Not Good Enough’. Mr Friedman came to this Building
before devolution collapsed and addressed the Committee

for the Executive Office. He told us about how outcomes-
based accountability government works. One of the
colleagues whom he brought with him was a retired
politician from Canada. She talked about her provincial
Government at one point having to impose austerity
measures, including a 10% cut across the board for every
agency in the criminal justice system. She said that those
agencies — the police, the court service, the youth service
and probation — all sat around a table and decided

that a 10% haircut across the board was not the best

way to do business, so they went back to the provincial
Government and said, “OK, cut the amount that you want
to cut, but don’t make it 10% per organisation. Don’t cut
that organisation at all. We’'ll take 15%. They’ll take 17%.
You get the same saving, but, we reckon, we'll deliver a
better service than a simple 10% across the board”. That
is what they did, and they delivered a better service. That
is my test for the Budget, the Assembly and the Executive:
are we mature enough to say, on occasions, “Cut me a

bit more, because the greater good will be served by not
cutting him or her”? That is a big challenge, but, if we rise
to it, we will deliver.

Alfred Nesbitt and Company Limited finished a long time
ago, but my father kept a few bits and pieces at home
that survived the fire. In my office upstairs, | have a blank
invoice, and it reads:

“A Nesbitt & Co Limited, Linen Manufacturers”.

Underneath that line, my grandfather had something
printed that proves that he was a curmudgeonly old
Victorian. It said:

“Deduction of odd pence not allowed”.

Maybe that is the problem here politically. Maybe we need
to deduct the odd political penny between our parties;
maybe a little spirit of generosity will go a long way.

Mr Muir: | thank the Minister and the Finance Committee’s
Deputy Chair for their contributions. | speak as the Alliance
Party’s finance spokesperson. | wish to comment on
general expenditure issues relating to the Bill, but, before
that, there are important governance issues that need to
be addressed.

There has been limited time to scrutinise the Bill, but
Alliance will support the Bill and the accelerated passage
due to the realities that we face following the restoration

of the Assembly just over six weeks ago. However, we
seek ministerial assurance that the granting of accelerated
passage will not set a precedent. A statement from the
Minister about how the lateness in approaching all of these
matters will affect the setting of the regional rate and the
dispatch of rates bills would also be useful, alongside

a pledge that we will not again be in the same position,
leaving it to the last minute to strike a regional rate and
post out bills.

As the Budget Bill we are debating today states, a Budget
(No. 2) Bill for the full 2020-21 financial year will be done
by the Assembly in June on the basis of a Budget position
agreed by the Northern Ireland Executive, so, today, we
are largely looking back rather than forward. One aspect
of our budgeting that has been commented on by others

is the fact that we are again dealing with short-term, one-
year budgeting and the problems, the missed opportunities
and the silo departmental working that that involves. | ask
the Minister for assurances on when multi-year budgeting

95



Tuesday 25 February 2020

Executive Committee Business: Budget Bill: Second Stage

will arrive, what planning work will be necessary to deliver
it and how effective consultation and engagement will
occur to ensure that multi-annual budgets are shaped

by the needs of communities, people and businesses. |
make those comments in the context of the Budget Bill
that we are debating today and the lack of opportunity for
effective consultation and engagement. The move towards
multi-year budgeting is something that all of us would want
to support, but we want to make sure that that is the way
that communities can be engaged with and their views
ascertained.

In considering the matters in front of us and looking back
on the expenditure that has occurred for which legislative
authority is being sought, there are many issues that we
could touch on. Yesterday and today, we have witnessed
discussion on a wide and varied range of topics. The “sins
of the last Executive”, if | can quote the Finance Minister,
were often recalled yesterday and have been recalled
again today. There are many sins, not just from the last
Executive but from many before. It is not true that there are
only some sinners in the Chamber; there are sinners on
both sides of the House. As Mr Storey might agree, there
are many sinners throughout the Chamber.

RHI, Red Sky, Research Services Ireland and the social
investment fund: the list is long and becomes even

longer when you consider the many Audit Office reports
and PAC inquiries. Many of the scandals have been
investigated, and one is the subject of a public inquiry.
The need to learn lessons from each to ensure that the
mistakes are not repeated is something that the public
rightly demand. People are understandably angered when
the mistakes of the past are repeated. The independent
fiscal council detailed in the ‘New Decade, New Approach’
document, which was understandably pushed for by the
UK Government and Treasury, will play an important role,
but it is no substitute for leadership by MLAs. We can have
all the oversight mechanisms that we want, but, unless
the Assembly, the Executive and Ministers are prepared
to deal with difficult decisions, we are just sailing ahead,
taking on water and going towards the rocks.

Mr Storey: | thank the Member for giving way. | am happy
to talk about sinners and the remedy for sin, but | will
maybe leave that to another day in the House.

Will the Member accept that, although we can make
decisions in this House, we need to answer the question
of when we are going to have the public inquiry on the
back of the Audit Office report? | referred to that matter
yesterday. How many times do we have to repeat it? It
makes the RHI look like a small piece. It is a figure of £700
million, not as a result of the mistakes that politicians made
but something more fundamental. Kieran Donnelly has
made it clear. Are we going to ignore that? Are we going to
continue to go over the same old mantra and the same old
stuff that we hear in this House day in, day out? It is action
we need; it has to be right across the piece; and, maybe,
on 13 March, Judge Coghlin will give us the eye-opener
that will be about not only the political problems but the
institutional problems.

1215 pm

Mr Muir: | thank the Member for his intervention.
Obviously, it is for Ministers to take action on the
establishment of inquiries. | note that some Ministers have
been reluctant to do that in relation to some very serious

issues such as illegal dumps. | think that it is important that
all Members, especially those on the PAC, fulfil their role of
providing that scrutiny.

The reality is that the luxury of dodging difficult decisions
is now firmly gone. If there is anything that the last
financial year should have taught us, it is of the price being
paid by not taking decisions and how that affects services,
workers, the public and businesses. Failing to take
decisions affects everyone. Frankly, it is a dereliction of
duty. We cannot legitimately go to the UK Treasury looking
for more money when we are not willing to look in our own
backyard and sort out the scandals in our midst.

RHI, Red Sky and others are indeed scandals, but,
arguably, the biggest scandal that we have always faced
is the cost of division. Tackling the cost of division is by far
the most significant, long-term financial challenge facing
this Executive and this Budget. Estimated previously to be
up to nearly £1 billion a year, in the context of the current
financial circumstances, we find ourselves in the position
where the imperative to act is not just moral or ethical but
financially unavoidable. Either we fail to act and shamefully
see public services collapse or we pick up the courage
and prove to the public and Her Majesty’s Treasury that
we are at last willing to take the difficult decisions to
transform lives, attract investment and ensure that spend
is focused on objective need rather than to maintain
age-old sectarian divisions. That is the challenge of this
Budget, and that is the challenge of this Assembly within
this mandate.

Mr Storey: Will the Member give way?
Mr Muir: Yes.

Mr Storey: Will the Member call St Mary’s College a
sectarian project?

Mr Muir: No, | will not, but my point is about tackling the
cost of division and the reflection of our history. We need
to make sure that we are building a future that is a shared
future. It is about taking those difficult decisions. We have
a very, very divided society, and we have to be able to
challenge that and to transform that. There are lots of
different projects that have either been avoided or been
pushed back upon, and we need to be able to take action
on that.

The costs of division are many but are perhaps broken
down into four categories: direct costs, such as policing of
disturbances; indirect costs, such as providing duplicate
goods, facilities and services for separate sections of the
community, either implicitly or explicitly; hidden costs, such
as the pressures on the housing sector from demographic
imbalances; and the opportunity costs of lost inward
investment and tourism. | welcome the Finance Minister’s
recent statement in the form of a written response
detailing:

“The New Decade, New Approach document
acknowledges the significant challenge that arises in
seeking to tackle the financial burden associated with
delivering public services in a divided society.

As set out in the document, | would expect that, in
developing new policies and, over time, in reviewing
existing ones, the Executive will take steps to eliminate
all such costs. In the first instance it will be for
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individual Ministers to ensure that the services they
provide are appropriate and cost effective.”

| welcome that statement, but we need more; much, much
more. A programme of ambitious actions and resulting
savings is one way, | hope, that Executive Ministers could
proceed. As the Member outlined, | feel that, for example,
the Minister for the Economy needs to bring forward

plans for a single teacher training college. We cannot
keep avoiding those issues. Let us see the Minister of
Education ensure that the independent review of education
provision gets cracking and delivers prompt and ambitious
recommendations that everyone in this Chamber is willing
to act upon. The additional costs of our education system
can no longer be afforded. Similarly, shared housing
should be the norm going forward.

| did not join the Assembly to see things trundle along as
they have done in the last financial year and as part of the
budgeting process. | joined to change things, to achieve

a new Northern Ireland where we can live, work and
socialise together, devoid of the old divisions carved out in
the past and in which we live in the present.

Many young people cannot understand why we continue
to pour in thousands and thousands and thousands of
pounds to sustain a divided society when change is
possible. It is up to us to ensure that the financial year
ahead is different and that the one that is about to pass is
not repeated. We cannot afford to allow that to happen.

Mr Givan (The Chairperson of the Committee for
Justice): My first remarks will be made in respect of the
Justice Committee, and | will then move on to speak in my
role as an MLA for Lagan Valley.

The Committee has not yet had an opportunity to
undertake detailed scrutiny of the Department’s budget,
but we received an overview briefing on its budget
position. That included key budget allocations for 2019-
2020 and details of the pressures and challenges that the
Department expects to face in the next financial year. We
have also received overview briefings from departmental
agencies and the Police Service of Northern Ireland. It is
in that context that | wish to comment.

In respect of the 2019-2020 Budget, the Committee
understands that the Department of Justice was provided
with funding to cover a range of pressures in 2019-2020.
That included £32 million towards employer pension
contributions — an issue that applied across other aspects
of public service — and £11-3 million for pressures,
including legacy inquest proposals. The Police Service
received allocations in the region of £42 million in-year for
issues such as tackling paramilitarism, additional Brexit
funding and injury on duty.

The additional funding for injury on duty was reallocated
internally from other easements in the Department of
Justice’s budget. The Department also surrendered
approximately £3 million in the last monitoring round,
primarily from compensation services and other end-of-
year easements. Taking all that into consideration, the
Department has advised that it is on target to remain within
budget for the remainder of this financial year.

Moving into the next financial year, the Department
informed the Committee that it faces pressures in the
region of £67-3 million to stand still. Correspondence from
the Minister to the Committee appears to suggest that

that amount represents the minimum level of financial
pressures facing the Department’s budget. The Police
Service alone has cited pressures in excess of £53 million.
That relates to pay pressures, injury on duty, estate
maintenance backlog and essential provision of body
armour and helmets.

The Minister has advised that a number of the pressures
facing the Department — for example, legacy-related costs
— are too significant to fund from its own budget, and
resources for those will be sought from the centre. Those
figures have, therefore, been removed from the £67-3
million pressures quoted to the Committee.

Leaving aside those issues for which funding will be
sought from the centre, the anticipated pressures equate
to 6% of the Department’s opening budget position for
2019-2020. This will obviously be very challenging, and
it is difficult to see how pressures of this level can be
absorbed without impacting on delivery.

The development of the Executive’s Programme for
Government will provide an opportunity for the Department
to clearly set out its priorities. The Committee fully intends
to make sure that resources are aligned to achieve
maximum impact and better outcomes for the public.
Invaluable work on the pilot substance misuse court, the
development of a mental health court and case progression
officer