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Volume 21

24 November 2006 to 7 May 2007

The Northern Ireland (St Andrews Agreement) Act 2006 made provision for Members of the Northern Ireland
Assembly to meet in a Transitional Assembly, the purpose of which was to take part in preparations for the
restoration of devolved government in Northern Ireland in accordance with the St Andrews Agreement.

Under the provisions of the Act, the Secretary of State for Northern Ireland directed that a Committee on the
Programme for Government be established to agree priorities for a restored Executive and to make preparations
for restoration.

The Committee on the Programme for Government established the following six subgroups to assist with its
work, namely:

* The Subgroup on Economic Issues.

* The Subgroup on Comprehensive Spending Review, Programme for Government, Rates Charges and Water
Reform.

* The Subgroup on Workplace 2010 and Public Sector Job Location.

* The Subgroup on Schools Admission Policy.

» The Subgroup on Policing and Justice.

* The Subgroup on Review of Public Administration and Rural Planning.

This Bound Volume contains the Official Reports of all the plenary meetings of the Transitional Assembly and
the evidence-taking meetings of the subgroups during the period 24 November 2006 to 7 May 2007. Readers
should note that the Northern Ireland Assembly, and thus the Transitional Assembly, was dissolved on 30 January
2007 to allow for an election, held on 7 March 2007, to the Northern Ireland Assembly.
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THE TRANSITIONAL
ASSEMBLY

Friday 24 November 2006

The Assembly met at 10.30 am (Madam Speaker in
the Chair).

Members observed two minutes’silence.

ASSEMBLY BUSINESS

Madam Speaker: Members, it is a requirement of
the Northern Ireland (St Andrews Agreement) Act
2006 that a meeting of the Transitional Assembly be
held on Friday 24 November 2006. The Secretary of
State has, in accordance with the Act, directed that the
Assembly meet at 10.30 am to consider business as it
appears on the Order Paper.

Proceedings of the Assembly shall be conducted in
accordance with Standing Orders and any directions
made by the Secretary of State.

Standing Orders have been determined initially by
the Secretary of State and notified to me. Members
have been issued with a copy of Standing Orders, and
further copies are available in the Rotunda or from the
Business Office.

I wish to confirm that, in accordance with paragraph
10 of schedule 1 to the Northern Ireland (St Andrews
Agreement) Act 2006, each person who was a Member
of the Assembly established under paragraph 1 of
schedule 1 to the Northern Ireland Act 2006 shall be
deemed to have signed the Roll of Membership and to
have taken his or her seat in accordance with Standing
Orders.

A Member’s designation of identity in the 2006
Assembly, immediately before schedule 1 to the
Northern Ireland (St Andrews Agreement) Act 2006
came into force, shall be deemed to be that Member’s
designation of identity for the purposes of this
Assembly, except where a Member changes his or her
designation in accordance with Standing Order 5.

Before proceeding with today’s business, I remind
Members that the role of the Transitional Assembly is
to take part in preparations for the restoration of
devolved government in Northern Ireland in
accordance with the St Andrews Agreement.

Mr Burnside: On a point of order, Madam Speaker.
As this is a new legal and constitutional Assembly, and

it is the first day of its meeting, can you give me a
ruling on whether I can raise a point about representation
of religious chaplains to this Assembly? In the spirit of
an inclusive Assembly, and as the Free Presbyterian
Church has recently met the leadership of the DUP,
opposing the Sinn Féin/DUP St Andrews Agreement,
would it not be better before — [Interruption.]

Madam Speaker: Order. I am standing. Thank you,
Mr Burnside. I have listened to what you have said,
and [ would be pleased if you will speak to me later.
Your point is not part of today’s business, but it is
certainly one worth noting. Thank you for making it.

Are we all sitting comfortably? I will continue.
[Interruption.]

Order.

Before I proceed, I will repeat what I have said, in
case Members have forgotten. Before proceeding with
today’s business, I remind Members that the role of the
Transitional Assembly is to take part in preparations
for the restoration of devolved government in Northern
Ireland in accordance with the St Andrews Agreement.
I expect Members of the House to carry out that role
with respect for one another and for the dignity of the
House.

For my part, I intend to do my utmost to maintain
respect for the dignity of the House, and I trust that |
can rely on Members’ co-operation in maintaining
good order in the Chamber.
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INDICATION OF INTENTION TO
NOMINATE FIRST MINISTER BY THE
LARGEST POLITICAL PARTY OF THE
LARGEST POLITICAL DESIGNATION

AND DEPUTY FIRST MINISTER BY THE
LARGEST POLITICAL PARTY OF THE
SECOND LARGEST POLITICAL
DESIGNATION

Madam Speaker: Before we begin the statements, [
wish to explain how I propose to conduct proceedings.
Members will note that, since the Business Committee
met this morning, I have received a further direction
from the Secretary of State, and I am proceeding in
accordance with that direction.

The Northern Ireland (St Andrews Agreement) Act
2006 provides for the nomination of a First Minister
designate and a Deputy First Minister designate, who
will become First Minister and Deputy First Minister
on restoration. It is envisaged that this process will
take place after the election to the Northern Ireland
Assembly scheduled for 7 March 2007.

In advance of that election, I invite the nominating
officer from the largest party of the largest designation
to indicate his intention to honour his duty under the
Northern Ireland (St Andrews Agreement) Act 2006 in
relation to the nomination of a First Minister designate
after the Assembly election, subject to the outcome of
that election and other necessary conditions being
satisfied.

I call Dr Paisley.

Rev Dr Ian Paisley: This statement is one of the
most important that [ have made in this Chamber since
I was first elected to the old Northern Ireland
Parliament. It will be solemn, short, simple and straight.

Our Province is facing a most important crisis, and I
pray God that it will make the right choice in this hour
of crisis. There is never anything easy in decision-
making, and today we stand in need of divine strength.
May almighty God defend the right.

Before us is a plan that has two main pillars. One is
power sharing, and the other is total recognition of,
and support for, the Police Service of Northern Ireland
(PSNI). Everyone in a position of political power must
decide whether he or she will support both those
principles. My party, and all the other main political
parties, have stated likewise, but until now Sinn Féin
has failed to do so. It has, rather, equivocated, hesitated
and by various means obstructed progress and
continues to blame my party for the delay. My party
has been straightforward and faithful in its stand.

When Sinn Féin has fulfilled its obligations with
regard to the police, the courts, the rule of law and

other commitments, then — and only then — can
progress be made. Delivery is in the hands of Sinn
Féin: there can and will be no movement until it faces
up to, and signs up to, its obligations. As I said in the
House of Commons this week:

“I am a man of plain speech. People know that I try to keep my
word as my bond. I am not interested in any word games tonight. I
am interested in peace in the country that I love — peace for its
families and its children. When I spoke at St. Andrews [ said:

‘The DUP has been consistent in our demand that there must be
delivery from the republican movement before devolution can be
restored in Northern Ireland. The days of gunmen in government
are over.’

I have no interest — neither in relation to my members nor in
relation to the people I represent: the majority of the Unionist
population in Northern Ireland — in deviating from the course of
action that I have taken. I believe that my policy can and will lead
to a better Northern Ireland, where peace and justice take the place
of terror and strife, when true democracy reigns. For that to happen
— for me as the leader of Unionism to enter a Government under
the arrangements identified at St. Andrews — there must be full and
unequivocal support for the rule of law, the Police Service,”

— that is, the PSNI —

“and the courts by all Members.”

On this matter, my party executive made the
following resolution:

“The DUP in keeping with the outcome of its consultation
process wants to build on the areas of progress made at St Andrews
whilst recognising that other aspects of the proposals require further

work. The Party will continue with the work in progress to ensure
up front delivery by Government and republicans ...

The DUP reiterates the need for the Government to deliver on
the outstanding issues presented to it by the Party.

The DUP holds to its long standing position that there can only
be an agreement involving Sinn Fein when there has been delivery
by the republican movement, tested and proved over a credible
period, in terms of support for the PSNI, the Courts and the rule of
law, a complete end to paramilitary and criminal activity and the
removal of terrorist structures ...

The Government stressed, before, during and after the St
Andrews talks that the twin pillars for agreement are DUP support
for power sharing and Sinn Fein support for policing. Clearly as
Sinn Fein is not yet ready to take the decisive step forward on
policing, the DUP is not required to commit to any aspect of power
sharing in advance of such certainty.”

The circumstances have not been reached in which
there can be a nomination or a designation this day. |
have made clear my aim, hope and desire for the
future. Throughout the DUP’s consultations, we stated
that if and when commitments are delivered, the DUP
would enter government. At that time, there will fall to
me a judgement consistent with delivery on the
ground, as a basis for moving forward. Here I stand.

Some Members: Hear, hear.
10.45 am

Madam Speaker: I shall not take points of order at
this time. I invite the nominating officer from the
largest party of the second-largest designation to
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indicate his intention to honour his duty under the
Northern Ireland (St Andrews Agreement) Act 2006 in
relation to the nomination of a Deputy First Minister
designate after the Assembly election, subject to the
outcome of that election and other necessary
conditions being satisfied. I call Mr Adams.

Mr Robert McCartney: Madam Speaker —

Madam Speaker: Order. Mr McCartney, | am
standing. Please sit down.

Mr Robert McCartney: You must —

Madam Speaker: Please sit down. [ will take no
points of order until this process is completed.

Mr Nesbitt: May I ask a question?

Madam Speaker: [ wish to proceed. I have already
called Mr Adams, and he is waiting to speak.

Mr Adams: Go mbeannai Dia daoibh. T4 dthas mor
orm ar gcara Mairtin Mac Aonghusa a cheapadh do
phost an LeasChéad-Aire.

I am very pleased, a Cheann Comhairle, to nominate
my friend Martin McGuinness for the position of
Deputy First Minister. I agree with Ian Paisley that
today is an important day. This is the beginning of a
Transitional Assembly, and, by our presence today, all
of us have agreed to that.

Of course, like Ian Paisley, I too believe that we
face great challenges in the months ahead. However, 1
believe that all of the parties that are represented in this
Chamber, and the two Governments, can overcome
those challenges. We have a lot in common. We all
want peace and justice for all of our families and all of
our children. We are all here as equals, and we have a
duty to govern for the sake of all of our people.

We also, despite protestations, share a common
view that British direct rule is bad rule. Our people
deserve better on social and economic matters such as
health, education, poverty, water charges and rates.
Those are the big issues for which people want their
locally accountable politicians to take responsibility. We
have the opportunity to bring back sensible, sensitive
government, including the all-Ireland institutions.

The DUP says that it has difficulties in sharing power
with republicans. Let me tell Members that very many
nationalists and republicans are very concerned at the
prospect of Sinn Féin sharing power with the DUP.
However, that is also a challenge to which we must
rise and face together. That is what leadership is about.

I am very conscious of the hurt felt by Protestant
and unionist people. I am equally conscious of the hurt
felt by nationalists and republicans, and by people
caught in the middle of what we have all come through.
No one has a monopoly on suffering. No one on any of
these Benches can have any part in building a hierarchy
of victims. Neither can anyone — especially those in

this Chamber — absolve us from the responsibility to
build a new and shared future for all of our people. We
all must accept our share of responsibility for what has
occurred.

As Irish republicans, in many ways, we look back to
that great Irish Protestant leader and patriot, Theobald
Wolfe Tone, who sought the unity of Catholics,
Protestants and dissenters. With goodwill, we can
create a space in which all of the issues of difference
— whether policing, power sharing, poverty, or any
other matter — can be dealt with satisfactorily. Today
is another day in the inch-by-inch process of putting
the political institutions back in place.

I am very confident that Martin McGuinness will be
a champion for equality, fairness and justice —
[Laughter.] 1 believe that none of the difficult issues
facing us is insurmountable, but it is crucial that
everyone present understands that today is not a stand-
alone event and that progress is required in the short
time ahead.

Go raibh mile maith agat, a Cheann Comhairle.
Mr Nesbitt: On a point of order, Madam Speaker.

Mr Robert McCartney: On a point of order,
Madam Speaker.

Madam Speaker: | have made it clear to both gentle-
men that I shall hear points of order after this process
is complete. Moreover, Mr McCartney will have five
minutes in which to speak. No points of order or points
of information will be heard at the moment.

Mr Nesbitt: The process has been completed.

Madam Speaker: That may be your opinion; it is
not mine. [ will carry out fully the direction that was
given by the Secretary of State this morning.

Mr Nesbitt: When may we make points of order?

Madam Speaker: I have already said that points of
order may be heard after I consider that the process has
been completed.

Mr Nesbitt: Therefore, you will allow points of
order?

Madam Speaker: I have not, at any stage, said that
I would not. I call for order so that we can complete
this process.

Mr M McGuinness: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann
Combhairle. T4 4thas mor orm an post seo a ghlacadh.

I am pleased to accept the nomination, and, if it is
the will of the people and of Sinn Féin, I will represent
the people as Deputy First Minister. I will carry out my
responsibilities and duties conscientiously, and I will
respect and promote the common good of all our
people at all times.

Go raibh mile maith agat.
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Madam Speaker: In accordance with the direction
that I received this morning, it is duly noted that Dr
Paisley and Mr McGuinness have indicated, subject to
the outcome of the election and other necessary
conditions being satisfied —

Some Members: No!

Madam Speaker: Order. I remind Members that, as
Speaker, I make the decisions as to our proceedings.
Order, order.

I am following the direction given by the Secretary
of State — [Laughter.] If Dr Paisley wishes to query
that, we can discuss it later.

As I said, it is duly noted that Dr Paisley and Mr
McGuinness have indicated, subject to the outcome of
the election and other necessary conditions being
satisfied, their intention to be nominated as First Minister
designate and Deputy First Minister designate, after
the Assembly elections.

STATEMENTS FROM LEADERS
OF OTHER POLITICAL PARTIES
IN THE ASSEMBLY

Madam Speaker: We shall now move to statements
from the leaders of the other political parties.

Sir Reg Empey: Madam Speaker —
Mr Ervine: On a point of order, Madam Speaker.

Mr Robert McCartney: She is not going to take
any points of order.

Mr Ervine: Well —

Madam Speaker: Mr Ervine, I cannot treat you any
differently to other Members. I decide when and
whether to hear points of order.

Mr Ervine: We have moved to another item on the
Order Paper.

Madam Speaker: | am on my feet. Sit down, Mr
Ervine.

Mr Ervine: We have moved to another item on the
Order Paper. Surely, it is —

Madam Speaker: Order. I have called Sir Reg Empey.

Sir Reg Empey: Madam Speaker, this Assembly
and this process is nothing if not consistent in its
inconsistency.

Some Members: Hear, hear.

Sir Reg Empey: The question on everyone’s lips is
whether Dr Paisley has made a nomination —
[Laughter.] If sufficient bottle does not exist for
Members to own up to whether they have nominated,
that is a matter for the people to judge — /[Interruption.]

Madam Speaker: Order. I remind Members that,
distasteful as it is, the issue of what today’s speeches
contained is a matter for the Secretary of State, not the
Speaker. [Interruption.]

Order. I apologise, Sir Reg, for the interruption to
your speech.

Sir Reg Empey: Madam Speaker, it is not unusual
for my speeches to be interrupted, so I shall manage.
At the meeting of the Business Committee this morning,
I asked my party’s representatives to ensure that, at the
earliest possible opportunity, this Assembly has the
chance to fully debate, openly and in front of the public,
the operation that we have witnessed. Clarification is
required as to whether we have witnessed a marriage
or an engagement today, because it is not entirely clear
which it is.

However, the one thing that is clear is the trajectory
of where we are going, which is towards power-sharing

between the DUP and Sinn Féin. That is absolutely
clear. The precise details and nuances remain to be
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determined. The Secretary of State has moved from
rock-solid determinations to fixed dates, to lines in the
sand, to vapours in the wind, and we do not know what
he intends to do. [Interruption.]

Madam Speaker: Order.

Sir Reg Empey: The protests today are more an
expression of embarrassment than anything else,
because people have been telling us for years about the
things that they would not do, the things that they
would never do, and that only over their dead bodies
would various things happen. [Interruption.]

Madam Speaker: Order. Please let the Member speak.

Sir Reg Empey: Inexorably, there is a process
taking place, and everyone knows that.

On a more serious note, I believe that the hunger in
the country is to make progress. We must have the power
to deal with education, water rates and such matters.
We must also remember that we have sat here for four
years, unable to discharge our duties, because the matter
that brought about the collapse of the last Executive —
namely the spy scandal — was an example of the fact
that the republican movement had not committed itself
to totally and exclusively peaceful means.

In the interim period — [Interruption.]
Madam Speaker: Order.

Sir Reg Empey: In the interim period, a series of
decisions has been imposed upon us by the Secretary
of State. Some of those have been the natural outflow
of developments; others have been a deliberate attempt
to force people into certain political positions.

At the earliest possible moment, we must clarify
what the precise time line will be. We also need clarity
on the meaning of today’s developments. The sound
system does not seem to be working in this part of the
Chamber, and it was not possible to hear the early part
of Dr Paisley’s address. However, if the early part was
as interesting as the latter part, [ have little doubt that
we will look forward with great anticipation to reading
the record.

As we contemplate the current situation, the one
thing that stands out most strongly is the waste —

Madam Speaker: Your time is up, Sir Reg.

Sir Reg Empey: I shall have another opportunity to
speak, Madam Speaker.

11.00 am

Mr Durkan: There is as much hollow farce as
historic significance in what we have witnessed this
morning.

Some Members: Hear, hear.

Mr Durkan: Parties were set a simple test for today,
and the manner in which these proceedings are being

conducted means that we are failing that test. Under
the Secretary of State’s remote direction, language and
logic are being turned inside out and on to their head.
However, that is not the fault of just the Secretary of
State. We need to recognise that the slippage, for
which we all criticised the Government for allowing,
stems from the slippiness of the two political parties
that claim to lead this process but that are deadlocking
it yet again. The public are getting fed up with this
tired and boring soap opera in which we teeter on the
brink and repeatedly go through the same plot lines. In
that soap opera, people find ways in which to give
each other excuses and vetoes so that they can then get
away with blaming each other for failure.

The SDLP endorsed the St Andrews deal not as the
best or most perfect way forward but as a path that
could get us back into the institutions for which the
people, North and South, voted when they endorsed
the Good Friday Agreement. However, despite all the
declarations and affirmations that the Government
made at the time, slippage has occurred since the
meetings at St Andrews. The Programme for Govern-
ment Committee was meant to meet on 17 October, but
it did not meet until 20 November. In the week of 10
November, Sinn Féin’s ardchomhairle was to meet to
make a clear statement on a path that would take us
forward on policing — that never happened. On 10
November, the St Andrews deal was to be endorsed
and parties were to commit definitively to power
sharing before legislation was passed this week — no
such commitment was made. Instead, we had the
Vicky Pollard-type excuses of “Yes but, no but, not our
fault, see — blame them.”

The Northern Ireland (St Andrews Agreement) Act
2006 was passed this week, and that legislation saw
more vetoes being piled into the DUP shopping trolley.
Sinn Féin was happy for that to happen, because it
negotiates only for itself and its own in those
situations. It does not negotiate for the wider public,
for the wider national interest or even for the wider
nationalist interest. Therefore difficulties remain.

Nominations were meant to have been made today.
The St Andrews deal was clear that nominations
should be made on 24 November, and it was clear
about what would happen if nominations were not
made on that day. Of course, those nominations have
not been made.

Some Members: Hear, hear.

Mr Durkan: We were told that the legislation
would give the DUP what it wanted only if
nominations were made, but that has not happened.
That situation is wrong. It is not just bad governance
and bad management on the part of two Governments,
it is bad negotiating on the part of Sinn Féin. Therefore
Sinn Féin has helped to set up this position for the DUP.
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As the Northern Ireland (St Andrews Agreement)
Bill was passing through Westminster this week, we
heard from the DUP that there would be no devolution
of justice and policing in our various lifetimes. |
thought that many DUP members were Free
Presbyterians; however, it seems that many of them are
Buddhists who will be reincarnated many times in
order for them to say no to the devolution of justice
and policing many times. /[Laughter.] Who put the
DUP into that position? Sinn Féin, the party that gave
the DUP the triple-lock veto over the devolution of
justice and policing, put the DUP into that position.
Sinn Féin gave the DUP that veto in the comprehensive
agreement, and Sinn Féin was happy for that veto to be
gilt-edged for the DUP when the Northern Ireland
(Miscellaneous Provisions) Act 2006 was passed in the
spring. Sinn Féin welcomed that legislation as sealing
the devolution of justice and policing, and Sinn Féin
pretended to the nationalist community that it was
sealing the devolution of justice and policing.
However, it merely sealed a veto for the DUP.

Of course, the DUP has given Sinn Féin a veto. The
DUP says that until Sinn Féin moves on policing, the
rest of us will not get back to democracy, we will not
get the institutions for which we voted, and people will
not see politicians doing the job for which they were
mandated. The DUP is happy to give Sinn Féin that
veto — those parties rely on each other. That in turn
proves that none of us can rely on them.

When it comes to voting next March — if we get
that far — people will need to know that they have a
choice. That choice is between a mandate for stability
and a mandate for stalemate. The two parties that
between them have given us the worst of our past will
not give us the best of our future.

Madam Speaker: I call Mr Ford. Order.

Mr Ford: We started off this morning with what
sounded like the longest “maybe” in history — the
great pretenders are continuing the great pretence. Yet
another line in the sand drawn by the Secretary of State
and the Prime Minister has been washed away by a
tide of mistrust and bitterness. There is no way in
which any rational person could interpret the statement
that the leader of the DUP made as being an intention
to nominate. [Interruption.]

Those on the one side of the Chamber who are
catcalling should look outside it and see what the
people of Northern Ireland think about what is going
on inside it. The people of Northern Ireland are fed up
with the delays, the nonsense, and the complete
inability of those who were given responsibility in the
last election to take that responsibility and live up to it.
The Alliance Party is utterly fed up with those parties’
inabilities — despite the leadership that they claim and
despite the roles that they have been given — to do

what they have been instructed to do and live up even
to the promises that they made in the comprehensive
agreement and in the St Andrews Agreement.

It is clear that Sinn Féin has done nothing that could
be interpreted constructively as moving towards
accepting the rule of law. It has failed to do what it
should have done, and all the pious noises that it
makes in blaming the DUP do not outweigh that fact.
Similarly, the DUP has done nothing to demonstrate a
willingness to share power genuinely, engage with
other parties, and accept its responsibilities.

If the Prime Minister and the Secretary of State had
any integrity, they would close this place down —
[Interruption.]

Madam Speaker: Order.

Mr Ford: It is time that we stopped the pretence of
what is going on. When the St — [Interruption.]

Madam Speaker: Order. We will know whether we
have to evacuate. Please continue, Mr Ford.

Mr Ford: When the Northern Ireland (St Andrews
Agreement) Bill was going through Westminster in an
unseemly and almost unconstitutional rush this week,
Lord Smith, the former vice-chancellor of the University
of Ulster, described it in the House of Lords as “a fig
leaf”. He added:

“Whether it will provide a foundation for an operating,
representative and democratic system of devolved government ... is
extremely doubtful.”

Having now seen the utter farce that has taken place
in the Chamber this morning, anybody who had doubts
will know exactly what is happening and how little
opportunity there is for anything.

The significant differences between the DUP and
Sinn Féin have not been addressed, despite all the
rhetoric of the past year and a half and despite their
fingerprints being all over the St Andrews Agreement.
They have merely pushed the blockage further down
the pipe. They have done nothing to engage, and they
have left the people of Northern Ireland in the limbo of
not knowing what is happening and of watching the
farce this morning compound that which the
Government has created in recent months.

The Alliance Party did not support the St Andrews
Agreement, and we have no responsibility for it. What
we have seen today is a weakening of even the limited
amount of genuine power sharing that was left within
that agreement. It was an opportunity to divide power
further, and it had nothing to do with power sharing.
The people of Northern Ireland deserve better than
that, and they will have to see something better than
that. The people are not being conned by what is going
on, and it is time that those in the Chamber and in the
Government stop deceiving people.
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Today was supposed to be the simple part of the
process. All that was required was the nomination of a
First Minister and a Deputy First Minister, and we
could not even get that simple procedure right. If we
cannot manage a simple nomination process, what
chance do we have of dealing with the difficult issues
that confront this Assembly? Those difficult issues —
[Interruption.]

Madam Speaker: | have received instructions that
we will have to evacuate using the exit that is behind
the Speaker’s Chair. [Interruption.] Order. That is,
unless you want to sit here and be bombed or
something. Thank you for your co-operation. I remind
Members that the sitting is only suspended.

The debate stood suspended.
The sitting was suspended at 11.09 am.







THE TRANSITIONAL
ASSEMBLY

Monday 27 November 2006

The sitting begun and suspended on Friday 24

November 2006 was resumed at 10.30 am (Madam
Speaker in the Chair).

ASSEMBLY BUSINESS

Madam Speaker: The sitting is resumed. On
Friday, as a result of a serious security situation about
which my staff notified me, I was required to suspend
the sitting under Standing Order 26(e). Before we
proceed, I wish to make a statement regarding the
events of that day, and I trust that I will be able to do
so without interruption.

I will comment on the proceedings of the sitting in a
moment, but first [ will refer to the security incident
that led to that sitting’s suspension.

Members will be aware that, following the incident
that occurred at the front entrance to Parliament
Buildings on Friday morning, an individual has been
charged. The matter is, therefore, sub judice, so
Members will understand that I am constrained in what
I can say about the incident at this stage.

Having been briefed on that investigation by the
Chief Constable and an assistant chief constable, I can
say that no one should underestimate the very real danger
that everyone in the Building faced on Friday morning.
The devices that were defused may have been crude in
nature, but they were no less life-threatening for that.
Moreover, we should not underestimate the extraordinary
courage that was shown by our doorkeepers in
confronting that danger.

Some Members: Hear, hear.

Madam Speaker: Our unarmed civilian doorkeepers
confronted an assailant whom they believed to be
armed with a gun and explosives. They disarmed and
detained him. By doing so, they undoubtedly
prevented serious injury and possible loss of life. They
selflessly endangered their own lives in order to
protect ours, and we are indebted to them for that. We
must not underestimate their bravery, nor understate
our appreciation. Two of the doorkeepers involved had
to be taken to hospital, but I am very pleased to report
that neither suffered serious physical injury.

This morning, I met with all those who were
involved to express my own appreciation of, and
admiration for, their actions and their bravery. There

will be a further opportunity, Members, for the House to
recognise that bravery at a later date. Over the weekend,
I spoke with party leaders and many Members, and |
know that I speak for the whole House — its Members,
the secretariat and Members’ staff — and for the many
members of the public who were present in the
Building for the sitting when I express our sincere
gratitude and admiration for the professionalism and
courage that the doorkeepers displayed.

Some Members: Hear, hear.

Madam Speaker: In the light of Friday’s events,
questions have, quite reasonably, been asked about the
level of security in and around Parliament Buildings.
We must be mindful of Members’ own desire that
Parliament Buildings be a public building that is
accessible and open to all our citizens and visitors.
Nevertheless, the Building must also be a place of
safety where democracy can be exercised without fear.

On Friday evening, I met the Secretary of State and
the Chief Constable and spoke with the chairman of
the Policing Board. They have all assured me of their
support for, and pledged co-operation in, a full security
review at Parliament Buildings. Senior officials met PSNI
representatives on Saturday, and immediate measures
have been agreed to ensure the security of the Building
in the short term. Later this week, I will call a meeting
of the Transitional Assembly Commission and will
brief party representatives on how officials intend to
conduct the broader security review. That review will
include a full and detailed report on last Friday’s
incident, consideration of future police presence,
additional security measures and evacuation arrange-
ments. [ intend also to consult with the Business
Committee tomorrow on whether parties wish to
establish a Committee to take forward that review.

Friday’s attack on Parliament Buildings was an attack
on democracy. In protecting the Building and its users,
we are also protecting the right of all our citizens to
participate fully and freely in the democratic life of our
community. This morning’s resumption is primarily to
allow for the completion of Friday’s Assembly business,
but I hope that it will also serve as a strong and clear
statement of the shared view of all represented here
that democracy is the only way in which the needs of
our community can be met, and of our shared resolve
that, by our words and deeds in this place, democracy
will be seen to prevail. We can all do so in this
Chamber by maintaining good order; by exercising our
responsibilities in a proper manner; and by conducting
ourselves in a manner that upholds common standards
of decency, honesty and mutual respect.

I now wish to turn briefly to the proceedings that the
incident caused me to suspend. Friday’s sitting was a
requirement of the Northern Ireland (St Andrews
Agreement) Act 2006. That Act provides for me, as
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Speaker, to call meetings of the Transitional Assembly
and to determine the business to be conducted. It also
allows the Secretary of State to direct the proceedings
of the Transitional Assembly at any time. In that sense,
the Transitional Assembly has not been given the level
of autonomy and independence that would be enjoyed
by a fully restored Northern Ireland Assembly. Nor am
I, as Speaker, able to exercise the unfettered discretion
that a Speaker of a fully restored Northern Ireland
Assembly would have.

At a meeting of the Business Committee preceding
Friday’s sitting, it was agreed that we should proceed
in a particular way. Following that meeting, I received
a further direction from the Secretary of State under
which the Transitional Assembly was bound to proceed
differently. The terms of that direction were fulfilled
on Friday.

This morning I chaired a meeting of the Business
Committee at which I explained to Members that,
unfortunately, there was insufficient time to inform
them of the detail of the direction in advance of the
commencement of Friday’s sitting. I have arranged for
copies of the direction to be placed in the Library. I
know that some Members were disappointed by that
development, but I trust that they will understand the
limitations within which we currently operate.

We will now return to the Order Paper for Friday 24
November. We were interrupted during Mr Ford’s
statement. I now call on him to continue his remarks. I
have allowed him three minutes to do so.

Rev Dr Ian Paisley: On a point of order, Madam
Speaker. The DUP supports all that you have said
about those who protected us on the occasion that you
mentioned. My party would heartily welcome a
Committee of this House to deal with the other
matters, as you have suggested.

Madam Speaker: Thank you, Dr Paisley. Strictly
speaking, that was not a point of order. I shall not take
any further points of order. Mr Adams, were you on
your feet?

Mr Adams: Yes, Madam Speaker. I want to concur
absolutely with what you said about the security staff.

Mr Nesbitt: On a point of order, Madam Speaker.
On Friday, you said that you would not take points of
order until the proceedings were complete. I am still
waiting to make my point of order, although I presume
that it will be taken.

Madam Speaker: Absolutely, Mr Nesbitt.

STATEMENTS FROM LEADERS OF
OTHER POLITICAL PARTIES
IN THE ASSEMBLY

Debate [suspended on 24 November 2006] resumed.:

Mr Ford: Madam Speaker, I know that you have
spoken for everyone in the Chamber — indeed, for all
those who work in the Building — in your reference to
the events of last Friday and in the tribute that you paid
to the staff. However, I could not continue my speech
without adding my tribute, and that of my colleagues,
to all the staff, whether doorkeepers or other secretariat
staff, who were responsible for evacuating the Building
at some risk to themselves. Particular tribute must go
to a small group of doorkeepers who, at the front door,
put their lives on the line to protect our lives. I trust
that when the inquiry into the events of last Friday is
conducted, it will deal with rumours that suggest that,
by their failure to respond to the directions that they
were given, some Members added to the danger to staff.

Hansard records that when my speech was
interrupted on Friday, I had just said:
“If the Prime Minister and the Secretary of State had any

integrity, they would close this place down”. — [Official Report,
Bound Volume 21, p6, col 2].

It was absolutely clear that the leader of the DUP had,
at that stage, totally failed to give the assurances and
commitments to take office that he was required to
give, despite the unbreakable deadline of 24 November
that was set by Ministers. Similarly, although the Sinn
Féin leader said the right words in the Chamber, it is
absolutely clear that that party has so far failed to take
any constructive action towards full recognition of the
Police Service and co-operation with the rule of law.
Regardless of the Ard-Fheis, when will the ardchombhairle
on policing, which was supposed to be an essential
prerequisite of the St Andrews Agreement, be held?

Subsequently, the DUP leader changed what I had
earlier described as:

“the longest ‘maybe’ in history” — /Official Report, Bound
Volume 21, p6, col 1].

to a slightly more specific “maybe”. However, even
before he did that, the Prime Minister and the
Secretary of State were falling over themselves to say
that he had given the necessary commitment, when it
was perfectly clear to those who were in the Chamber
that he had not given any such commitment.

This morning, the Secretary of State added to that
by treating us to a plea via the media that Sinn Féin
confirms that the Ard-Fheis on policing will be held
before 7 March 2007. What kind of election could
possibly be held on 7 March 2007 if Sinn Féin was not
fully committed to what it signed up to at St Andrews?
Two parties are playing games with the Assembly and
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the people of Northern Ireland. Is it any wonder that
people are fed up with them? Despite that, the
Governments continue on their merry, sweet way. The
Governments have given the DUP and Sinn Féin the
election that they want and the opportunity to weaken
the other parties. The DUP and Sinn Féin are failing to
move in any direction. If they cannot live up to their
obligations, they ought to go now.

Madam Speaker: The Question is — sorry, that
was just wishful thinking on my part. /Laughter.] I had
intended to call Mr Ervine to give him an opportunity
to speak. However, he is elsewhere. Therefore, I call
Mr Robert McCartney.

Mr Robert McCartney: Thank you, Madam
Speaker. I am not the enemy of the DUP. At the last
general election, along with thousands of other unionists,
I voted for the first time for the DUP. Like them, 1
gave not just my vote to the DUP, but my trust. It is in
sorrow, rather than in anger, that I speak, for [ am
acutely aware that my feelings of impending betrayal
are shared by many other unionists in other parties.

The choreographed puppet show of last Friday, with
a distortion of language and meaning of which Humpty
Dumpty would have been proud, nevertheless produced
a moment of truth for Ian Paisley. Madam Speaker,
when, on Peter Hain’s instructions, you deemed lan
Paisley’s response an acceptance, he could there and
then have denied that it was. He did not. I understand
that his response omitted the express acceptance that
was in the text that had been agreed with Tony Blair.
Subsequently, he publicly accepted the nomination
outside this Chamber, albeit conditionally. Madam
Speaker, I submit that such an acceptance is invalid
and requires to be repeated as a matter of record in the
Chamber if it is to be taken as you deemed it.

10.45 am

Only the DUP pragmatists pretend that the St Andrews
document is anything but a sugared version of the
Belfast Agreement, which makes DUP participation
totally dependent on an enforced coalition with Sinn
Féin. The DUP’s acceptance of such terms makes the
party a born-again pro-agreement party, with policies
essentially indistinguishable from those of the Ulster
Unionist Party — policies that brought electoral
disaster upon the UUP.

The core of Trimble’s policies was power sharing
with Sinn Féin, a party inextricably linked with the
men of blood who had murdered, maimed, robbed and
destroyed for three decades. The attempts by the DUP
pragmatists to disguise the extent of that U-turn from
the party’s grass roots have failed. The U-turn is a
clear breach of the party’s present manifesto of only
last year, which declared — in express terms — that an
inclusive coalition with Sinn Féin under d’Hondt was
out of the question.

Tony Blair and Peter Hain want devolution at any
price before Blair retires and Hain moves on. They are
indifferent to the unstable, unworkable and undemocratic
mess that they will leave behind. Devolution for Sinn
Féin is a mere cog in its all-Ireland strategy. Acceptance
by the DUP of Sinn Féin as coalition partners will
legitimise its claim to a place in the Government of the
Republic.

Apart from an ego trip and ministerial office, St
Andrews-style devolution offers little to unionists. The
timetable affords no credible opportunity for testing
whether Sinn Féin genuinely supports the police and
the rule of law. At best, Sinn Féin will offer the
minimum words necessary, with fingers crossed in
reservation. The DUP will be inviting upon itself the
plague of internal dissent that Jeffrey Donaldson, in a
previous life, once inflicted upon the UUP. [Laughter.]

It is an illusion that the DUP is in control of the
process and can pull out at any time. The further it
moves, inch by inch, towards the Government’s
objective, the further it recedes the possibility of
withdrawal. It is equally foolish to assume that Sinn
Féin will never deliver on the Pledge of Office. A
suitable form of words may be crafted for them, just as
it has been for the DUP.

Was it for enforced coalition with Sinn Féin that the
men and women of the security forces and the unionist
community suffered and died? Will we honour their
memories by agreeing to share power with those who
approved the murders of Patsy Gillespie and Mr
Hegarty, and who organised Bloody Friday, Teebane,
La Mon, the Droppin’ Well, the Shankill fish shop
bombing and countless other atrocities? That is the real
question for those in the DUP who want to move on by
selling their unionist principles for a mess of ministerial
pottage. The DUP leadership may be prepared to yield
to threats to dissolve the Assembly, but there are those
who will never submit to such threats or be bought
with salaries, office, honours or patronage.

There is an historical precedent: Marshal Pétain
became the First Minister of Vichy France at the cost
of his reputation and the people’s trust. There is still
time for Ian Paisley to avoid a similar fate.

Madam Speaker: Mr McCartney, your time is up.
Thank you.

Before I call Mr Nesbitt to make his point of order, I
remind Members that a point of order is not an opport-
unity for debate. It would assist the House if Members
would refer to the relevant Standing Order when they
raise a point of order. I shall not accept spurious points
of order.

Mr Nesbitt: Thank you, Madam Speaker. As a
result of Friday’s meeting, | wish to make two points
of order.
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You referred this morning to Friday’s meeting,
which you said was required under the Northern
Ireland (St Andrews Agreement) Act 2006. You also
added that you, as Speaker, were not “unfettered”. I
wish to address that point.

On Friday you made it clear that, in the Standing
Orders, this Assembly’s purpose was to bring about
devolved government:

“in accordance with the St Andrews Agreement.”

You quoted from the law. However, to be in
accordance with the St Andrews Agreement means to
act under the direction of the St Andrews Agreement.

The St Andrews Agreement made it clear that this
Assembly would meet on 24 November 2006.

Madam Speaker: Mr Nesbitt, that sounds
suspiciously like a debate. Will you refer the House to
the relevant Standing Order?

Mr Nesbitt: Yes. I am asking about the direction
that you gave to meet on 24 November 2006 to
nominate a First Minister. You then moved straight on
to a direction that the Secretary of State gave that
overturned that direction.

I ask that you give a ruling on the rationale that the
Secretary of State used to give that new direction. If,
or when, he gives an answer he states that his decision
was made for the greater good of Northern Ireland, I
ask what credibility he has left.

Madam Speaker: That is not a point of order, Mr
Nesbitt. I will answer that question. I am on my feet;
can you take your seat. Thank you.

Mr Nesbitt, thank you for your, in some ways,
spurious points of order.

Mr Nesbitt: On a point of order, Madam Speaker.
May I ask — [Interruption.]

Madam Speaker: Order. As I am on my feet, I will
now answer your question.

I explained my position in my opening statement
this morning and on Friday, and I do not want to add to
that. I remind Mr Nesbitt and other Members that it is
for the Secretary of State, not the Speaker, to draw any
further conclusions from what has already been said.
That may not be acceptable to Members, and they may
have been disappointed, but that is how we are
working at this point.

Adjourned at 10.53 am.
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THE TRANSITIONAL
ASSEMBLY

Monday 4 December 2006

The Assembly met at 10.30 am (Madam Speaker in
the Chair).

Members observed two minutes’silence.

PRIVATE MEMBERS’ BUSINESS
Secretary of State for Northern Ireland

Madam Speaker: Item 2 on the Order Paper is the
motion relating to the Secretary of State for Northern
Ireland. One amendment has been selected and published
on the Marshalled List. Before the debate begins, I
wish to remind Members that I will, as usual, expect
them to address their remarks to the motion and the
amendment as they appear on the Order Paper and the
Marshalled List.

It was agreed by the Business Committee that the
House may sit until 6.00 pm. [ want to draw the attention
of Members to the provisions of Standing Order 11,
which relate to “irrelevance or tedious repetition” in
speeches. I trust that [ will not have to call the attention
of the Assembly to anything of this nature.

I also remind the House of my ruling regarding
comments of a personal nature and the importance of
the dignity of the Chamber, which I made during the
Assembly created by the Northern Ireland Act 2006.
For your information, on 26 September 2006 I said that:

“it would seem that the proper role of Members of this Chamber
would be to comment on, and challenge, the policies of the
Government and its Ministers — whether by name or office — in
the interests of the electorate. As Speaker, I can think of many
occasions since 15 May 2006 on which this has been the case, and 1

consider that it is perfectly in order for Members to do so.” —
[Official Report, Bound Volume 20, p134, col 2].

Later, I continued:

“However, what I would not consider to be in order, in relation
to remarks about members of other legislatures, is where comments
stray into the arena of personal insults, vitriol or invective.

I would have no hesitation in asking a Member to temper his or
her comments where, in my view, a line has been crossed.” —
[Official Report, Bound Volume 20, p134, col 2].

I hope that Members will have the dignity of the House
in mind in the remarks that they make today.

[Interruption.]

Order. When the debate has concluded, I shall put the
question on the amendment. If the amendment is made,
I shall put the question on the motion as amended. If
the amendment is not made, I shall put the question on
the substantive motion. If that is clear, I shall proceed.

Rev Dr Ian Paisley: On a point of order, Madam
Speaker. I understand that there is another amendment,
tabled by members of my party, which has been rejected.
Will you give us the reasons why it was rejected? It is
a sad commentary on our discussions, because such an
amendment would have been received in the Mother of
Parliaments without any opposition from the Speaker.

Madam Speaker: | received your amendment and
considered it with my officials. Standing Order 15(c)
gives the Speaker the power to select amendments. [
did not select that amendment.

Mr P Robinson: Further to that point of order,
Madam Speaker. Are you saying that the amendment
was in order but was not chosen?

Madam Speaker: I do not need to give a reason.
Members should examine pages 63 and 64 of the
‘Northern Ireland Assembly Companion: Rulings,
Convention and Practice’, where it states that:

“it is not appropriate for the Chair to give reasons for accepting
or rejecting any amendment.”

I do not intend to breach precedent here, or in other
places, by doing so. My door is always open if Dr
Paisley wishes to discuss this issue for future sittings.

Mr Paisley Jnr: Further to that point of order,
Madam Speaker. Will you advise the House whether
the Secretary of State advised you not to take that
amendment?

Madam Speaker: [ have absolutely no comment to
make on that. I remind Dr Paisley and other Members
that this is the Transitional Assembly.

Mr Robert McCartney: On a point of order, Madam
Speaker. You say that this is the Transitional Assembly.
Under the terms of the Transitional Assembly, all
matters here are under the control of the Secretary of
State — the motions to be chosen, the Standing Orders
and the instructions to you, Madam Speaker. Is this a
democratic Assembly, or is it a puppet show where the
Secretary of State is pulling all the strings?

Madam Speaker: [ am not going to comment on the
bulk of what the Member has said, other than to ask him
to read once again the Northern Ireland (St Andrews
Agreement) Act 2006. This is the Transitional Assembly.
The Secretary of State does not conduct the business
here. The Business Committee agrees what is to be
discussed. That is the difference between the Transitional
Assembly and the Hain Assembly. Again, my door is
open if the Member wants to discuss the issue.
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Private Members’ Business:
Secretary of State for Northern Ireland

Sir Reg Empey: I beg to move

That this Assembly deplores the interference of the Secretary of
State for Northern Ireland in the proceedings of the Assembly on
Friday 24 November 2006.

The exchanges that Members have just heard
demonstrate why this issue should be ventilated. I will
refer specifically to the meeting of the Business
Committee on 24 November 2006 regarding the
conduct of the debate on that day, and I will consider
the Secretary of State’s involvement in the so-called
designation — or declaration — process on that date.

The first phase of the Hain Assembly — Hain mark
I — began on 15 May 2006. At that time, although the
Secretary of State had the power to intervene, he
repeatedly said that he would allow the Assembly
opportunities to decide its own business; that never
happened. The Secretary of State has subsequently said
that as far as the Transitional Assembly is concerned
— and as you, Madam Speaker, repeated a moment
ago — he would allow much more freedom for
Members to decide their own business. However, on
the first day, and subsequent to the first meeting of the
Business Committee, the Secretary of State personally
intervened and overrode a decision of the Business
Committee on a relatively trivial matter.

During the six months of the Hain Assembly, beginning
on 15 May, it was clear that the Secretary of State had
the power to intervene. Many Members spoke to him
on a number of occasions, asking him to allow the
Assembly — through you, Madam Speaker, and the
Business Committee — to determine business. Time
after time, motions were proposed by political parties.

One subject was proposed for debate at virtually
every meeting of the Business Committee from 15
May onwards: a motion to debate the review of public
administration (RPA). The review is vital to the future
of the Province. It concerns many of our constituents,
yet for six consecutive months the Secretary of State
vetoed debate and refused to allow any motion on the
subject. The review is a key point, and an issue of
concern and relevance to the future governance of the
Province. Organisations that spend vast swathes of the
Budget are up for discussion, yet the Secretary of State
would not allow Members to debate the RPA. Why
would he not allow debate? Perhaps it was because
Members might have views that differed from his
views. That might be embarrassing for him. Mr
Gallagher has now tabled a motion for tomorrow’s
debate, and Members may then have an opportunity to
discuss the subject. It will be interesting to see whether
the Secretary of State will intervene or interfere.

I turn now to the Business Committee meeting on
the morning of 24 November. The Committee met at
9.15 am to discuss arrangements for the business that
was to be dealt with by the Assembly later that morning.
The issue of speeches arose. The Committee decided

that the two nominating officers and the leaders of the
other political parties would each address the Assembly
for five minutes. Sinn Féin proposed that its nominee
should be allowed to speak, but the Committee decided
against that. The position that the two nominating
officers and the remaining party leaders would speak
was maintained.

The meeting broke up at approximately 9.50 am.
Immediately afterwards, one assumes that Sinn Féin
Members went to the Secretary of State and complained
that their man would not be allowed to speak. The
Secretary of State — one of Her Majesty’s principal
Secretaries of State — then issued a ministerial direction
to you, Madam Speaker, to the effect that Mr McGuinness
should be allowed to speak. Mr McGuinness spoke a
few words of pidgin Irish, followed by an address lasting
37 seconds. It took a Cabinet Minister to intervene to
allow that to occur. Yet, Madam Speaker, the Secretary
of State had said to us that the Transitional Assembly
would be different from the previous Assembly. This
situation is scarcely evidence of that. At the first
hurdle, the Secretary of State has failed, having
intervened — presumably after a representation from
Sinn Féin — and issued a ministerial direction to you,
Madam Speaker. Yet we are to believe that the
Transitional Assembly has a freedom that the
Assembly of the previous six months did not have.

10.45 am

On that basis, it is evident that the Secretary of State
is still intervening, and the control freaks in the Northern
Ireland Office are still saying that they will decide
what business is conducted here. If that is the case,
Members need to know, and the sooner we know, the
better. Nevertheless, the Secretary of State has started
to run the Transitional Assembly in exactly the same
fashion as he conducted the previous Assembly over
the six months from May.

Mr Robert McCartney: Does the Member appreciate
that the Speaker’s reply to my point of order referred
to a very different approach, in that she maintained that
the Business Committee, not the Secretary of State,
made the necessary decisions? As I understand it, the
hon Member is making the case that the Speaker’s
reply is just not correct.

Sir Reg Empey: That is precisely the case, because

I am simply recounting the events of the morning of 24
November, which were that, between 9.50 am and
approximately 10.20 am, the Secretary of State received
a representation and issued a direction. Madam Speaker,
that seems to be inconsistent with the view that he
expressed, and the view that you put forward a moment
ago, which was that the approach of the Transitional
Assembly would be qualitatively different to that of
the previous Assembly in that the Business Committee
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of the Transitional Assembly would have the freedom
to decide what business is conducted.

I wish that that were the case, but, at the very first
test, it was not the case. In fact, Madam Speaker, on
the trivial matter of Members speaking for a few
seconds, when their interventions could have had no
impact on any decisions that the Assembly would take,
the Secretary of State decided to issue a direction. If |
am wrong, Sinn Féin Members have the opportunity to
get up now to say that that party did not make any
representations to the Secretary of State, but I think
that that is exactly what it did.

I turn briefly to Sinn Féin’s proposed amendment,
which would remove the date from the motion, leaving
it to read:

“That this Assembly deplores the interference of the Secretary of
State for Northern Ireland in the proceedings of the Assembly.”

It was Sinn Féin Members who went to the Secretary
of State precisely to get him to intervene in the affairs
of the Assembly. How can they on the one hand say
that they deplore the involvement of the Secretary of
State in the proceedings of the Northern Ireland
Assembly, yet on the other be the first party to go to
him, cap in hand, to ask him to intervene in its
proceedings in order that Mr McGuinness can speak
for a few seconds?

At the outset of this debate, we must make it clear
where we stand with the Secretary of State’s involve-
ment. Sinn Féin’s amendment has no credibility for the
obvious reason that that party was the first to seek the
Secretary of State’s involvement. The first action that
it took was to go to the Secretary of State to bail it out
in order that Martin McGuinness could speak after he
was nominated. To argue that Sinn Féin’s amendment
has any credibility is nonsense, and I want to make it
clear that the Ulster Unionist Party rejects the
amendment and will vote against it.

With regard to some of the other matters, my
colleagues —

By the way, Madam Speaker, as the clocks are not
functioning, I do not know how much time remains for
my contribution. [Laughter.]

Madam Speaker: Order. I have two points to make:
last week, the Business Committee decided that there
would be no limitation on time for any Member who
wishes to speak and that Members would have as long
as possible in which to make their contributions.
However, I hope that Members realise that we are
listening to them, which is why I made the comment
about there being no tedious repetition. Of course, Sir
Reg would not be guilty of that. Secondly, the
difference between the Transitional Assembly and the
previous Assembly is shown in today’s debate, which
was agreed last week, and tomorrow’s debate. Every

Member, including myself, knows that the Secretary of
State governs the Assembly.

That is clear. Everyone knows that that is what the
St Andrews Agreement meant — that this is now, in a
way, the Hain Assembly mark II. I want people to be
clear about that. The Business Committee can decide
the order of business, and it has done so for today and
tomorrow.

Lord Morrow: On a point of order, Madam Speaker.
You have just clarified that the Business Committee
decided that speaking time today would be unlimited.
That was not clear. The matter was so unclear that your
staff had to ring Members in order to ascertain their
views. I gave my view; I understood that speeches
would be limited to 15 minutes and 10 minutes. The
Business Committee never made the matter clear.

Madam Speaker: The Business Committee will
deal with that issue. My understanding was that we
were to have an open debate.

Rev Dr Ian Paisley: Further to that point of order,
Madam Speaker. Will you tell the House when you
propose that the debate will end?

Madam Speaker: | have already told the House
that the debate will end at 6.00 pm.

Sir Reg Empey: Madam Speaker, you are making
some of my points for me. You said that the Business
Committee would determine which debates would take
place. However, my contention is that that has already
proved not to be the case. The Secretary of State has
already intervened — at the first meeting of the Business
Committee — on a trivial matter. Ostensibly, there is
an alleged freedom to decide, but your response to the
Member for North Down Mr Robert McCartney
confirms that the Secretary of State can do anything at
the drop of a hat. I was going to make an appeal to him
to get the clocks right, but you have now decided that
there will be no limit on contributions to the debate.

My colleague Mr McFarland will address in detail
some other matters pertaining to 24 November, but it
would be remiss of us not to put that day into context.
The Secretary of State’s involvement in that, and in
other matters, was far-reaching and well known in
advance. The date of 24 November was built up as a
huge issue. For months, the Secretary of State had
been saying that he was setting a deadline, and that if
certain events did not take place on that day, this place
would fold. For nine months, he berated us on the
money that we received as Members and for the cost
of this place, yet spending £0-5 million on the St
Andrews talks did not seem to bother him or his
colleagues. Nevertheless, he said that unless we were
doing our jobs by 24 November, he would close this
place, and we would be finished.
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That went on for months, and the general public
were concerned that we were unable to carry out our
functions fully. That is not the fault of most people in
the Chamber who want to carry out their full functions
but have been prevented from doing so since 2002. We
will go into that issue on another day. The Secretary of
State berated us for the cost of this place and then told
us that he would close it down on 24 November if
certain events did not take place. He wanted the First
Minister designate and the Deputy First Minister
designate to be clearly identified on 24 November.
That was inserted into the Northern Ireland (St
Andrews Agreement) Act 2006, which states:

“The proceedings to be conducted by the Transitional Assembly

shall include the making of nominations from among its members of
persons to hold office as First Minister and deputy First Minister”.

As we got closer to 24 November, a different language
entered the debate. We were not to have designation or
shadow Ministers; declarations of intent came into the
picture. That would be the line drawn in the sand.
Subsequently, declarations of intent became qualified
declarations of an intention to do something at some
future point — perhaps — and so it went on and on.

Even at a casual glance, it would seem that schedule
1 to the 2006 Act has already been breached. Later,
Members will examine the anatomy of that day more
closely. However, I must recall the comments of the
noble Member Lord Morrow, who addressed the
Chamber on 26 September 2006. He said:

“Members have been told that 24 November is destiny day.” —
[Official Report, Bound Volume 20, p168, col 1].

Let us remember the words “destiny day”, Madam
Speaker.

“That day will come and go, the rain will fall as often as ever,
and the sun will shine as infrequently as ever, but anyone who is
holding their breath for 24 November can forget about it. I state

clearly: those people can forget about 24 November because nothing
will happen.” — [Official Report, Bound Volume 20, p168, col 1].

[Interruption.]

It is not pantomime time yet.

Some Members: Oh yes it is.

Madam Speaker: Order. It is not pantomime time yet.

Sir Reg Empey: I fear, Madam Speaker — and
Mystic Meg will rest easy in her bed — that Lord
Morrow’s psychic powers of anticipation are perhaps
not as accurate as he would normally expect. On a
number of occasions, I looked at his comments that the
sun would shine and the rain would fall, and I
wondered what was his political message to Members
in September. I came to the conclusion that he was not
sending us a political message but giving us the
weather forecast. [Laughter.]

On a more serious note, Members need to climb an
enormous mountain if we are to gain any credibility

with the public. If Members are not able to decide on
the simple matter of what we debate and how we
debate it, what credibility do we have? According to
the Northern Ireland (St Andrews Agreement) Act
2006 and to another deadline that the Secretary of
State has set, within a few months the Chamber is
supposed to be responsible for a £12 billion Budget,
for legislation and administration. However, we are not
sufficiently responsible to conduct our own business.
Madam Speaker, that is my fundamental point.

Members must indicate clearly that they should be
permitted to decide and conduct their business without
let or hindrance from the Secretary of State, provided
they are operating within the law — and I think that
there is already a question mark over that, after the
events of 24 November. That is the thrust of what
Members should be doing. Without any disrespect —
this is not a personal issue — but if the Secretary of
State for Northern Ireland is to give any credibility to
this Assembly, he must make it clear that if people go
running to him asking for his help to do this or that,
saying that the nasty people in the Assembly would not
let them speak, that sort of argument is no good to
anyone. Members must take responsibility for
themselves. I urge Members to support the motion.

Mr Adams: [ beg to move the following
amendment: Leave out all after the second “Assembly”.

Tairgim an least, a Cheann Combhairle.

I listened with great interest to what our Friend had
to say. He predicated his whole case on what he
described as a “trivial matter”.

11.00 am

I was thinking to myself that some people looking
in on today’s debate are victims of the crisis in the
health services, are worried about water rates being
imposed or are witnesses to the decline of our rural
communities. As we face Christmas, some people are
badly affected by poverty. I moved the amendment
because I wondered what all those people would think
of the little téte-a-téte between the UUP and the DUP.
Members may have noted the report into collusion
from the Oireachtas, which is the Dublin Parliament. I
wonder what people who are part of that dreadful part
of our history will think of the motion.

The motion is not about the British Secretary of
State but about the battle within unionism. The
paranoia that Sinn Féin causes both main unionist
parties to suffer, and some of the very small parties
echo that paranoia, advantages no one. It has not been
to the advantage of any of the Members who have
spoken today. Nationalists, republicans and democrats
will naturally take some pleasure from any motion that
is critical of a British Secretary of State, especially if it
comes from unionists. However, Sinn Féin’s view is
that the motion does not go far enough. It is not good
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enough to say that Members want a British Secretary
of State not to interfere on only one day. Sinn Féin
does not want him to interfere at all.

Whatever we think of British Secretaries of State on
a personal level, they are a breed of politician whose
task is to promote and defend Britain’s self-interest in
Ireland. I am sure that all Members agree that they do
that above all other interests — above the interests of
the DUP, the UUP, Sinn Féin, the SDLP, the Alliance
Party or anyone else. They do so above and beyond the
interests of the people of the North, or, indeed, of this
island.

Peter Hain has deservedly attracted a reputation for
having bad judgement. He has made a series of bad
judgements: the appointment of the Interim Com-
missioner for Victims; appointments to the Parades
Commission; his opposition to an Irish language Act;
and his creation of the Hain Assembly and now the
Transitional Assembly. All have been about pandering
to unionism. Despite that, do unionist Members here
feel any greater affection for Peter Hain or British
Secretaries of State? No.

Nil gra ar bith ann — there is no love at all in it. It is
all about expediency, which is nothing new. Whether it
was British Lord Lieutenants in Dublin Castle or
British Secretaries of State in Stormont Castle, all
Britain’s colonial viceroys have used the usual
techniques of divide and conquer — bribery, threat and
corruption — to promote their own interests. When
those interests coincide with the interests of unionism,
a Cheann Combhairle, unionists and the British are
partners. However, when those interests do not
coincide, the truth is that the British Government’s
interests, not Irish unionists’ interests, take priority.

It is often said — and unionists are better judges of
this than I am — that unionists have no real loyalty to
the British Government. Be that as it may, one thing is
certain: the British Government have no real loyalty to
the unionists. If all Members were sufficiently moved
to give voice, we could all agree on that. Members on
the Benches on this side of the House labour on in the
hope that colleagues on the Benches opposite will one
day liberate themselves and realise that none of us
needs British interference in our affairs.

The UUP, DUP and others currently consider their
self-interest to be served through the connection with
Britain, irrespective of their distrust and disdain for
British Governments. I commend to our unionist
colleagues another motion, which was passed at the
first formal meeting of the Society of the United
Irishmen in Belfast more than 200 years ago. |
understand that Willie McCrea was not there on that
day. [Laughter.]

That resolution — éistigi liom — is very pertinent
to today’s motion, as it has a really interesting
historical echo —

Madam Speaker: It would need to be, Mr Adams.
Mr Adams: It is, absolutely:

“That the weight of the English influence in the government of
this country is so great as to require a cordial union among the
people of Ireland to maintain that balance which is essential to the
preservation of our liberties and the extension of our commerce.”

Reg Empey spoke of the need to have the freedom
to decide what we want to do. That resolution spoke of
“the preservation of our liberties”. Most of those who
were involved in that great enterprise were
Presbyterians: people such as Samuel Neilson from
Ballroney; Mary Ann McCracken and her brother
Henry Joy McCracken, who was hanged in High Street
in Belfast; Rev Sinclair Kelburn; Rev William Steele
Dickson; Jemmy Hope, who was a Templepatrick man;
Henry Monro from Lisburn; and John Robb from
Ballynahinch. Last Friday, a Cheann Comhairle —
[Interruption.]

Madam Speaker: Order.

Mr Adams: Last Friday, the DUP met at
Templepatrick, and I heard lan Og, on the way in,
appealing to his party to remember that republicans are
the real enemy. Templepatrick has a proud Presbyterian
republican history. [Interruption.]

Madam Speaker: Order.

Mr Adams: The Presbyterians, led by Henry Joy
McCracken, left from there and from Mallusk to take
Antrim and begin —

Madam Speaker: Order. That is all very
interesting, Mr Adams, but please keep to the motion.

Mr Adams: [ am speaking to the amendment.

They began a process to create a new society that
was based on the principles of equality, fraternity and
liberty.

Dr McCrea: On a point of order, Madam Speaker.
Was the Secretary of State involved 200 years ago as
well? [Interruption.]

Madam Speaker: Order. [ am on my feet, and I am
speaking. Thank you. Mr Adams is speaking to the
amendment. I do not know how old the Secretary of
State is.

Mr Weir: On a point of order, Madam Speaker. Do
you have any power to reconsider the time limit on
speeches? The Member opposite has reached only
1798; how long will it take him to get to 24 November
2006? [Interruption.]

Madam Speaker: Order. I take the Member’s point
on board; it is very relevant. | have already asked Mr
Adams to keep to the amendment, and I do have the
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authority, as Members know, to curtail Members’ speeches
or to speed them up. Mr Adams, please continue.

Mr Adams: My points are entirely pertinent. We
have a motion that calls merely for an end to
interference on one given day and an amendment that
seeks an end to all interference. Given that the DUP
met in Templepatrick, and given that its members are
Presbyterians, I thought that it was important to cite
that historical example of which the DUP may not be
aware. | think that the House would be pleased if
everyone here were conscious of those facts.

The British Secretary of State is treated with great
scorn by Members on the Benches opposite. Why is
that? Why do they not send him packing? Why do they
not take upon themselves the power to be part of the
political institutions? Rather than propose motions that
are based on trivial matters — and I use their own
words — Members should get down to the real
business of conflict resolution, start to build some
confidence and trust, not just in these institutions, but
in each other, and deal with the social and economic
issues that people face.

The motion has nothing to do with Peter Hain or the
British Government. It is about antagonism and
competition between the UUP and the DUP. Our
amendment is wide because, as I have said, Sinn Féin
is against any British Government interference in Irish
affairs. Like the republican Presbyterians who gathered
at Templepatrick, Sinn Féin supports a cordial union
among all the people of Ireland that will maintain that
balance, which is essential for the preservation of our
liberties and the extension of our commerce.

Sin é; go raibh maith agat.

Madam Speaker: Before I call Dr Paisley, I want
to make one comment. Lord Morrow made reference
to the Business Committee meeting. It was said at that
meeting that Members wanted to speak at length to
today’s and tomorrow’s motions, and that is why there
are no time restrictions on the debates. However,
Members should use their judgement.

Lord Morrow: On a point of order, Madam Speaker.
Do you accept that there was confusion? Had there not
been confusion, your staff would not have been ringing
Members to ascertain —

Madam Speaker: I have accepted the Member’s
point, and, as I have said, we will discuss it at the
Business Committee meeting tomorrow.

Rev Dr Ian Paisley: Members have listened to an
interesting extract from republican propaganda history.
However, I inform the Member who has spoken that he
does not discern between Presbyterians and Unitarians.
The Presbyterian Synod — the Synod of Ulster — was
totally opposed to the rebellion. Those who were
named as Presbyterians were Arians or Unitarians.

Mr Adams: On a point of order. Does the Member
accept that all the people whose names I read out were
Presbyterians?

Madam Speaker: That is not a point of order.

Rev Dr Ian Paisley: I do not want to give the
Member a lecture on Hodge’s theology, but |
recommend that he reads it in his spare time: even
better, he should read the Bible and get it at first hand.

Some Members: Hear, hear.

Rev Dr Ian Paisley: It is absolute nonsense and a
perversion of history to be told that the Presbyterians
of Northern Ireland were all lined up in an act to
undermine proper democratic government and break
the British link. I am glad that the Member mentioned
Templepatrick, which was first evangelised by a
grandson of John Knox — and my theology is very
close to that of John Knox. There was such a split in
the Presbyterian Church in Templepatrick at that time
that no one would give the Trinitarian Presbyterians
any ground, and they had to build their church outside
Templepatrick. The Unitarian church is inside
Templepatrick, behind its walls, and the Presbyterian
church is outside, about two miles away. There was a
distinct difference, and the Member needs to remember
that difference.

However, we are not fighting to be British: we are
British. The Member eulogises those who are republican,
and if he wants to do that, that is his business. However,
I have as much right to stand by my faith, my patriotism
and my nationality. I am a British subject in an Assembly
that is part of the United Kingdom, and I am entitled to
refute the propaganda that Members have been forced
to listen to today. The DUP’s amendment, which was
refused, did not cover only one matter.

11.15 am

It covered matters such as water charging, the review
of public administration, the review of rating, post-
primary education, rural planning, and an economic
package for Northern Ireland. It did not cover one
particular matter and forget about the rest; my party
believes that all those matters are important to the
people of Northern Ireland and that they should all be
discussed. I say to the leader of IRA/Sinn Féin that he
had better listen to the majority of the unionist
population, which is getting restless, because,
seemingly, he does not intend to keep to the —

Mr Adams: On a point of order.

Madam Speaker: Before you make your point of
order, Mr Adams, I remind Dr Paisley — although I
am sure that he does not need to be reminded — that
he must address his remarks through the Chair.

Mr Adams: A Cheann Combhairle, Dr Paisley made
the point that he is a British subject and that he has his
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views, which he is entitled to put to the House. I assent
to that fully. He mentioned the leader of IRA/Sinn Féin.
There is no party in the Assembly called IRA/Sinn
Féin. The party that he refers to is called Sinn Féin.

Madam Speaker: Thank you, Mr Adams. I am sure
that everyone knows that.

Rev Dr Ian Paisley: Evidently, members of the
British Government and the Tory Party do not know it,
for that is how they refer to that party. One of those
members, who was Prime Minister at the time, referred
to that party as “IRA/Sinn Féin”. Some people have
accused me of softness, because sometimes I use all
sorts of terms against the IRA. I deliberately use that
term today to show that my enemies, who claim that I
have gone soft, are not telling the truth. The leader of
that party will surely call it whatever he wants.
However, in the House, I will retain the right to say
what I believe is absolutely proper.

Mr Adams: On a point of order.

Madam Speaker: I remind Members that we have
all signed the Roll of Membership. No Member’s name
is on the roll with the term “IRA/Sinn Féin” next to it.

Mr Adams: I ask you to make a ruling on the
matter, which I would like to speak about for a
moment, if [ may.

Madam Speaker: It would be inappropriate to do
so at this stage. However, you may speak to me after
the debate.

Mr O’Dowd: On a point of order, a Cheann
Combhairle. Will you make a ruling on the position that
has been taken by Members from the Benches opposite?

Madam Speaker: I will make the ruling at my
discretion. I have already made a comment that every
Member should listen to.

Rev Dr Ian Paisley: Perhaps it is a good omen that
the party opposite is ashamed at being called IRA men.
I hope that that will continue and that there will be an
epidemic in that party of repudiating that which it has
eulogised for many a long day.

I was surprised at the Member’s comment that
Members should unite for their own preservation. It is
some preservation when one thinks about the murders
that have been committed in our Province. It is some
preservation when one thinks about the young and the
old who have been murdered. It is some preservation
when one thinks of those from every religious body —
Roman Catholic, Protestant and others — who have
been murdered by IRA/Sinn Féin. Those matters concern
us all, and we must underline them in this debate.

I would like the Secretary of State, as a result of this
debate, to move away from his past and be regenerate
to the fact that he lives in a part of Ireland — the
Province of Ulster, as we call it — that is part of the

United Kingdom. I hope that he will remember his past
pronouncements and past criticisms of Northern
Ireland and that those will cease and that he will be
converted to getting the best for the people of Northern
Ireland. Certainly, the way in which he has acted in
past days, as far as this Assembly is concerned — and
the first Assembly as well — shows exactly the
manner of man that he is. However, he too could know
regeneration. | hope that he will know it and realise
that the people of this Province — unionist, Roman
Catholic and nationalist — all have a right to express
their particular convictions within the law. They should
see to it that they do so within the law.

I want to make a plea to the leader of the party
opposite: we are all waiting to hear him say that he
will support the police and that he will abide by the
conditions that are laid down in the St Andrews Agree-
ment. The sooner that we hear that, the better for us all.

Mr A Maginness: Having listened to the exchange
between Dr Paisley and Mr Adams and to their various
views of history, my conclusion is that they should
perhaps combine those views and produce another
short history of Ireland that might be acceptable to the
people here. We have heard many history lessons this
morning. However, I did not come to this Assembly to
listen to a history lesson, and I certainly did not come
to hear the rather condescending view of history that
has been expressed by Gerry Adams. That view would
do credit to a GCSE Irish history class.

This Assembly’s time would be better spent, not in
exchanging views on Irish history and seeking
solutions to the present in the past, but in looking at
the present and trying to address some of the problems
of the present. We should examine seriously the
problems that exist in our political system and try to
resolve them.

Mr Adams’s view is that the Secretary of State
panders to unionists. The Secretary of State has
pandered to more than unionism. He has indeed
pandered to the DUP, and, at times, to other elements
within unionism; however, he is not above pandering
to Sinn Féin, and, in particular, to Mr Adams. He
pandered to Sinn Féin in relation to on-the-runs, and it
was pressure that the SDLP brought that got that
despicable piece of legislation on that matter reversed.
Nonetheless, that was an example of the Secretary of
State pandering to Sinn Féin, as he has done on many
occasions. In fact, Sinn Féin has spent more time at 10
Downing Street than any other party in this House.
Sinn Féin’s strategy has been to ingratiate itself with
the British Government to get them to do things on its
behalf. That is the reality of the situation.

Mr Robert McCartney: The Member will
remember, in connection with the very point that he
makes about pandering to Sinn Féin, a British Prime
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Minister’s remark when the SDLP complained at
Weston Park that its views were not being listened to,
yet those of the panderers beside him were. The
response to the SDLP was: “You have no guns.”
Perhaps that is the cause of the pandering to Sinn Féin.

Mr A Maginness: The whole issue of political
violence, as exercised by the republican movement,
certainly had an important effect on the British
Government’s policy.

Mr O’Dowd: Will the Member take a point of
information?

Madam Speaker: There is no such thing as a point
of information.

Mr O’Dowd: In that case, will the Member give way?
Mr A Maginness: Unlike Mr Adams, I will.

Mr O’Dowd: Thank you. The Member seems to
forget that the British Government listen to us because
of our massive mandate.

Mr A Maginness: | remind the Member that, in the
1970s, the 1980s and the early 1990s, the SDLP had an
overwhelming mandate from the nationalist community.
Mr Adams and his colleagues ignored that mandate.
Sinn Féin ignored it, and the republican movement
continued to carry out acts of violence — political
violence — to achieve political ends. It had no
mandate from the nationalist community, either North
or South, to do that. However, Mr Adams would today
criticise people in his constituency who use political
violence, because, he says, they are microgroups that
have no political mandate. Remember, however, that
the IRA was a microgroup that never had an electoral
mandate to impose misery, violence, death and
destruction on the Irish people.

Some Members: Hear, hear.

Mr A Maginness: Let me remind Sinn Féin of that
historical fact.

Friday 24 November was not this Assembly’s best
day. In fact, it was a grave disappointment, and it
caused universal dismay and disgust on the part of the
people. It was said earlier that Lord Morrow had
previously described 24 November as a day on which
“nothing will happen.” — /Official Report, Bound Volume 20,
pl68, col 1].

I ask Lord Morrow this question: if nothing
happened on that day, as he had predicted, why did he
and 11 of his colleagues, now infamously dubbed the
“dirty dozen”, issue a statement? /[Laughter.]

Madam Speaker: Order.
Mr A Maginness: Why, if nothing happened —

Mr Campbell: On a point of order, Madam
Speaker. I understood that the term was the 12
apostles.

Mr A Maginness: [ suppose that that is
theologically more sound. /Laughter.]

Mr McMenamin: Look out for Judas. [Laughter.]
Mr A Maginness: Which one?
11.30 am

Madam Speaker, if nothing happened on that day,
why did those 12 Members go to the trouble of issuing
that epistle, to use the biblical language of Mr Campbell?
The reason was that the tensions in the DUP are so
grave, and so intense, that it is divided and frightened.
The party is frightened of a future in which the people
in this society can work together in partnership in
order to solve the problems that I mentioned at the
beginning of my address.

They are frightened that the old certainties of
sectarian politics will be demolished and will melt or
be eroded by people working together in partnership.
That point should be made by all in the House who are
committed to a non-sectarian, democratic future. We
have to work together to form the Administration.

I took heart from what Dr Paisley said to Gerry
Adams this morning. He said that if Gerry Adams gets
his act together on law and order and shows commitment
to the rule of law, the police and the legal process, Dr
Paisley will join him in a power-sharing Administration.
That is the challenge for Sinn Féin in the Assembly.

There is an equal challenge for Lord Morrow and the
rest of the doubters in Dr Paisley’s party: to recognise
that they can no longer live in a sectarian block and
hope that society can make progress. We have to work
together, and we have to create a partnership. That is
the challenge for Dr Paisley, although some members
of his party may not be up to it. The disappointment
felt by people on 24 November was occasioned by the
fact that there was no clear statement from Dr Paisley
and his colleagues giving the certainty that was
necessary to people outside the Chamber.

The people of Northern Ireland want certainty in
politics. They want the certainty that they are going
forward and that they will not have to live in a
sectarian morass any longer — they want to be lifted
out of it. They want the certainty of a future in which
people can live together in sustained peace. That is
what people wanted on 24 November, and that is what
they did not get. It was not the intervention of a third
party that caused the fiasco on 24 November; it was
the failure of the DUP to assert that it was going
forward in the joint office of First Minister and Deputy
First Minister. That is what caused the disappointment
and dismay in people’s minds.

That disappointment further devalued politics in the
House and in our society. Our reputation is very low,
and it has been diminished individually and
collectively. This is not about people losing faith in the
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DUP, the SDLP, Sinn Féin or the Ulster Unionists: it is
about people losing faith in politics itself. Politicians
must give leadership. They cannot hide — like Sinn
Féin and the DUP — behind Secretaries of State. They
have to be brave and show people that they are ready
to face the challenges of office.

We can blame the Secretary of State, and I share the
criticisms that have been made of him this morning.
However, in this situation, the Secretary of State is
more sinned against than sinning. We politicians are
guilty collectively of the greater sin of not taking the
opportunity to come together, create a power-sharing
Executive and restore the other institutions of the Good
Friday Agreement.

Public confidence is diminishing, and it will diminish
further unless we get our act together. We have an
opportunity to do that, and we should do it now.

Mr Ford: The motion and the reaction to it in the
Chamber show how easy it is to take cheap shots at the
Secretary of State. It is great fun, and we all enjoy it.
However, I do not see the Galleries filled with his officials
staring down at us. A man who does not seem to take
much notice of what the courts say is unlikely to take
much notice of an Assembly that is bound to him.

We are not here just because of the failures of the
Secretary of State, although it would be pleasant to
enumerate them all, and we could spend hours doing
so. We are here because of the failures of the parties
that have responsibility in the Chamber — failures that
span many years — and in particular the failure of the
two largest parties to live up to their obligations under
the St Andrews Agreement. They negotiated those
obligations with the two Governments over a period of
weeks, not just the three days in St Andrews, but have
completely failed to do what they were supposed to do
within the prescribed timescales, and all this has arisen
from that. Of course, the first four years of the
Assembly were not exactly a success for the two
parties that led that Administration.

Sir Reg Empey talked about the meeting of the
Business Committee that set up the arrangements for
the plenary sitting on 24 November, about what was
supposed to happen, who was or was not supposed to
speak and who did or did not run to the Secretary of
State to demand an opportunity. I must confess that I
lost the thread slightly; I am not clear whether Sir
Reg’s principal objection is that Martin McGuinness’s
Irish is not very good or that he took only 37 seconds
to say what he said. That was about the level of Sir
Reg’s complaint.

So what? The real issue of the interference in the
Assembly’s processes that day is not about whether
Martin McGuinness did or did not speak. It is about
the Secretary of State’s demand that words be said in
that Chamber that imply that people had lived up to

their commitments when they patently had not — and
everyone in the Chamber knew that they had not. My
complaint is that the Secretary of State forced the
Speaker of this Assembly, who should be bound to this
Assembly, to make an utterly false statement. We should
care about that type of issue if we want to move forward.

Mr Hussey: On a point of order, Madam Speaker. |
am referring to the Standing Orders under which we
are currently operating. In support of Mr Ford, and
pursuant to Standing Order 2(a), I ask for your
determination on the implementation of Standing
Order 20.

Madam Speaker: I shall come back to you. Thank
you for that point.

Mr Ford: I am sure that we all look forward to
hearing your ruling on that point of order once you
have consulted the necessary paperwork.

The real issue is not whether Martin McGuinness
did or did not speak, or in which language. The issue is
the continual interference of the Secretary of State in
misinterpreting the comments made by parties and by
party spokesmen, both within and without the Chamber,
in order to maintain the pretence that there has been
progress when there has been none.

Adding to the mistrust, disappointment and annoyance
that the people of Northern Ireland feel when they see
this charade in the Chamber, attempts are made to show
that things are being done. However, it seems that the
interests of the Secretary of State and the Prime Minister
demand that that pretence be maintained, and the interests
of the DUP and Sinn Féin demand that that pretence be
made, even though nothing at all is happening.

In winding up his speech, Sir Reg Empey said that
the fundamental point was that our credibility depends
on our ability to arrange business in the Chamber. It is
not. The fundamental point is that the credibility of
Members of this Assembly depends on their ability to
face up to the difficult agenda that is ahead of them,
take the difficult decisions, get on with forming an
Administration and do the work that needs to be done.
There is no sign whatsoever that the parties that aspire
to sit in the Executive are living up to that.

The St Andrews Agreement was a deal between the
British and Irish Governments, the DUP and Sinn Féin;
the Ulster Unionist Party and the SDLP have said that
they support the agreement. Those four parties have
taken seats on the Programme for Government Com-
mittee and are clearly and publicly stating their intention
to get on with the formation of a Government. However,
the kind of debates held in the Chamber, the kind of
exchanges that occur in the press, the failure of
anything constructive to come from the discussions over
the summer in the Preparation for Government Com-
mittee and its subgroup on economic challenges show
just how much those parties still have to do. Why do they
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not get on with it? Instead of having pointless debates
in the Chamber, why do those parties not show that the
work will be done and that they will move forward?

The experience of the previous Executive, which
operated for three years, showed that there was real
difficulty in tackling the issues that matter to the
people of Northern Ireland. Where was the collective
action to improve health and social services or
education? Why was nothing done to clean up the
environment, deal with the mess that is public
transport or improve the finances of Northern Ireland?
That would have obviated the meaningless statement
from the Chancellor and the Secretary of State a month
ago. Most fundamentally, why did the Executive do
nothing to take forward the ‘Shared Future’ agenda,
and why are they still doing nothing to show a
commitment to it?

Madam Speaker: Mr Ford, the motion relates to
the events of 24 November.

Mr Ford: If we are looking at what went wrong on
24 November, we need to examine the historical
context. After all, the Sinn Féin leader managed to go
back as far as 1798. I was hoping not to go back that
far, although, as a Presbyterian from the presbytery of
Templepatrick, I find it a fairly interesting subject.

I was disappointed that, in his pantheon of Presbyterian
heroes, Mr Adams failed to mention William Orr, who
is a distant relation of my wife. Perhaps he will manage
to mention him the next time that we get around to that
debate. William Orr is buried only 200 yards or so
from where the DUP met last week. He would have
been a relevant example to that party.

Gerry Adams’s comments about the history of 1798
are fundamentally irrelevant to where this Assembly
stands today, just as the DUP leader’s theological
discourse is fundamentally irrelevant, because where
we stand today concerns the obligations of those
Members’ parties. Ian Paisley was quite right when he
faced across the Chamber and said that he wanted to
hear Sinn Féin’s commitment to the rule of law, but
when did we hear the commitment from the DUP?

The failure of the DUP to engage with other parties
and to stand up to its obligations under the St Andrews
Agreement simply lets Sinn Féin off the hook completely
on the issues of justice and the rule of law. It is easy
for the DUP to make points about those issues, but that
party’s utter failure to engage in what it should have
been doing feeds the position whereby the Secretary of
State continues to interfere in the Chamber, and
nobody else does anything to move issues forward.

Alban Maginness was correct when he spoke about
the problems in Sinn Féin and the DUP. However, he
rather ignored the time between 1999 and 2002, when
the British Government spent most of their time, and
virtually all their effort, pandering to the Ulster Unionist

Party and the SDLP. In seeking to make the then
Executive work rather better than it did, the British
Government failed again. I disagree with Alban
Maginness when he says that something happened on
24 November in the Chamber, because nothing
happened. Nobody could suggest with any grain of
truth that the necessary obligation was forthcoming
from the DUP.

My complaint is not that the Secretary of State
interfered at that point but that he interfered at that
point to pretend that black was white and that there
was progress, when patently there was none.

11.45 am

It seems that Sir Reg Empey’s motion arises out of
the confusion of 24 November, but there is also much
confusion in his party. Its members are confused over
whether to attack the DUP for having done a deal or
for not having done a deal. When DUP members
themselves cannot decide whether they did or did not
do a deal, it is difficult and confusing for Ulster
Unionists to know how to attack them.

It really is time for Ulster Unionists to try to act in a
constructive and meaningful way as they pretended to
act in the first few years of the first Northern Ireland
Assembly. They should stop adding to the confusion
and difficulty. If politics is to be seen to work in this
place, there are obligations on Members from all
parties. It is time for people to stop picking fights and
pointing fingers. It is time for all parties to live up to
their obligations.

Lord Morrow: As one of the Members who has
been most used and abused here this morning, I find it
interesting that no one has been able to refute what |
have said. I listened intently to my colleague Sir Reg
Empey when he addressed the House. He felt compelled
to name me. It is interesting that he agrees that I got it
right on two counts: I got the weather right, and I got
the fact that nothing was going to happen on 24
November right. I like an honest man. I like a man
who acknowledges the fact that a person gets
something right, a man who is prepared to stand up
and say that a person has got something right. I want to
place on record my thanks to Sir Reg for being so
honest. I suspect that he had other motives, but we will
not go into them.

This morning we listened to Sinn Féin/IRA boldly
declaiming an elegy on history that has been warped,
to say the least. However, is not all of its thinking
warped? Its members have tried to put out the hand to
unionism, and I simply wonder if it is the same hand
that they have been holding out for the past 35 years.
Is this their idea of a way forward? Is this their idea of
covering up?

The leader of my party and I had a very sobering
experience last week. We met an elderly woman who
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is over 80 years of age, a mother who pines for a son
who was abducted and was never seen again. The
people sitting opposite me could help that lady if they
wanted to, but they point-blank refuse to do so.

The challenge to Sinn Féin/IRA today is this: if you
are changing, let those changes be seen and be
noticeable, because anything less will not do. If you
think for one single, solitary second that you are going
to get away with some bland statement about
supporting the police in order to be fast-tracked into
the Government — and I hope that Sir Reg is listening
intently because I am going to make another prophesy
— the answer here and now is: forget it. If there is any
part of that that you do not understand, I will give way
to you on this occasion, and it is not often that I give
way to Sinn Féin/IRA.

Madam Speaker: Lord Morrow, I ask you to keep
to the motion.

Lord Morrow: Yes, I will.

Mr McElduff: Can I ask that the contributor from the
DUP speak through the Chair? I would appreciate that.

Madam Speaker: Order. Lord Morrow knows that
he must speak through the Chair. I have asked him to
keep to the motion, and he has agreed to do so.

Lord Morrow: You had brought that matter to my
attention before the Member stood up, Madam Speaker.
You know that I tend to do that all the time, anyway.

Why does Sinn Féin not support the police today?
Why not last week, why not next week? I will tell
Members why — Sinn Féin has been promised
something more. Let the message go to the Secretary
of State, the Prime Minister and anyone else who
wants to listen: the more one concedes to those people,
the more resolute unionism will become. Pushover
unionism is gone. Its Members are sitting quietly in a
corner of the Chamber today, with nothing to say any
more; they are in the history books, and that is where
they will stay. People caught them on.

Mr Nesbitt: Having been accused of being silenced,
I must ask a question of Lord Morrow. At the weekend,
Mr Hay said that Sinn Féin had to deliver on policing
before the DUP would commit in any way to power
sharing. However, the DUP executive committee
statement on 9 November said that it was not required
to commit. A non-requirement does not mean that the
party will never commit. I contend that the DUP did
indeed commit. Perhaps Lord Morrow will tell me
which side of the DUP he is on; is he on the side of Mr
Hay’s statement or on that of the executive committee
statement of 9 November? They are not the same.

Lord Morrow: Madam Speaker, I can only suggest
that when the hon Member has something to say, he
should stand up and say it. [Laughter.]

Madam Speaker: Order. Thank you, Mr Nesbitt.
Lord Morrow, please continue.

Lord Morrow: I listened intently to what Mr
Maginness had to say — Mr Maginness of the SDLP,
that is.

Mr A Maginness: The real one.
Lord Morrow: The Member said that, not I.

Rev Dr Ian Paisley: He has Protestant blood in his
veins. Do not be too hard on him.

Lord Morrow: He is the real one, then.

He was quite vociferous in naming others and me as
the “dirty dozen”. Sitting right behind him were two of
his colleagues who have suffered considerably at the
hands of thugs and republicans for being courageous
enough to take a stand on the side of law and order.
Perhaps my commendation will not enhance the
situation for them.

However, Mr Maginness would have been better to
turn his arrows on those who have tried to drive the
likes of Mr Ramsey and Mr McMenamin from their
homes, burned their vehicles, smashed their windows
and otherwise intimidated them. It is they whom Mr
Maginness should deal with today. He should ask them
why they are so reluctant to support law and order
when his party has had the courage to take a positive
stand. He should have defended his colleagues on
those issues.

Mr A Maginness: It is obvious that Lord Morrow
did not listen to my speech. I made it very plain that it
was Sinn Féin’s duty, obligation and challenge to
accept policing and the rule of law.

Lord Morrow: I have heard what the Member has
said. However, let the message go out loud and clear
from the House: if we are to return to a normal society,
there must be unequivocal support for policing, justice,
and law and order. If that is painful for some, too bad:
if they want to be democrats, they must act like
democrats. They cannot simply talk like democrats;
they must act like democrats.

Mr O’Dowd: On a point of order, Madam Speaker.
You ruled the DUP amendment out of order, but it
appears that the Member is speaking to his amendment.
Sinn Féin is more than happy to set time aside in
which to debate it at length, but it appears —

Madam Speaker: Mr O’Dowd, once again I remind
you that I am the Speaker, and I make the rules here. I
also ask you, Lord Morrow, once again to keep to the
motion, or to the amendment if you wish to support that.

Lord Morrow: I thought that I was doing that,
because I was responding to what has been said. If it is
in order for others to say something, it must be in order

for me to respond to them. However, I am almost
finished.
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There has been a missed opportunity in the House
today concerning the motion. Every MLA whom I hear
on the radio, read in the press or see on the television
says that we need an Assembly to tackle the bread-and-
butter issues. How true that is. DUP Members made an
honest attempt to do that. We wanted to talk about an
economic package, the review of public administration
— and [ welcome the fact that it will be discussed and
debated tomorrow — support for the police, and water
rates and charges. The Assembly should be discussing
those issues today, but alas, the opportunity has not
been afforded to us, and it is being missed.

Madam Speaker: Thank you, Lord Morrow. That
issue will be discussed at tomorrow’s Business
Committee meeting.

Ms Gildernew: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann
Combhairle.

I support what the Sinn Féin president, Gerry
Adams, said this morning about the motion, our
amendment and the interference of Peter Hain in our
business. In order to examine that, we must look at the
historical implications of the British Government’s
involvement in our country. As they did in every
country that they colonised, they caused trouble and
strife, created disharmony, pillaged the natural
resources and murdered those who stood up to the
might of the British Empire.

When the Irish potato harvest failed in the
nineteenth century, the rest of the crops and livestock
were shipped out to England by the ton.

Mr McMenamin: On a point of order, Madam
Speaker. I cannot hear the Member from where I am
sitting.

Madam Speaker: You are correct, Mr McMenamin;
it is difficult to hear even from here. Perhaps, Ms
Gildernew, Members would be able to hear what you
are saying if you slowed down.

Lord Morrow: Talk a wee bit slower.

Madam Speaker: That is what I just said, Lord
Morrow.

Ms Gildernew: When the potato harvest failed in
the nineteenth century — [Interruption.]

You can hear me now, Maurice, can you?

The rest of the crops were shipped out of our
country by the ton. Absentee landlords squeezed every
penny out of their tenants, and millions of people
starved or were forced to emigrate.

Madam Speaker: I know that we have had many
history lessons this morning. Please move on to the
amendment, if that is what you are speaking to. I am
not sure of the relevance of your comments. If you can
make them relevant, I will listen.

Ms Gildernew: I am making them relevant, Madam
Speaker. I have listened to some of the other
contributions today, and my comments are no less
relevant than some others that I have heard.

Madam Speaker: That is your opinion; it is not mine.

Ms Gildernew: The effect of the pogrom on the
Irish people is still felt in parts of our country, and
when the Irish people have demanded their
independence over the generations — whether in 1798,
which Gerry Adams has already mentioned, or in the
1916 rising, when the men and women called for a
new Ireland where all the children of the nation would
be treated equally — they have been met by the might
of the British Empire. The brutality of the resistance to
the rising was disgraceful, even by British standards.
James Connolly was murdered by a firing squad while
propped up on a chair.

The democratic will of the Irish people was also
ignored when the election results in 1921, which
showed overwhelming support for a 32-county
republic, were overruled. The Irish people have been
treated with absolute contempt throughout the
generations, and that has not changed in 800 years.

This British Secretary of State is only one —

Mr K Robinson: On a point of order, Madam
Speaker. Does the Member accept that, in the historical
period to which she refers, the population of unionists
in what is now the Republic of Ireland dropped
dramatically? Does she class them as Irish people and
part of the Irish nation?

Madam Speaker: Mr Robinson, that is not a point
of order; you are merely referring to the speech.

Ms Gildernew: That is not a point of order. [ am
also worried about the hundreds of young people —
unionist and nationalist — who leave here to be
educated in other parts of the world and do not return.

What we are doing here is important, and we should
encourage all those people to stay to build that new
Ireland.

12.00 noon

For generations, the Irish people have been treated
with contempt. This British Secretary of State is only
one of a list who have acted with impunity. Peter
Hain’s actions demonstrate that he is no different to
those who have treated the will of the Irish people with
disdain. Sinn Féin wants Ireland’s relationship with its
nearest neighbour to be one in which people are treated
fairly and with equality. The British Empire no longer
rules the waves, and we will not be treated as second-
class citizens.

I listened to Maurice Morrow’s comments, and if he
were to listen to the victims of state violence, he would
better understand where Sinn Féin is coming from.
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Over generations, many families have been bereaved
by the British state.

The people of this island should have the right to
govern without interference. We in this Chamber —
unionist, republican and nationalist — would be better
able to conduct our affairs without interference from
Peter Hain, John Reid or any of the interchangeable
British Secretaries of State who came before them.

The DUP has allowed a small number of funda-
mentalists to dictate terms and conditions to us all. The
sooner that Members get on with the jobs that they
were elected to do, the better. Members have already
referred to water charges, education cuts and rates
rises; we must be here making decisions for ourselves.
As long as Peter Hain holds his position we will not be
able to do that, and I ask all Members to work together
to ensure that we rule our own future, making decisions
that are accountable to the people who elect us.

Mr McFarland: Friday 24 November was a much-
heralded D-day. After what we understand was a
fractious morning, the unusually hushed Benches of
the DUP sat unsure about exactly what their leader
would say. Mr McGuinness sat opposite, barely able to
contain his eager anticipation at his nomination to be
Deputy Prime Minister of this “six-county failed
political entity”.

Dr Paisley stood to speak, and we all sat with bated
breath awaiting his indication to nominate. The speech
finished and, it is fair to say, there was a confused look
around the Chamber that said it all. Dr Paisley had
missed out the punchline. Mr Adams made his
contribution, and Madam Speaker read a speech
suggesting that Dr Paisley and Mr Adams had
indicated an intention to nominate. The DUP
mumbled, but there was no rebuttal.

As the day evolved, the 12 apostles issued a statement
making it clear that Dr Paisley had not indicated an
intention to nominate. As my colleagues said earlier:
“Oh no he hadn’t.” At that stage the Prime Minister
and the Secretary of State became apoplectic. We
understand that the Secretary of State intervened to
instruct Dr Paisley to clarify his position, and Dr
Paisley duly followed with a statement that said:

“Everyone already knows that in those circumstances ... I would
accept the First Minister’s nomination”.

We have heard “Oh yes I did” and “Oh no he didn’t”.
It is clear that Ian Paisley and Martin McGuinness are
the First Minister and the Deputy First Minister
designate and that the shadow Executive are meeting
weekly. The DUP should stop pretending otherwise.

There are serious questions to be posed. The night
before Friday 24 November, did the NIO, the DUP and
Sinn Féin agree what would be said the next day? Did
the Secretary of State give Madam Speaker the text of
what she should say? Did the Secretary of State tell Dr

Paisley to issue a statement clarifying his position? I
leave those questions to be answered by those who are
involved.

My party leader has pointed out that there was
interference with how long Mr McGuinness would be
given to speak, and it looks as though the Secretary of
State also intervened with the Speaker’s statement and
with Dr Paisley’s clarification.

Members need answers to those questions. The
Secretary of State should now leave Members to conduct
the business in the Assembly. I support the motion.

Mr Attwood: As my colleague Alban Maginness
has said, the SDLP does not support the motion, as it
misses the much bigger points that have already been
referred to. The Secretary of State’s intervention — or
not — in the affairs of the Assembly merely reflects a
deeper culture and approach that he has adopted
towards much of public life in the North.

The present Secretary of State, as a tool of govern-
ment, has interfered with due process, with upholding
proper standards and with the standing authority of
public bodies. That has been his policy and practice on
too many occasions. Evidence that is already in the
public domain is a damning indictment of that approach.

There is evidence that the Secretary of State tried to
influence nominations to the Parades Commission under
the false notion that he could appease elements in the
Orange Order. As regards the court case concerning the
appointment of the Interim Commissioner for Victims
and Survivors — and there is no issue about the
individual — there is evidence that the Secretary of
State used a concession to the DUP in a misplaced
effort to soften its heart. With respect to water charges,
he is pursuing the Chancellor of the Exchequer’s
policy under the false notion that he might one day
become the Chancellor’s deputy when the Chancellor
becomes Prime Minister.

The problem is that the Secretary of State — across
a wide range of issues, and on too many occasions, in
order to obtain quick fixes and for reasons of political
expediency — employed a policy of interference to
bring about his desired outcome. As Members know,
from experience in the Chamber and from all those
cases, the Secretary of State has been seen to be flawed
and foolish in pursuing that policy.

Gerry Adams said that much of that was “pandering
to unionism”. However, Sinn Féin has learned well
from bad practice. Not only have the British Government
pandered to unionism on occasions, they have — as a
matter of policy on too many issues — pandered to
republicanism.

My colleague Alban Maginness cited an example
that [ will explore more deeply. With respect to on-the-
runs and state killings, the British Government and
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Sinn Féin, in a mutual effort to obscure the past
involvement of state agencies and the IRA, colluded in
signing off on a cover-up policy. Not only did they
sign off on that, but when the legislation was proposed,
Sinn Féin welcomed it. Later that same week, Martin
McGuinness justified it.

There is no more telling indictment of British
interference in Irish affairs — especially given what
Michelle Gildernew has just said about the history of
British involvement in Ireland — than when, at the
very moment that the British Government decided to
cover up their involvement in various activities, criminal
and otherwise, Sinn Féin assisted them in that cover-up
and interference because of the on-the-runs issue.

How can Sinn Féin criticise British interference in
Irish affairs when it is hand in glove with them in
covering up the truth about years of human rights abuse
in this part of Ireland? It does not add up: it is con-
tradictory, confused and is an insult to the Irish nationalist
people, never mind to other people on this island.

However, I am worried that the policy of interference
in Irish affairs, which people in the Chamber have
quite rightly berated, continues to be an element of
British policy in this part of Ireland. As we speak,
people in the Chamber continue to run to the British
Government to get them to interfere in what is the
right approach to our political problems.

Alban Maginness made a valid point, which is
worthy of emphasis. The more that people interfere
with due process, seek quick fixes, do deals behind
closed doors and impose wrong standards when proper
and right standards are necessary, the more that the
integrity of politics will be damaged. Furthermore, the
more that those things happen, the more that young
people, in particular, will run from political life and the
more that low standards in high places will become
part of our political culture in a way that will
ultimately damage the nature of our society.

The real issue is not British interference in the
Chamber or in any other aspect of Irish life: it is why
the British still have an opportunity, through the
Secretary of State, to interfere in our business. The
reason for that is that the parties in the Chamber have
failed — and in my view, one or two parties more than
others — to create stable political institutions.

The Secretary of State can get away with whatever
he wants because of the failure to create and stabilise
political institutions. The reason why the British
Government can do what they want on water rates,
public health, the Budget, the bill of rights, and all the
other aspects of public policy in this part of Ireland is
because of the failure to have Ministers in this place
doing business for the people of this place.

My fear is that that will continue because there are
still doubts about whether the DUP is real about inclusive

government, although it is edging that way, and
because there are doubts about Sinn Féin’s signing up
to a lawful society, even though it is edging that way.

Given all that doubt and the nature of British
interference in aspects of public policy in this part of
Ireland, the SDLP’s ultimate concern is that the
election that we face will not be a passport out of all
that, but will rather build those difficulties into the
politics of this part of Ireland for the next number of
years, perhaps decades. There is only one choice in
those circumstances: it must be recognised that those
parties and organisations that have been part of the
worst of our past cannot be guaranteed to bring about
the best of our future.

Mr Robert McCartney: Thank you, Madam
Speaker. One suspects that the debate has fallen into
two parts: first, the interference of the Secretary of
State in the business of Friday 24 November; and
secondly, a general indictment of British interference,
whether through viceroys in Ireland or Secretaries of
State in Northern Ireland.

Madam Speaker, last week you stated that the
activities of an arthritic lunatic armed with a toy pistol
and some sort of firecracker was an assault on democracy.
It is open to question as to whether he should be
sectioned under mental health legislation or sent to jail.

However, the real assault on democracy occurred in
the House on the morning of Friday 24 November when
you, Madam Speaker, were given instructions from the
Secretary of State. I excuse you from discharging your
duties, given the limitations that have been placed on
you. The Secretary of State has reduced you to the
status of a speaking tool — to an object, which is how
Cicero described a slave. In other words, he was
describing someone in human form who simply had to
follow the instructions of a superior person. I have
made it quite clear, Madam Speaker, that I absolve you
from all liability in that case.

12.15 pm

I read with interest the Secretary of State’s direction,
which you were good enough to place in the Assembly
Library. It is clear that not only did the Secretary of
State give you specific instructions that afforded you
no discretion whatever, but he obviously treated you as
some sort of partially sighted person, given that it was
typed out in a font that was so large that it could have
been seen almost at the far end of the Chamber.

When I read through those instructions, it became
apparent that they could have been followed only if
they were based on some prior agreement. As one
political commentator has said, if Dr Paisley had made
a peroration that combined the Lord’s Prayer and a
Hail Mary, in the circumstances, you might have
deemed that an acceptance. [Laughter.]
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However, there is a serious aspect to this matter. The
question arises as to whether some form of words was
agreed in advance by the Secretary of State and by those
parties that were required to respond to the nomination.
Certainly, when a similar proposition was put to Dr
Paisley last May, his response did not require a five-
minute sotto voce response. He simply said: “Certainly
not, Madam Speaker.” He said that on 22 May, when it
was suggested that he had been nominated as First
Minister. Therefore when we look at this specific issue,
we must conclude — if one subjects it to forensic
examination — that there was a form of words that the
Secretary of State was confident would be sufficient in
his opinion for you to read out what you did when you
said that you accepted that positive responses to the
nominations had been made.

Madam Speaker, you may be able to tell us whether
at any stage the Secretary of State offered you a form
of words that would have enabled you to read out what
he had prepared for you in that very large print, deeming
what had been said a positive acceptance. Perhaps you
would care to leave in the Assembly Library, as you
kindly did with the previous document, a copy of the
document that was made available to you and that, if
repeated by the parties, you could have deemed a
positive response. That, however, is another matter.

I want to deal briefly with some of the absurd
historical references about interference that have been
made here. The suggestion that all those Presbyterians
whom Mr Adams named supported a united Ireland
was quite erroneous. As every reputable historical work
points out, all those Presbyterians were perhaps in
favour of a united Ireland that followed the principles
of the American War of Independence and, of course,
the French Revolution. They were men seeking liberty,
but all reputable historians point out that what
happened in that area of Ireland now known as the
Republic was described as a “piked crusade against
Protestants”. Those are two very different things.

Let us not have any more of those twisted or
distorted historical allusions. As a matter of fact, since
we are talking about Templepatrick, we must ask: who
put down those Ulstermen who fought for liberty at
Templepatrick? It was Catholic yeomanry from
Monaghan. The Member should get his facts right
before he starts giving history lessons in this Chamber.

Moving on to some of Mr Ford’s remarks, the
Alliance Party, in the form of Mr Ford, although I give
others a certain — [Laughter.]

Mr McCarthy: Thank you very much.
Mr Kennedy: Go easy.

Mr Robert McCartney: I have heard all of Mr
Ford’s clichés, including the phrase “in terms of
working together”. One could write a letter that is
made up entirely of Alliance Party clichés and send it

to the ‘Belfast Telegraph’. It might even be published.
The Alliance Party is forever “breaking logjams”,
“empowering the people”, “moving forward”,
“jumping through windows of opportunity” and
“taking risks for peace”. Lest the SDLP become too
excited about this criticism, I should say that to some

extent it also has played a part. [Laughter.]

Madam Speaker, people constantly talk about the
necessity of working together, moving forward, and
jumping through the aforementioned windows, without
actually looking at the specifics of what that means. As
Lord Morrow very eloquently said, when we are talking
about working together, we must determine who we
are going to work with, and we must ask what is the
disposition and record of those whom the Alliance
Party and the SDLP would exhort to work together.

Mr Adams talks about working together, offering
the hand of friendship or even, in the words of the
proclamation of 1916, “cherishing all her children
equally”. The problem is that Sinn Féin and its
inextricable partners, the IRA, have for over 30 years
murdered, maimed, robbed and destroyed in a
campaign that was directed against the unionist
community. The people who were burnt alive in the La
Mon Hotel were not representatives of the British
Government. They were dog handlers — they were
members of a kennel club. That charge could be
repeated endlessly. Those simple fundamentalist
country folk worshipping in Darkley were machine-
gunned indiscriminately by members — if not of the
IRA — of the republican tradition. Was that
organisation reaching out to the Protestant unionist
people to be involved?

When some Members talk about history, the famine
and the alleged wickedness that was perpetrated
against the Irish people, we should remind ourselves of
the Protestants who were driven out of Cork and other
places from 1920 to 1922. We should remind ourselves
of a state that, in its anxiety to put itself beyond its
stronger neighbour, excluded Protestant unionists in
the Republic from all sorts of office. It abolished rights
that those people had enjoyed for centuries, and it
created a Roman Catholic constitution for a Catholic
people. That is part of the history on both sides. Do not
presume, in this Chamber or anywhere else, to say that
in the weeks or months running up to 26 March 2007,
Sinn Féin can restore in the unionist people a confidence
that would enable them to trust that party in any way.

The unionist people will not give their trust either to
Sinn Féin or to any other party within their own ranks
that would attempt to persuade them that the conditions
exist for that trust. I do not rule out a time in the future
when Sinn Féin, unlike the leopard, will be shown to
have changed its spots.
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Madam Speaker: Mr McCartney, please keep to
the motion.

Mr Robert McCartney: The Assembly can do
without interference from many aspects of
Government. Until then, Members must realise that the
Transitional Assembly is a joke. We are here at the
behest of the Secretary of State, and we are under his
control in so far as he designates Standing Orders and
can refuse to follow the Business Committee’s
directions on what business will be conducted here.
Having regard to the extent of that interference, we
must ask ourselves why we are here. All parties must
address that question. Why are the parties taking part
in a democratic charade?

There has been talk about post-26 March 2007, when
there will be an absence of that kind of interference
and the beginning of a golden age when an Assembly
is up and running. What will Members do then? If we
continue to suggest that water charges will disappear,
that a rating system that is based on capital value will
be a thing of the past and that the problems in the
educational system will suddenly dissolve, we are
fooling the people of Northern Ireland in both
communities. If a future Assembly abolishes water
charges, without the interference of the Secretary of
State, the £300 million that those charges would
produce will have to be found by that Assembly at the
cost of withdrawing that money from health, education,
roads or something else. If the Assembly decides to
cap rates and introduce a banding system, the money
to pay for it will have to be found somewhere else.

The truth is that a devolved Assembly is always
subject to interference either from a Secretary of State
or the Treasury, who will always determine what must
be done. Remember that it was an Assembly, without
inter-ference from the Secretary of State, that decided
that it was necessary to revise the rating system to
something similar, if not identical, to that which is now
being proposed. It was an Assembly, without the
interference of the Secretary of State, that decided to
charge for water and other services, on the basis of a
new rating system.

There is no point in the Assembly deluding itself
and the electorate that a form of devolved Government
under d’Hondt will be an answer not only to a maiden’s
prayer, but to a prayer from the entire electorate. Under
d’Hondt there will be no Opposition, because 100 of
the 108 Members in the Chamber will belong to parties
that form the Government. There will be no collective
responsibility because those parties that nominate
Members to that Executive will have total control of
them. The system that has been foisted on parties is a
recipe for instability and disaster, and all parties appear
to condone and endorse it.

Peter Hain — or the Secretary of State, to give him
his full title — was asked during the last debate on the
issue in the House of Commons who was against the
St Andrews Agreement. He replied, “Only Robert
McCartney”. If Robert McCartney has to be like the
small boy who pointed out that the emperor was
entirely naked, that, Madam Speaker, is a function that
I am happy to perform.

12.30 pm

Mr McElduff: The Speaker asked Members to
avoid making tedious or repetitious speeches. After Mr
McCartney’s contribution, can you make a ruling on
what constitutes tedium and repetition?

Madam Speaker: There has been historical relevance
in each speech, to which I have given leeway.
Members have also repeated issues, which is normal.
As I said before, Mr McElduff, I leave it to Members’
judgement to make their speeches relevant and to
curtail their length, both of which most Members have
done this morning. I am sure that Dr McCrea, the last
Member to speak this morning, will do that as well.

Dr McCrea: I deeply appreciate many of the
contributions, especially those from Sinn Féin and the
SDLP. They have certainly added to the confusion,
rather than the enlightenment, of the House.

For example, I am confused about why the Sinn
Féin/IRA Benches are filled this morning. During the
Hain Assembly mark I, Sinn Féin would not come to
any of the debates. I do not know what has happened
since then that has caused Sinn Féin Members to
change their minds, make some abysmal excuse and
crawl back into the Assembly. Mr Hain probably told
them that they would not get any Christmas presents.
Sinn Féin has moved an amendment regarding the
Secretary of State’s interference. He interfered well in
telling Sinn Féin to get back into the Chamber or else
it would be out on its ear. Therefore Sinn Féin had to
crawl back.

Sinn Féin’s amendment deplores the interference of
the Secretary of State. No party visits the Secretary of
State or Downing Street more than Sinn Féin. It has
been suggested that Sinn Féin has to keep in touch
with its handlers, and that is why it is in Downing
Street so often. That would make sense, particularly
with regard to some Members and their connections.

Sinn Féin has the audacity to move an amendment
condemning the Secretary of State’s interference. How
would he interfere in much of Sinn Féin’s philosophy?
Did Sinn Féin not go along with the Secretary of State
in objecting to the capping of rates? Sinn Féin would
not agree to the capping of rates; it concurred with the
Secretary of State. Is this not also the party that
supports the Secretary of State in the reorganisation of
local government and in the setting up of seven
councils? Sinn Féin Members have the audacity to talk
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about the Secretary of State’s interference — he and
they are buddies. They are Siamese twins. Sinn Féin
are the new Irish Brits, because they are lapping from
the Secretary of State’s bowl. When he tells them to
move, they are very happy to do so.

Sinn Féin seems to have a new interest in water
rates, hospitals and schools. At least, it had an interest
in the past in blowing up water pipes and schools, and
in attacking people who were visiting their loved ones
in hospital. A young man was murdered outside
Magherafelt after visiting the hospital where his wife
had just given birth.

However, it now has a new conscience, and I find it
rather interesting. Members of the Business Committee
will remember that, during the first Hain Assembly,
they tried to get all those subjects onto the agenda.
Which party blocked them? It was the party that now
tells Members that it is concerned about water rates. It
could have been talking about water rates for the past
couple of years.

Sinn Féin is now concerned about hospitals. Of
course it must be careful about hospitals, or interfering
with hospitals, because it was its Minister who closed
hospitals. The hospitals in Omagh, Magherafelt and
Dungannon were all under threat from the proposal
made by Sinn Féin. It then had the audacity to attend
rallies and go on platforms and say that it was against
the closure of Tyrone County Hospital, when it was its
Minister who recommended the closure. It said that it
was against the closure of the Mid-Ulster Hospital and
taking away its maternity services. It now has the
audacity and cheek to talk about interference when its
Minister recommended it.

That shows Sinn Féin’s hypocrisy. It is not con-
cerned about water rates, hospitals and schools. The
Assembly could have been debating those issues for
months before the decisions were taken on water rates,
the sewerage system and schools. Who stopped the
debates? It was not the SDLP, the Ulster Unionists, the
Alliance Party or any other parties represented — and
it was not the Democratic Unionist Party; it was the one
party that now says that those matters must be discussed,
because they are so near to the heart of the community.
That is political hypocrisy of the highest order.

To add to my confusion, the Member for West Belfast
Gerry Adams stood up in the Chamber and said that he
wanted to talk about a “cordial union”. Would he tell
that to Mrs McVeigh and to the many relatives of the
disappeared? Would he tell that to the relatives of the
innocent people who have been murdered?

It takes cheek or audacity for a Member to stand up
and say that he is concerned about the young people
who leave Northern Ireland. That is the party that is
associated with the people who have driven those
young people out of Northern Ireland and will still not

let them come back. Let us not have pious words when
— [Interruption.]

Madam Speaker: Order. Please keep to the motion.

Dr McCrea: Madam Speaker, I am keeping to the
motion very carefully. I am referring to points that have
been raised. Talking about the disappeared and those
driven out of Northern Ireland might be a joke to certain
Sinn Féin Members — and I see laughing and sneering
on some of their faces — but I can assure you —

Mr O’Dowd: On a point of order, Madam Speaker.
No one on these Benches is sneering, and I can assure
the Member that no one thinks that it is a joke.

Dr McCrea: Madam Speaker, [ accept your ruling
as to whether that was a point of order. However, the
Member who rose to his feet was sneering and
laughing at the time.

Madam Speaker: Order. That was not a point of
order. However, | gave Mr O’Dowd some leeway.

Dr McCrea, you may continue.

Dr McCrea: Thank you, Madam Speaker. Those
issues have added to the confusion.

Mr O’Dowd: On a point of order, Madam Speaker.
A serious accusation has been made against me, and [
am sure that I should have the right to reply.

Madam Speaker: Yes. [ will give you that right
after the debate.

Dr McCrea: I understand that those who have no
knowledge of democracy would not know about the
rulings of the House. A Member has no right of reply
in the midst of another Member’s speech. I know that
that will come —

Madam Speaker: Dr McCrea, I have already given
that information.

Dr McCrea: Madam Speaker, [ am pointing out that
there are those who know little about democracy and,
therefore, have to be trained, just as others have to be
trained.

This is a major debate. A motion was tabled and an
amendment proposed on the interference of the Secretary
of State. Other matters confuse me as well. On the one
hand, the leader of the Ulster Unionist Party told us
that Dr Paisley did not nominate. Then the hon
Member for North Down Mr McFarland said that,
clearly, Dr Paisley did nominate. I know that there is
confusion in that party and mighty divisions among its
members. There are many parties in that party. Two
Members stood up today and challenged each other. If
they want to challenge each other, they can do so
outside the Chamber. They should not do so in a public
forum such as this; it makes them look stupid.

Mr Nesbitt: Will the Member give way?
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Dr McCrea: I am not talking about Mr Nesbitt, so
he can just sit down. The hon Member is another story.
However, I certainly do not want to bring him into this.
I was referring to two of his colleagues. When the hon
Member is not being talked about, he would do much
better to sit there and listen.

I am confused by Mr Empey’s concern for the DUP
at the weekend. He pleaded for there not to be divisions
in the DUP. He is the first Ulster Unionist Party leader
who has ever said that he wants the Democratic
Unionist Party to be so warmly united. What we are
really hearing from the Ulster Unionists is that the St
Andrews Agreement is terrible, but they want to know
where they can sign up. They are dying to —

Mr Kennedy: The Member’s party is already dying.

Dr McCrea: The hon Member for Newry and
Armagh should not talk too much; he is quite often
confused in his mind about which side of the political
fence he is on. One day he is on one side; the next day,
he is on the other side. However, I will not be led down
that road — I want to stick to speaking to the motion.

Let me make something clear: as regards the
interference of the Secretary of State, it is true that on
24 November, the Business Committee was told
certain things by you, Madam Speaker. What happened
in the Chamber was different to what the Business
Committee had been told. I believe that you received a
further communication from the Secretary of State,
and that, therefore, you abided by that instruction. That
proves the interference of the Secretary of State.

It is also true that, in the Business Committee, it was
proposed that the party leaders would speak during the
debate. Each party leader was given a portion of time
to address the Chamber. Sinn Féin/IRA requested that
the person whom it would nominate to become Deputy
First Minister should have the opportunity to speak.
The Business Committee turned down that request;
however, when I came into the Chamber, I found that
the Business Committee’s decision had been overturned.
By whom had it been overturned? Once again, it was
through the interference of the Secretary of State.

Dr Paisley made his statement in the Chamber. For
the benefit of the Ulster Unionists — I know that
enlightenment is good for them — who said that the
DUP was waiting with bated breath to hear what Dr
Paisley was going to say, Dr Paisley had already read
his statement to all the DUP Members, and they un-
animously supported it. I know that certain Members
do not always welcome facts. However, facts are
always stubborn things that stand on their own ground.

Let me make something clear: Dr Paisley did not
indicate an intention to nominate and did not accept
the office of First Minister.

Mr Nesbitt: Oh yes.

Dr McCrea: Was that a yawn?

There we find the Secretary of State’s interference
once again. He decided to interpret the words of Dr
Paisley’s statement in the way that he wanted by
turning the dictionary and the English language on its
head. I believe that the hon Member for North Down
said that it would not have mattered whether it was the
Lord’s Prayer, the Hail Mary, or both together; there
was going to be an intention or an acceptance. The
Secretary of State must also be in a confused state. He
does not understand the meaning of words.

12.45 pm

There has been deliberate interference by the
Secretary of State. That is totally unacceptable. There
are matters that must be attended to, and the DUP will
see to them — no matter whether the Secretary of State
interferes a thousand times.

My hon Friend Lord Morrow clearly mentioned the
need to support the PSNI, the rule of law and the
courts. Whether or not Sinn Féin/IRA wants to give
that support, or whether it has to do so kicking and
screaming, the spotlight is on that organisation. It will
have to give that support whether it likes it or not. It is
not a matter of words or pious platitudes; the proof
will be in its actions.

As the leader of Her Majesty’s Opposition in
another place stated, one proof — one of many —
would be for that organisation to hand over those who
murdered Robert McCartney. It knows exactly who
was responsible for that murder.

That organisation can tell its voters or its restless
members that policing and justice powers will be
devolved to this House, and they can hold their breath
waiting for it — but not only will they be blue in the
face, they will have gone completely. That matter is
not on the agenda. It will not matter whether the
Secretary of State says that it is, because he has no
power in the matter. The lock has been given to this
House and to this party.

I can assure the House that Sinn Féin/IRA need not
think that it will walk with the murderers and gangsters
of this country and be in control of the police in Northern
Ireland at any date in the foreseeable future. Political
lifetimes have been spoken about, but I believe that
those time frames are too short to describe it.

Mr Dawson: Does the hon Member agree that there
is an absolute contradiction in Sinn Féin’s position on
policing? On the one hand, it says that it supports civic
policing, while, on the other, it is scrabbling to get
political control of policing.

Dr McCrea: I thank my hon Friend for his
intervention; he is absolutely correct. Of course,
confusion is nothing new for Sinn Féin.
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Madam Speaker: I remind Dr McCrea and Mr
Dawson to please confine their remarks to the motion.
As interesting and relevant as they may think that their
comments are, that matter will be debated at another time.

Dr McCrea: The amendment is about interference
by the Secretary of State not only in the past but in the
future. That is the amendment that you accepted,
Madam Speaker.

No matter how much the Secretary of State thinks
that he can badger people into submitting to what he
believes, the DUP will make its own decisions. The
Secretary of State has tried to interfere in the DUP’s
affairs. He tried to tell me, my hon Friend for East
Belfast and my hon Friend for North Belfast that we
should not say that policing and justice would not be
devolved to this House. He will not tell the DUP what
to believe or what its policies are. The DUP makes its
policy, and it will stand before the people. I can assure
the House that Sinn Féin will not be getting policing
and justice powers; it can tell its people or its restless
troops whatever it likes, but it will certainly not be able
to do so on the basis of fact. Those powers are not
coming. Sinn Féin can look for a date, but the DUP is
not tied to any date that the Secretary of State sets —
26 March, 26 May or June.

A Member: That is weather forecasting.
Dr McCrea: That is another weather forecast.

The structures of the IRA will have to be dismantled
and its ill-gotten gains handed over. There must be a
proper mechanism through which to throw out terrorist
supporters, if there is support for terrorism. There must
be an end to criminality. The DUP will make that judge-
ment on behalf of its people, but there must be a
credible testing period, and the matter will have to be
tested to the satisfaction of the people whom the DUP
represents.

Mr McNarry: Will the hon Member give way?

Dr McCrea: The hon Member will have the
opportunity to speak. I am led to believe that it is
coming close to lunch hour.

I must make it abundantly clear that I resent the
Secretary of State’s interference. He will not tell us
what we have said or what we are to say. There may be
puppets of the Secretary of State sitting on the Benches
opposite; there may be those who are the Secretary of
State’s toys. He will handle them whenever it suits
him, and they must keep in touch with their handler.
One thing, however, is certain: nobody will be pulling
the Democratic Unionist Party’s strings, because it has
never been the Secretary of State’s toy. DUP Members
will be answerable to the people, and they will
honestly, firmly and resolutely stand by that which
they promised the electorate.

Some Members: Hear, hear.

Mr Hussey: On a point of order, Madam Speaker.
Before we break for lunch, I seek clarification on my
earlier question. Dr McCrea has quite clearly indicated
the Rev Dr lan Paisley’s position. I refer you
specifically to Standing Order 20(c), and I expect a
judgement on that when we resume.

Madam Speaker: That is fine. | have already said
that I shall provide that. I shall try to keep to my word,
as [ usually do.

Given the time, and given that a sufficient number
of Members’ names remain on the speaking list, |
propose, by leave of the Assembly, to suspend the
sitting until 2.00 pm, so that Members can have lunch.

The sitting was suspended at 12.51 pm.
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On resuming (Madam Speaker in the Chair) —
2.00 pm

Madam Speaker: During the debate this morning,
Mr Hussey raised a point of order referring to Standing
Order 2(a), which provides that the Speaker’s ruling
shall be final on all questions of procedure and order.
If I picked him up correctly, Mr Hussey then urged me
to make a ruling on how Standing Order 20 was
applied during the sitting on 24 November.

My answer is clear. Standing Order 20 did not cover
the item of business directed by the Secretary of State
for the Order Paper of that date.

Mr Nesbitt: On a point of order, Madam Speaker.
Does that mean that the direction given by the
Secretary of State had no Standing Order applied to it?

Madam Speaker: The direction was in accordance
with the Northern Ireland (St Andrews Agreement) Act
2006 for the business of the day.

Mr Nesbitt: Can you please clarify whether the
direction was without the application of Standing Orders?

Madam Speaker: The Act supersedes Standing
Orders, and the business of 24 November was within
the remit of the Act. Standing Order 20 was not
relevant for that sitting.

Mr Nesbitt: Was any Standing Order relevant?

Madam Speaker: The Standing Orders are always
relevant to the order of business in the Chamber, but
Standing Order 20 was not relevant to the order of
business on 24 November.

I call Mr Murphy.

Mr Hussey: Madam Speaker, | refer to your own
opening remarks on 24 November:
“Proceedings of the Assembly shall be conducted in accordance

with Standing Orders and any directions made by the Secretary of
State.” — [Official Report, Bound Volume 21, p1, col 1].

I stress that you said “and” not “or”. Your remarks
did not serve to override the Standing Orders. Any
direction from the Secretary of State would be
additional; it would not override the Standing Orders
we were given to operate with.

Madam Speaker: We were not dealing with the
issue of nomination on 24 November, therefore the
Standing Order was not relevant.

Mr Murphy: Go rabh maith agat, a Cheann
Combhairle. Today could be a good day for the
Assembly if the outcome of the debate is that we
resolve to prevent any future interference by the
Secretary of State in our affairs. However, that is
unlikely, because all parties here have engaged with
the Secretary of State at times on various issues.

The rationale of the UUP motion is not that its
members are concerned about the Secretary of State’s
interference in the Assembly; they were not concerned
about it in the past. Nor does the motion seek to
prevent any future interference by the Secretary of
State in the Assembly. Rather, it takes issue with his
interference on a specific day over a specific issue.
That is the weakness in the motion. Either we wish to
conduct our business, in charge of our own affairs and
without the interference of the Secretary of State, or
we are content for the Secretary of State to interfere as
and when he deems it necessary. If there was a genuine
attempt to prevent or to restrict in some way the British
Secretary of State from interference in the Assembly,
the motion would not be time related and specific;
rather it would be open-ended. That is the strength of
the amendment.

Ulster Unionist Party members were very clearly
exercised by any toing and froing between the
Secretary of State and the other political parties on 24
November. It is ironic that the motion should come
from them, because that party is one of the greatest
users of the Secretary of State’s interference in our
arrangements. Members will perhaps cast their minds
back to a time when the Assembly was not in shadow,
virtual, or transitional format — let alone Hain one or
Hain two — but was fully functioning.

As part of the Executive’s programme it was
decided, as required under the terms of the Good
Friday Agreement, to deal with the very vexed issue of
flags and emblems. The Executive decided to set up a
subcommittee to deal with that matter and gave it the
task of drafting an agreed proposition, in accordance
with the Good Friday Agreement, for dealing with
flags and emblems on public buildings. I think that
Michael McGimpsey was on that subcommittee, as
were Brid Rodgers from the SDLP and our own
Deputy First Minister designate, Martin McGuinness.

While the subcommittee was carrying out its business,
the Ulster Unionist Party opened up negotiations with
the then Secretary of State, Peter Mandelson, who
guaranteed to legislate for that party’s proposals if the
subcommittee could not reach agreement. Therefore,
while a fully functioning Executive here were trying
genuinely to carry out their business, the Ulster Unionist
Party had persuaded the Secretary of State to overrule
that business. It ill behoves that party to come here
today and complain about the Secretary of State’s inter-
ference in a Transitional, Hain one or Hain two Assembly.

Of course, it was at the Ulster Unionist Party’s
prompting that the Secretary of State introduced the
suspension legislation that has us in the state we are in
today — and Members quite often bemoan the idea of
a Transitional or virtual Assembly. Suspension
legislation was introduced at the request of the Ulster
Unionist Party to enable it to walk in and out of the
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previous Assembly as the whim took it. It was
introduced by Peter Mandelson and effected on a
number of occasions by Secretary of State Reid, again
at the request of the Ulster Unionist Party —
interfering with the workings of a democratic
institution, which had full powers allowed to it under
the Good Friday Agreement.

Mr Kennedy: That is not our fault.

Mr Murphy: Well, if Members on the Benches
opposite still believe in stories about spy rings, they
will soon be writing their letters to Santa Claus. I hope
that they have all been very good boys. [Interruption.]

Madam Speaker: Order.

Mr Murphy: Of course, there is another matter that
the Secretary of State dealt with. Again it was Peter
Mandelson, and again it was at the request of the parties.
It was not necessarily a matter within the competence
of the Assembly at that time, but one certainly hopes
that it will be within the competence of this Assembly
in the near future. I am referring to the Police (Northern
Ireland) Act 2000. What was proposed in the Good
Friday Agreement as a new beginning to policing was
completely undermined by the representations made
by some parties to the Secretary of State. They were
not alone in doing that. All parties here have gone to
the Secretary of State on various issues, and all parties
have sought his intervention.

The weakness of the Ulster Unionist Party’s motion
and, I suppose, the hypocrisy of the motion is that its
only complaint with the Secretary of State’s intervention
is when the intervention is not to its liking. That party
is not ruling out future requests for the Secretary of
State to intervene in the workings of the Assembly.

I suggest, and our amendment suggests, that either
we get to the stage at which we have no intervention
from a British Secretary of State or the British
Government in our democratic institutions, or we keep
the situation in which parties can go traipsing off to the
Secretary of State with their demands. The Ulster
Unionist Party led the way in this at a time when we
had a fully functioning Executive here.

The answer to all of this is for us to assume respons-
ibility for our own affairs. While under the — what are
termed — “transitional arrangements” for the
Assembly, parties can decide what business they will
do, it is also the case that the Secretary of State can
interfere quite readily in that business. He has taken
that power as part of the St Andrews legislation.
People have expressed frustration with the various
interferences from the British Secretary of State and
have acknowledged that the British Government
intervene in our business with their own agenda and
not with that of any particular interest group here in
Ireland. If we want to prevent that, we must assume
those powers ourselves.

We must take responsibility for our own affairs.
Ultimately, we must take power from the hands of
British Government Ministers and British Government
officials in Ireland. Let us act in the interests of those
who have elected us. No one in this part of Ireland has
elected the Secretary of State or any of his Ministers.
No one here has given endorsement to any of his
officials, yet they have power to interfere in any of the
matters that we attempt to deal with.

Ultimately, it is our responsibility to take back that
power into the hands of accountable and democratically
elected representatives here, to exercise it on behalf of
the people who elected us, to be responsive to their
needs and not to respond to the demands or current
strategies of the Northern Ireland Office.

This morning, I listened with interest to the leader
of the Democratic Unionist Party’s plea to my party in
relation to policing matters. I was heartened by his
plea, because it shows that there is a pressing concern
within the DUP for the matter of policing to be dealt
with. [Interruption.]

Policing is also a pressing concern for my party, and
I assure the leader of the Democratic Unionist Party —
irrespective of the cackling of other Members on the
Front Bench opposite — that our party is very much
ready to deal with the issue of policing. We are very
much up for dealing with that issue and we want to
resolve the issue of policing.

My plea in return to the leader of the DUP, and his
party, is for him to work with us in dealing with
policing. There are issues outstanding. We have been
working with all the various people involved to try to
progress those issues. There is work that his party and
my party must do in order to progress some of those
outstanding issues. My plea to the DUP is this: let us
take these necessary steps together and let us liberate
the future for all the rest of our people. There is work
to be done on policing; let us get down to it.

Interestingly, in his contribution before lunch, Rev
McCrea said very clearly that the issue of the transfer
of powers relating to policing and justice is not on the
agenda. It is, however, on the agenda for a meeting that
his fellow Members are attending at the moment. One
of the issues for the subgroup on policing and justice
matters is the timing of the transfer of those powers
and the model that will be adopted.

Rather than trying to dig ourselves into deeper
holes, wise counsel should prevail. Let us give each
other a bit of space to work on these issues; let us
make sure that we contribute to each other’s ability to
deal with those issues, rather than trying to push each
other into corners. Members of the DUP should not
push themselves into corners over this issue. We will
give others space to genuinely deal with outstanding
matters; we wish for others to work with us as we try
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to deal with those issues ourselves. The plea from Dr
Paisley is well heard, but he, and his party, needs to
work with us to resolve these outstanding issues. Go
raibh mile maith agat, a Cheann Comhairle.

Madam Speaker: I call Mr Tom Elliott.

Mr McNarry: He has been called away on urgent
business.

Madam Speaker: I call Mr Nelson McCausland,
who is in the House.

Mr McCausland: This morning, Gerry Adams
spoke at some length on the subject of the United
Irishmen. I do not want the proceedings to become a
history lesson, but it is important to set the record
straight on one aspect of that era, not least because
Irish republicans today are keen to see themselves as
the successors of the United Irishmen.

Gerry Adams mentioned Samuel Neilson, but he
omitted to say that, within a few years of the 1798
rebellion, Neilson acknowledged that everything that
the United Irishmen had fought for in 1798 had been
secured for them through the Act of Union. In other
words, Neilson had become a unionist. [Laughter.]

That is a lovely prospect; it is an appealing prospect.
[Laughter.]

Mr Kennedy: Steady on.

Mr McCausland: It is an appealing prospect:
republicans seeing the error of their ways, undergoing
a political transformation and becoming unionists.

Mr Kennedy: Go easy. [Laughter.]

Mr McCausland: It is perhaps a wee bit much to
hope for.

Even William Drennan, the real founder of the
United Irishmen, eventually became reconciled to the
Union, and a Belfast newspaper quoted him as
commending the term “British”. Within a few years,
most of the radicals in the ranks of the United Irishmen
had become supporters of the Union. William Drennan
was the poet of the United Irishmen. In Clifton Street
graveyard in my constituency of North Belfast, lies the
grave of his son, John Swanwick Drennan, who was
the poet of the Ulster unionist movement in the late
nineteenth century.

Those men were not Irish nationalists; rather, they
were internationalists. What they opposed was this: a
corrupt, rotten Parliament in Dublin. Looking at the
Dublin Parliament of more recent times, I must say
that, 200 years on, little has changed.

2.15 pm

Several Members spoke this morning of the
Secretary of State’s pandering to Sinn Féin. That is an
important issue, because it is a long-established
practice. Such pandering to Sinn Féin by Secretaries of

State has not only poisoned the political process by
rewarding the wrong doer, but it has created numerous
inequalities in Northern Ireland, and it has increased
and reinforced other existing inequalities.

That is why the DUP amendment, which was
rejected, referred to the need for delivery of equality
measures for the unionist community. It is also why
the DUP is, for example, calling for an Irish language
audit. We have a right to know how many concessions
on the Irish language have been given to Sinn Féin
over the past 20 years and, particularly, how much
money has been lavished on Irish language concessions
under the old direct rule and under the devolved
Administration through the Department of Culture,
Arts and Leisure.

Dr McCrea: From Michael McGimpsey?

Mr McCausland: Yes. McGimpsey is the name of
the man who was in charge of that Department; that is
right. I would also like to know how much money is
being spent on Irish-language concessions under the
current direct rule. There is no need to be too detailed
about it; a figure to the nearest £10 million will probably
suffice. Such is the scale of the money that has been
lavished on the Irish language that we have a right to
know how much has been spent by the various Depart-
ments and by non-departmental public bodies (NDPBs).

I had read into the minutes of the Committee on the
Preparation for Government the text of an internal
Government memo — a briefing paper for a previous
Secretary of State — from the period before the
Belfast Agreement. The instruction contained in that
memo was to make concessions regarding the Irish
language to please Sinn Féin. That is what the briefing
paper was about. That is only one example of
politically inspired discrimination and interference by
a Secretary of State, but it serves to make the point.

I could equally refer to the interference of the present
Secretary of State over the summer when Gerry Adams
and Gerry Kelly went hand in hand to the door demanding
more money for republican festivals in Belfast, for the
West Belfast Festival, for Ardoyne and for the New
Lodge. Money had already been allocated to them,
fairly and impartially, by the Northern Ireland Events
Company. They had received their share, but they were
not satisfied. Sinn Féin cannot cope with equality; it
prefers preferential treatment. It prefers to see others
discriminated against and discrimination in favour of
republicanism; its members do not like equality and
fairness. The Secretary of State overruled the
democratic decision of the Northern Ireland Events
Company and the fair and equitable allocation of
money to republican groups by giving them more
money at the behest of Messrs Adams and Kelly.

Those are two examples of interference by the
Secretary of State, and examples of the long-standing
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tradition of the Secretary of State pandering to the
republican movement. A resolution of such inequalities
is an essential step to be taken before we can move
forward on devolution, and it will take some time for
that to happen. That is why the DUP has made it a
central issue.

Unfortunately, the pandering of the Secretary of
State to Sinn Féin has increased the scale of the
problem, and his failure to tackle it — something
which cannot be done in a matter of weeks and months
— remains a major obstacle to devolution.

Considerable reference was made this morning to
the importance of policing. The problem is that Sinn
Féin sees policing as something that it might consider
signing up to — probably with about 100 caveats and
qualifications and with its fingers crossed behind its
back — if it gets something in return. One of my
colleagues made that point this morning.

The plain truth is that there should be no reward or
recompense for signing up to policing and supporting
law and order. Sinn Féin should do it because it is the
right and decent thing to do; it is the democratic thing
to do. I hope that we will see some movement on that
in the near future. It remains a hope, but perhaps a
hope that will not be realised.

Nevertheless, those are the sorts of issues that need
to be dealt with — policing; support for law and order;
equality. Unfortunately, so far the task has been made
more difficult by the interference of the Secretary of
State in rewarding the wrongdoers, and in not
rewarding people for simply doing the right thing.

Madam Speaker: This is the first occasion that the
Assembly will hear from Ms Caitriona Ruane. She will
be making her maiden speech. As Members will know,
it is the convention that a maiden speech be heard
without interruption.

Ms Ruane: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Combhairle.

When Gandhi was asked what he thought of British
democracy, he said that he thought it would be a good
idea. I have no doubt that many people in Ireland share
Gandhi’s view. I suspect that if Members were to go
around the world to Britain’s former and current
colonies, in Asia, Africa, Latin America or the Middle
East, they would find a similar view.

What has British colonialism, or interference, meant
for human rights and equality across the world? It has
meant devastation, famine, war, destruction and genocide,
the attempted destruction of native languages, disease
and imprisonment. The list is endless. There is a
pattern where the colonisers give privilege and power
to groups, and marginalise others who dare to stand up
against human rights abuses. Day and daily, we are
faced with horrific pictures from across the world of
rights abuses, torture, tragedy and poverty.

Anseo in Eirinn, is Eire aontaithe an aisling atd againn,
ait ina mbeidh cosaint ann do chearta gach duine.

Ireland is divided by an artificial border that creates
and perpetuates poverty, and by the failure of the Irish
and British Governments to promote and to protect the
rights of everyone on an equal basis. The gap between
the have and the have-nots is growing. The wealth that
should enrich the nation, and create equal opportunities,
is being squandered. Entire sections of society live in
poverty; they are marginalised and live on the edge.
Daily, there is systematic, endemic violence against
women and children. Apart from isolated cases, it goes
unchallenged.

The British Government, certain sections of civic
society and the political establishment have perpetuated
the myth that the Six Counties is at the cutting edge of
fair employment legislation, and that the British Govern-
ment have been innovative in the field of equality. The
reality is different. Every piece of equality and human
rights legislation has been fought for. Anyone who
sought to reform or to change the system faced not
only indifference, intransigence and foot dragging, but
also institutionalised obstruction. The fair employment
debate has been characterised by disagreement over
the nature and extent of discrimination. Some refused
to acknowledge that structural discrimination ever
existed, while others are prepared to grudgingly
concede that isolated incidents of discrimination may
have occurred in the past.

Mr Weir: On a point of order, Madam Speaker. I
appreciate that in this debate you have taken a
reasonably liberal interpretation on the nature of
speeches — some have wandered tangentially away
from the motion. Is it in order, however, for a speech to
make no reference whatsoever to the motion? Surely
there must be some degree of relevancy?

Madam Speaker: All speeches, Mr Weir, should be
relevant. This morning, every Member has in some
way been guilty of not always speaking to the motion.
This is a maiden speech; therefore I allow more leeway.
However, I am sure that Ms Ruane will remind us that
she is speaking to the amendment.

Ms Ruane: What I am saying is relevant. I will
continue.

The next step in this argument is that the past is the
past; that things are different, so let us move on.

Unionism and other elements of the establishment,
including Peter Hain, try to blunt the tools that are key
to ensuring a fair and just society. They attempt to
undermine the equality and human rights legislation
that is essential in order to combat discrimination and
inequality.

In so doing, they damage tools that can assist all of us
in challenging discrimination and inequality wherever
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it exists. Many unionists argue, without a hint of irony,
that the injustice and the inequality that sparked off the
civil rights movement were not real problems in the
first place but a figment of Catholic nationalist
imagination that was mired in victimhood, encouraged
by republican conspiracy and designed to undermine
the state by fuelling nationalist anger. That argument
supports the view that public finances should not be
wasted on equality. That agenda and philosophy
contribute to a recurring theme in the public debate
within unionism in the North of Ireland.

One of the key obstacles to developing a society
based on equality is the absence of debate about the
causes and nature of sectarianism. Sectarianism, like
racism and sexism, has at its heart issues of power
relationships. Over the coming weeks and months, the
human rights and equality agenda will become even
more important. It needs to be at the heart of social and
political change in Ireland, North and South. That is
why Sinn Féin has placed human rights and equality at
the heart of the negotiations. That is why it argues for
an effective anti-poverty strategy, a round-table forum
on a bill of rights, effective anti-discrimination
legislation and powers and resources for the human
rights commissions. Equality threatens no one and
benefits everyone, whether you live in the Shankill or
the Falls, Downpatrick or Newry, Fermanagh or Derry,
Mayo or Cork.

Ni bhagraionn an comhionannas ar aon duine —
muise, ta sé chun leasa gach duine, biodh siad ar
Bhothar na Seanchille, ar Bhothar na bhFal, i nDan
Phadraig, i Rinn Mhic Giolla Rua, i bhFear Manach, 1
nDoire, 1 Maigh Eo n6 1 gCorcaigh.

We have had a painful and disruptive past. We need
to learn to live with each other without compromising
our fundamental beliefs. The Good Friday Agreement
provides me, as an Irish republican, with a context
within which I can pursue my political aspirations. For
me it is logical that there will be a united Ireland. The
logic of unity is compelling. Unionists have a valuable
role to play in all of that, and we are enthusiastic
advocates of rights — everyone’s rights. I do not say
that to provoke or insult. We have to learn to respect
each others’ rights, to respect beliefs without
necessarily agreeing with them. We have unique
opportunities in Ireland at the moment: to build a very
different island to the one that we have currently; for
the neighbouring island to be a neighbour, rather than a
coloniser; and to bring peace to “the Planter and the
Gael”, to use Peter Robinson’s terminology.

When we look back, years from now, we will
remark upon how much has been achieved. Are things
improving? Of course they are. Can they improve
more quickly? They can. Can the DUP and Sinn Féin
be the parties that work together in the Executive to
bring about human rights and equality for everyone?

They can. If there is political will, it can be done. The
marginalised people who vote for the DUP and for
Sinn Féin will be glad to see it.

The DUP’s excuses for not talking to Sinn Féin do
not stand up to scrutiny. We need a mature debate on
the issue of political violence and victims, not the
reaction of a playground bully. Every actor in the
conflict inflicted violence: the state, with its police,
Army and agents; the loyalist paramilitaries who
worked hand in glove with the state; and recent reports
on collusion show only the tip of the iceberg. RUC
men put on berets in the middle of the night, carried
out shootings and, putting on a RUC uniform the next
day, pretended to investigate the shootings they had
carried out the night before. Look at the revelations
coming out daily about Loughinisland, to mention but
one case. People from all communities —

Mr Kennedy: On a point of order, Madam Speaker,
I am loathe to rise to my feet on the occasion of a maiden
speech. However, it is the convention of a maiden
speech that it steer clear of issues that are deemed
controversial. Clearly the Member has failed to do that
and is indulging in a blatant act of Sinn Féin party
political broadcasting and propaganda. Her speech
does not fulfil proper expectations of a maiden speech.

Madam Speaker: You have pre-empted me, Mr
Kennedy. I was about to remind the Member that it is
not the convention to make such contentious remarks
in a maiden speech.

2.30 pm

Ms Ruane: [ am speaking about something very
important — getting the peace process up and running
and getting the DUP speaking with Sinn Féin. [ am
speaking about British interference in Ireland, and the
motion is about interference.

The DUP says that it will not talk to republicans
because they use violence, yet that party was happy to
run up and down mountains wearing berets and waving
gun licences or invading parts of the South. The DUP
acted as cheerleaders for the RUC, even when it
operated outside the rule of law. The DUP’s position of
not talking to republicans is unacceptable.

Does any Member think that it is better to have
direct rule, double-jobbing, here-today-gone-tomorrow
Ministers from another island running the state, who
do not understand us, much less care about us or how
we think? Do my and Jim Wells’s constituents in South
Down want water charges? Of course not. We need local,
accountable Ministers running this part of Ireland.

Where do we go from here? I hope that we can go
forward together. Sinn Féin wants to engage with
others to progress the situation, get the institutions up
and running and move forward on all the human rights
and equality elements of the agreement.
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Let us be able to look back in 20 years’ time and say
that the end of 2006 and beginning of 2007 was the
time when we took a qualitative step forward and
made real change for the Planter and the Gael. Let us
create a situation in which everyone can feel confident
about the future for our children, because they deserve
it. To paraphrase that brave trade unionist from County
Cork, Mother Jones: let us all commemorate our dead,
but fight like hell for our living. Go raibh maith agat.

Mr Paisley Jnr: Whoever said that Northern Ireland’s
politicians were stuck in their past obviously got it
right, when one considers what has been discussed in
today’s debate. One Member began in 1798; another in
1921; one Member mentioned Gandhi; and another
spoke of links to the United Irishmen. I am tempted to
start in 1641 and mention the Battle of the Boyne to
bring the debate up to date slightly.

The debate was supposed to be about what
happened in this House, not in 1798 but last Friday.
We have moved completely away from that, and [ am
sure that, for the rest of my remarks, Madam Speaker
will cut me the same slack as she has done for
everyone else.

Something has emerged from the debate from which
the Secretary of State can take succour — namely, that
he is universally detested by Members from across the
House. The picture that has emerged is that he is not
the most adored character, because of his interference
in certain ways in Northern Ireland. No matter on what
side of the House Members sit, they do not like the
Secretary of State’s interference.

It has been easy for some Members to blame the
Secretary of State. Indeed, the intention of the motion
is to put the Secretary of State into the firing line, and
rightly so — he should take the blame where he is
responsible. However, it is important to remember that
the guilty parties sit on the Benches opposite. We
should keep our focus on those guilty parties for one
obvious reason: direct rule operates at present because
the Assembly collapsed in the autumn of 2002 due to
the activities of Members sitting opposite. That is why
there is a Secretary of State and why he is exercising
the power in the way that he wishes.

When Sir Reg Empey introduced today’s debate, I
imagine that he got a great sigh of relief and a great
deal of satisfaction from Sinn Féin because he tried to
take the spotlight away from Sinn Féin’s responsibility
for the mess that Northern Ireland finds itself in. We
must maintain the focus on the fact that Sinn Féin has
responsibilities to live up to, that it is deliberately failing
in those responsibilities and that the sooner that it lives
up to those responsibilities, the better for everyone.

We can all accept that we do not want a Secretary of
State to unduly interfere in any matter. It is obvious
that he interfered because Sinn Féin has allowed him

to. Sinn Féin wrecked the previous Assembly, and it
intends to continue wrecking democracy in Northern
Ireland, because that party is not signed up to the
democratic process in the way that it should be.

Sinn Féin is not signed up to the rule of law. It is not
signed up to support for the Police Service. It is not
signed up to support for the rule of our courts. That is
why there is a Secretary of State in office today.

When the leader of Sinn Féin, Gerry Adams, made
his speech this morning, I was reminded of the saying
that the victors always write history. It was pretty clear
to me that he had read the loser’s version of history,
because his contribution about what republicanism and
nationalism have been trying to achieve was, factually,
completely askew.

Let us be absolutely clear: this is, as some people
have described it, a partitionist Assembly. This is going
to continue to be a partitionist country. That is because
republicanism has failed, and failed miserably. It has
failed on several counts. It cannot get into Government
without delivery. It has tried to run away from delivering
on all of the crucial matters, and in particular on the
rule of law, on support for the police and on support
for the courts. Its failure to deliver on those issues now
counts against it as the reason why it cannot get into
Government.

Some Members said today that they wanted to hear
something from Sinn Féin about policing. It is pretty
clear from the speech that we have just heard that Sinn
Féin really is stuck in a time warp and has very warped
ideas about the police. A callous slur was issued against
the Royal Ulster Constabulary and its members, who
lay in ditches, took bullets and bombs, and were
unjustly targeted while protecting every member of
this society, whether Catholic, Protestant or other.
Those people were smeared in the most vicious and
awful way by the previous contributor. All I can
conclude from her comments and her attitude to this
debate is that she is really not getting ready at all to
support the police and the rule of law.

Imagine coming here and saying that people on all
sides should take responsibility and that the violence in
Northern Ireland was caused by the Royal Ulster Con-
stabulary, the Crown services, or loyalist paramilitaries,
when it is patently obvious that, for over 35 years, we
had rampant republicanism bombing and murdering
people from its own community and from every com-
munity to achieve its ends. Most people would be
horrified at the comments made by the previous
contributor.

Some people think that if Sinn Féin were to just
utter a few words or a pledge to support policing, that
would be enough to get them over the bar of support
for the police. However, we should lay out clearly
what support for the Police Service of Northern
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Ireland, for the rule of law and for the Royal Courts of
Justice actually means. It will not be lip service, or
simply uttering some words in the pretence that that is
the acceptance of policing. It has to be real, qualitative
support for the police on the ground.

In other words, we want to see the people who, in a
ghastly way, murdered Robert McCartney in the Short
Strand brought to justice. We want to see republicans
in that area coming forward and giving witness evidence,
not to some third party, but to the Police Service of
Northern Ireland. We want to see them coming forward
and making sure that that evidence can be used in open
court, and that those witnesses feel free, and not under
duress, to give that evidence.

We want to see real, active support for the police in
a practical way, so that the police know that they have
the support of the community when they go in to make
arrests or carry out investigations; so that they are not
attacked, brutalised or made to feel that they are not
wanted, but are actually sought in those areas.

We want to see the demise of paramilitary-driven
crime. We do not want to see it just boiling down for a
few months; we want to see the end of it. It has to be
over. Paramilitary-driven crime by republicans has to
cease permanently. The reason Sinn Féin has failed to
face up to that issue is because it is doing so well out
of paramilitary crime. The most recent statistics on
paramilitarism and extortion in Northern Ireland
demonstrate that republicans are doing extremely well
as a result of crime in Northern Ireland and, indeed,
across the border.

We want to see that the exploitation of that ill-gotten
gain is over with as well. Support for law and order —
for British law — means that there has to be respect
for the people who administer that law on the ground
on a daily basis for the entire community.

Given the comments of the last Member who spoke,
respect from Sinn Féin is totally absent.

The DUP wants to see support for the courts and for
law and order. Members have been told that a pledge
and some witnesses might go some way towards
assisting people to support the services. However, it
will take time to measure that and see how it actually
occurs. I hope that Members see that sooner rather
than later. At St Andrews, the DUP made it clear that
the clock would start ticking at that time on Sinn Féin’s
support for the police. However, since St Andrews it
has shown no support for the police. Members should
recall that awful crime in south Armagh when a
Protestant woman and a Catholic man were burnt to
death in their home. Why did Members not hear
leaders from that community calling for the police to
be brought in to carry out that investigation? Sinn Féin
was silent on that point. When there was a disturbance
in Ballymurphy, when a gun was found and a gang of

men beat up another man, why did Members not hear
republican leaders in that community calling for the
police to come in and, in turn, supporting the
investigation? Sinn Féin has a considerable distance to
travel in all of this.

Sinn Féin knows that its ideology is in serious
trouble as a result of its having to support the rule of
law, the police and the Royal Courts of Justice if it
wants to get into the Government. There is not going
to be a united Ireland. That pipe dream is over, and it
should have dawned on Sinn Féin by now. It can sign
up to whatever aspiration it wants to, but there is not
going to be a republican united Ireland. The Union,
according to recent polls, is not only stronger, but
unionist confidence is stronger in the Union than it has
been for several decades.

If Sinn Féin wants to get into a Government in
Northern Ireland, it must sign up to the same principles
as every other political party and accept the rule of
law, the courts here and the police. If it wants into the
Government it must support the rule of British law.
What republican can say that he wants to support the
rule of British law? Republicanism will only be
honoured as an academic proposition at that time. It
cannot be honoured as a real aspiration if it is signed
up to British law. Perhaps the penny is starting to drop
with republicans that with this project and strategy that
they keep talking about — if pursued to its logical end,
and they accept democracy, the rule of law, the courts
and the police — they are the accepting the rule of the
Crown in Ireland. That is what it means to Sinn Féin.
The sooner Sinn Féin swallows its pride and accepts
that, the easier it will be for us all. Sinn Féin lost the
debate; it lost the big vote and the argument; and
republicanism is therefore finished. The sooner that
republicans face up to that, the better.

Alban Maginness made some telling comments in
his earlier contribution. He said that today’s time
would be better spent dealing with the issues of the
present as opposed to hashing over the issues of the
past. Most people today are astounded that we are not
discussing water rates, the review of public admin-
istration (RPA) — we will discuss that tomorrow — or
Sir George Bain’s recently published report on the
future of our education services. Those are the issues
that affect us on a daily basis, and there is a demand
from the public for their politicians to actively engage
in those matters that prevent job losses, to see our
country flourish, to have the economic package
delivered and to have their problems addressed. It is a
scandal that Members are dealing with an issue that
has become a farce today. The Secretary of State was
wrong to interfere in the way that he did, and my party
supports the calls on that. That is an issue that we need
to get to grips with, and the sooner the better.
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I understand that Sinn Féin is upset and concerned
that people still call it IRA/Sinn Féin or Sinn Féin/
IRA. If Sinn Féin is going to move and put the IRA
behind it, making it a thing of the past, then of course
the DUP understands that it is embarrassing for it to be
linked with that organisation.

2.45 pm

How many of those present in the Chamber today
also sit on another secret organisation — the army
council of the IRA? Those who do not like the
Secretary of State’s interference in the Chamber should
think about how everyone on this side of the House
feels when the secret hand of the IRA army council
extends into the Chamber and directs the activities,
actions and statements of certain Members. Sinn Féin
can cry all it wants about the Secretary of State being
about. People must wake up to the fact that he is here
because Sinn Féin has failed all the people of Northern
Ireland by ensuring that democracy cannot run its course,
and by standing in the way of democracy for decades.

Mr Nesbitt: I support the motion. I will be as
precise as I can in talking to the motion that Members
deplore the action of the Secretary of State on 24
November. One has to go back to a day or two before
that to discover the genesis of the problem that arose
on 24 November. In the House of Commons on 21
November, the leader of the Democratic Unionist Party
asked where the date of 24 November for nominations
had come from. I recall that the leader of the SDLP
replied that it came:

“from paragraph 10 of the St Andrews Agreement.”

The leader of the Democratic Unionist Party
responded that he would not bow his neck to any “wee
bit of white paper” drawn up by the United Kingdom
and Irish Governments. The Secretary of State then
supported the leader of the SDLP when he confirmed
that the rationale behind nominations on 24 November
came from paragraph 10 of the St Andrews Agreement,
which stated that:

“the Assembly will meet to nominate the First and Deputy First
Minister on 24 November.”

The Secretary of State added that paragraph 10
referred not only to nominations on 24 November
2006 but to devolution on 26 March 2007. Therefore,
he clearly set out the rationale behind the debate on
Friday 24 November. He omitted to mention something
to which you, Madam Speaker, referred when the
Assembly met on Friday morning. You reminded
Members, and that is why I raised the point of order,
that the Assembly was to act:

“in accordance with the St Andrews Agreement.” — [Official
Report, Bound Volume 21, pl, col 1].

That means that the Transitional Assembly must
comply with the directions of that agreement.

Therefore, regardless of whether the leader of the
DUP considers that agreement to be a “wee bit of
white paper”, the law contained in the Northern Ireland
(St Andrews Agreement) Act 2006 clearly states in
section 1 that it was to act in accordance with the St
Andrews Agreement. Had the Assembly acted
according to the Act, without interference, there would
have been nominations, because the Act also states that
the Assembly must “meet on 24 November”. Anyone
who was making a judgment on that Act would be
clear about what was meant to happen. However, the
Secretary of State did interfere, as he had the legal
right to do so. Under schedule 1, the Secretary of State
could direct the Assembly in any way he “thinks fit”.
Indeed, it states that the Assembly must act:

“in accordance with directions determined by the Secretary of
State.”

The deplorable aspect of what has happened is that
the Secretary of State, in giving his direction, was not
acting in accord with the St Andrews Agreement, but
in discord with it. He turned it around, and that is what
caused the farcical situation to which Members have
referred, and the public are aware of that too. It is
abundantly clear what caused the problem.

What is the outcome of this farcical position? The
party to my left is unusually shy at the moment. It does
not like the words “indicate”, “nominate” or
“designate”, and it is reticent about using certain
words. I am not concerned so much about the words
that were used — it is substance rather than the form
of words that is important. Mr McCrea is absent now
but he was present earlier, when he was trying to chide
the Ulster Unionist Party by saying that our leader said
one thing and our chief negotiator, Alan McFarland,
said another. That was not the case. Each was

complementing what the other was saying.

The Secretary of State said that 24 November was
the day for decision. That morning we did not have the
leader of the Democratic Unionist Party indicating to
nominate, designate, or do anything — and I hear
agreement from one of the 12 apostles, or whatever
description anyone wishes to give those who issued
that statement. That afternoon, the leader of the
Democratic Unionist Party issued a statement, and he
made it very clear that, in the event of certain
conditions being fulfilled, he would accept the position
of First Minister. There was a “commitment” — [ will
use that word — from the leader of the Democratic
Unionist Party that afternoon, and that is what Mr
McFarland was referring to.

The Secretary of State allowed that shambles to
unfold. It is clear that we now have a person who will
become First Minister for Northern Ireland in due course,
subject to the conditions of the Pledge of Office being
adhered to. That afternoon, he added that it was also
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subject to the wishes of the electorate. The Northern
Ireland Act 2006 makes it clear that it is the largest
party that will nominate the First Minister, not the
largest party within the largest designation. At this
moment the DUP is the largest party — it may or may
not remain so.

Let us be in no doubt about why the Secretary of
State intervened. The leader of the Democratic
Unionist Party has been clearly identified as being set
apart from his peers — he has a different standing. In
any definition of the word “designation” he has been
designated. To use the word as a verb, he has been
designated. Indeed, the fact that he will not take up the
position until March 2007 at the earliest means the
word could also be used as an adjective.

The law says that the title “First Minister designate”
does not come into being until immediately before
designation to the actual office on 26 March 2007.
Whether or not one is given a title, in substance we
have a designated First Minister, a First Minister-in-
waiting. The position of the Ulster Unionist Party is
not one of contradiction, and it is a pity that Mr McCrea
is not here. My party leader and Mr McFarland
complemented one another in what they said.

Another little aspect of the Secretary of State’s
deplorable intervention in the workings of the
Assembly is that he has allowed people to use weasel
words over what happened last Friday. The Democratic
Unionist Party rightly refers to its executive motion of
9 November, which it says it will adhere to. The
motion stated very clearly that the party was not
required to commit to any aspect of power sharing.

Those words were chosen carefully. It was not
required to commit to any aspect of power sharing in
advance of devolution or in advance of the policing
issue being dealt with. However, “not required” does
not mean that it will not happen, because the DUP did
commit. It was not required to, but it did. A few days
ago, I noted in ‘An Phoblacht’ that the president of
Sinn Féin congratulated Mr Paisley on his commitment
— there is that word again — to become First
Minister, and he welcomed that commitment.

What I find most deplorable is that politics through-
out the United Kingdom and further afield is held in
low repute. Men and women, and perhaps even Members
of the Assembly, feel that politics in Northern Ireland
is in lower repute. For many months, the Secretary of
State stated that the law would be upheld, that it was
devolution or dissolution, and that we must make up
our minds. He also said that he could not vary from the
law and that nominations would have to happen. They
did not.

The Secretary of State should not make the situation
even more embarrassing and even more farcical by
repeating those statements. He should not do it because

he is wrong. The Secretary of State showed by what he
did on 24 November that no date in law is sacrosanct,
because he has the power, under schedule 1, to give
any direction to the Assembly — even a direction to
overturn a date. We also know that case law and
judicial review would support his position.

I deplore the Secretary of State’s actions on Friday
24 November 2006, and he should cease forthwith
from saying that the law will be upheld and that there
must be devolution or dissolution, because he is wrong.
He proved that last week; he proved the farce. Therefore,
please, Secretary of State, do not continue with the farce.

Dr Farren: I suppose that it could have been
predicted that, at a time when our thoughts and plans
should have been focused on our future, today’s debate
— the first full debate in our transitional format —
would find us once again back in the blame game. That
is what the motion, and its amendment, has invited us
to engage in, with unionists attempting to out-unionist
unionists, and Sinn Féin feeling that it has to assert its
so-called republican credentials.

Remarks from Members only underline why inter-
ventions by successive Secretaries of State in the
proceedings of this, and former, Assemblies have been
inevitable — even to the point of suspension. How-
ever, the main responsibility for our suspension lies not
with Secretaries of State but with ourselves, and we
are fools to ignore that reality.

I have always regretted that any Secretary of State
over the past eight years has had to make such
interventions. Indeed, some time ago, the SDLP put
forward coherent proposals that would have obviated
the need for suspension to have persisted for so long.
Nonetheless, Madam Speaker, we are where we are.

If we are to move forward, and if this Assembly is to
be the locus for the hopes and aspirations of those whom
we claim to represent, we must end the blame game.

3.00 pm

We must take responsibility for our own affairs, and
by our taking that responsibility, render impossible
further interventions, let alone suspensions, by
Secretaries of State. Madam Speaker, if we persist in
not doing so — if we do not act responsibly and begin
to address urgently the critical and practical matters
that face our society — the Assembly is in greater
danger than ever of becoming an irrelevance. Indeed,
the events of 24 November in the Chamber were saved
from becoming a major tragicomedy only by the real
tragicomedy that transpired outside its doors.

What message does that give our society about the
critical matters of economic development, reform of
public services, education, and so on? A major report
was published today on the future structure of education.
We have had no opportunity to express our views on
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that report, when people would expect us to do so,
because of the motion and amendment that are before
us for debate. What message does that send about
concerns over health, infrastructure and all the other
practical matters that people sent us to the Assembly to
deal with, if all that we engage in is a blame game, in
which the object is to quote and misquote one another,
as though the Assembly were a university debating
room rather than a place where matters of serious
concern to the electorate should be debated? What
message is sent out if we try collectively to blame the
Secretary of State for the mess that we are in, and, for
good measure, every other Secretary of State,
Governor General, Lord Lieutenant and King’s Deputy
back to Henry 11?

We have been treated to historical treatise. One,
from the leader of Sinn Féin, was about 1798, the
proclamation of 1916, and all that was promised
therein. The establishment of the Society of United
Irishmen was based on the vision of uniting Catholic,
Protestant and Dissenter under the common name of
Irishman. The 1916 proclamation promised to treat:

“all the children of the nation equally”.

It is a bit rich, however, to hear that vision repeated
without any apology from the leader of a party that has
supported the murder and maiming of the very people
whom the United Irishmen set out to unite. [ can
hardly imagine that those men who gathered on Cave
Hill would have condoned in any way the IRA’s
campaign of violence, which was perpetrated in the
name of the very vision that the United Irishmen had
fashioned in Belfast 200 years previously.

Indeed, it is of little value to quote noble and high-
minded vision statements such as those of 1798, 1916,
and other eras, if those statements are to be belied by
such campaigns. Madam Speaker, I wonder how the
many represent-atives of the groups in the business,
trades union and community sectors, which all devoted
many hours and considerable effort to preparing
detailed memoranda on how we might plan our
economic future, and which attended meetings of the
Committee on the Preparation for Government, will
react when they hear of today’s proceedings. Many
among them must be questioning the time and effort that
they gave us during all those months.

I also wonder what the reaction of many of the
electorate will be. I have recently been canvassing for
a local by-election. On the doorsteps, people are saying
that is not that they do not want devolution to return —
most of them do, however much they may be sceptical
about the prospects of its return. More than anything,
however, they want to know whether parties will
provide themselves with the opportunity to work
openly and honestly with one another, for the greater
good of all and will do so on the basis of equality,
respect and adherence to the rule of law.

It is stating the obvious to say that we have to work
together to overcome our divisions. Most people
accept that reality. They recognise that we cannot
forget the past, nor can we overlook the hurt caused by
all sides in that past. They recognise that we must
begin working together to start the healing process as
best we possibly can and to commit ourselves to
working for the social and economic betterment of all
our people.

The people on the doorsteps are ahead of the
politicians, but the future that they want will be built
only on an honest acceptance of the commitments set
out in the Good Friday Agreement, and, more recently,
in the St Andrews Agreement. Those commitments
must be honestly accepted as essential conditions for
the return of devolution; full acceptance of the
responsibilities under the new policing arrangements;
and a full and open acceptance of responsibility to
work the partnership arrangements that are set out in
the Good Friday Agreement.

Simply indulging in a blame game, whether blaming
the Secretary of State or one another, will not help us
to advance towards that prospect or to realise those
commitments. I trust that after today’s debate we will
begin to address more seriously the practical issues
that people here want us to address effectively, with
vision and creativity, on their behalf.

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

Mr Weir: I rise at this late hour of the debate with
mixed emotions. It is right that we should have the
opportunity to debate the interference of the Secretary
of State, but, as a previous Member mentioned, there is
a range of more pressing issues to be addressed. It was
therefore disappointing that my party’s amendment did
not get chosen, because it would have provided an
opportunity to debate issues such as water charges, the
rating system, academic selection and the review of
public administration. I am glad to say, however, that we
will have a debate on the review of public administration.

I note, with a slight degree of disappointment, that
Dr Farren is due to retire at the end of this session. |
have also heard rumours that the hon Member for
South Down Mr Nesbitt will not be standing for
election in the Assembly again. I do not know whether
those rumours are true. If they are, I urge him to
reconsider, because this House obviously wants to hear
more of the exciting analysis that he often gives us.
The House would be a lot poorer if he were not here to
give that analysis. I do not know whether there is any
truth in that rumour, but I hope that Mr Nesbitt will at
least seek election to this Chamber, even if he is not
necessarily returned to it.

Dr Farren: s the Member pleased to see me go?

Mr Weir: | have seen the sterling work that the
Member has done. The difference that I make is that
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the Member has publicly announced that he will not be
standing in the next Assembly election, whereas, at
this stage, the suggestion that the hon Member for
South Down will not stand again appears to be only a
rumour, and perhaps a completely false one. Perhaps it
is news to him — [ have obviously been talking to
some of his colleagues in South Down.

I also had mixed emotions when I saw Sir Reg
Empey’s motion on the Order Paper complaining about
the Secretary of State’s interference in the workings of
the Assembly. My first thought was that he was having
a laugh. It may be very noble of the hon Member to
criticise the Secretary of State for his interference, but
he has developed selective amnesia about his role, and
his party’s role, in the work of the previous Assembly
and about the interference of previous Secretaries of
State.

Am [ alone in remembering Séamus Mallon
announcing his resignation as Deputy First Minister in
this Chamber in 19997 Indeed, it was so clear a
resignation that I understand that he had to make his
own way home that day — his ministerial car had been
withdrawn. Use of his fax machine was withdrawn as
well, and he no longer had access to his office. A few
months later, however, there was interference from the
then Secretary of State, and a resignation that had been
as plain as the nose on anyone’s face suddenly became
an “unresignation”. I did not hear a great deal of
complaint about that from the party that tabled today’s
motion.

We then had a situation —
Mr Kennedy: Was the Member still in that party then?

Mr Weir: I made my position on the matter very
clear at the time.

Mr Paisley Jnr: Unlike Mr Kennedy.
Mr Weir: Yes.

In 2001, the Assembly’s integrity, which appears
now to be sacrosanct to the Ulster Unionist Party, was
interfered with again when we went through the
pantomime farce of Members from the Alliance Party
and the Women’s Coalition becoming Unionists for the
day simply to overcome the obstacle of a majority of
the unionist community not being prepared to elect a
First Minister. On that occasion, the Ulster Unionist
Party seemed to care little about the integrity of the
Assembly. Indeed, the party’s then leader was perfectly
happy to benefit from the Assembly’s lack of integrity.

There was supposed to be an Assembly election in
the summer of 2003, but the then Secretary of State
interfered to try to put off that election, in what was
called the “save Dave” campaign. Unfortunately for
the Ulster Unionist Party, that was simply putting off
the inevitable. The Secretary of State and the Govern-
ment have now passed the stage at which it was

pointless to try to rescue the Ulster Unionist Party. A
“rescue Reggie” plan is no longer on the agenda.

Although it is perfectly valid to criticise the
Secretary of State for his interference on 24 November,
it rankles when that criticism comes from UUP
members who have been perfectly happy to accept
interference in the political process by previous
Secretaries of State. If Members wish to take the high
moral ground, they should at least try to ensure that
they are not serial offenders before doing so.

It must be said, however —

Mr Kennedy: That is rich coming from you.
[Laughter.]

Mr Weir: I would like more crimes to be taken into
consideration.

Whatever criticism [ may have —

Dr Birnie: Does the Member concede that the
interference that undoubtedly occurred on 24
November benefited his party? He appears to be
arguing that past interference benefited my party, so,
logically, is he saying that the same is true in his case?

Mr Weir: | am making the point — not for the first
time — that the Member’s party has shown a degree of
hypocrisy. | have not argued that interference has been
to the benefit of my party. The Member has difficulty
with either listening or logical thought. Given his
support for the Belfast Agreement down the years,
perhaps logical thought is not one of the Member’s
fortes.

Whatever criticism [ make of the UUP’s level of
hypocrisy, its hands are pristine compared with those
of Sinn Féin. On behalf of the rest of the Democratic
Unionist Party, I echo the Member for North Antrim
Mr Paisley Jnr by utterly repudiating the disgraceful
attack on the integrity of the RUC that took place in
the Chamber earlier. Those men and women who
served in the Royal Ulster Constabulary provided us
with peace for many years. Many of us were able to
sleep safely in our beds because of them, and for the
RUC’s name to be dragged through the dirt by the
Member who spoke earlier is utterly reprehensible.

In looking at the current situation, I am slightly
bemused that a Sinn Féin Member has suddenly started
quoting Gandhi as a great reference. Yes, his remarks
about British democracy are well known, but the
central tenet of Gandhi’s life was non-violence. If Sinn
Féin had truly followed Gandhi’s teachings over the
past 35 years, many people who are unfortunately
lying in their graves would be alive today. I will not
listen to Sinn Féin’s hypocrisy on that issue.

I will not listen to that party’s whiter-than-white
complaining about the Secretary of State because, time
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and time again, it has gone running to the Secretary of
State to alter the process to benefit itself.

3.15 pm

Complaints were made earlier about the fact that we
are four years into suspension, something that [ am
sure many of us regret. However, only one party has
been to blame for that suspension: the party opposite.
Its failure to support policing and the rule of law, its
connection with terrorist structures and its continued
paramilitarism and criminality have been the blocks
that have prevented us from moving from debating the
Secretary of State’s interference to tackling issues of
real meat and substance. The party opposite brought
down the Assembly in 2002, and it is that party that
prevents its restoration today.

The change that must take place in the party
opposite is not simply a matter of words; it is about
key tests on the rule of law, democracy and policing.
For example, will the party opposite urge people to
give information to the police about the recent dreadful
incident in south Armagh? That is one of the key tests.
Will that party encourage young nationalists and
republicans to join the police? Will its members give
evidence and inform the police when incidents happen
in their areas?

There is a range of tests; it is not simply a question
of supporting structures or making a statement. What
that party does in practice is the relevant test for this
party. Until that is resolved, the Secretary of State will
have the opportunity to intervene, and that is something
that we should all deplore. However, the solution lies
in the hands of the party opposite. If that party wants
to move this process forward, it knows precisely what
it must do.

It is right that we should send a clear signal today,
albeit one that is limited by the terms of the motion,
which does not go far enough in considering the wider
issues. We are happy to say that the Secretary of State
should not intervene; we should have some degree of
control over our own destiny. The Assembly should set
its own agenda, but we should, at least, do so on the
basis of a consistent position and not lapse into the
hypocrisy of either the proposer of the motion or the
party opposite.

Mr O’Dowd: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann
Combhairle. I speak as much to have a right of reply, a
Cheann Comihairle, as to endorse our party’s amendment
to the motion.

The Member for Mid Ulster who sits on the
opposite Benches said earlier that [ was smirking at his
comments about victims and the disappeared. I wish to
place on record that nothing could be further from the
truth. I have relatives who are victims. My constituency
includes the towns of Lurgan, Portadown and Banbridge,
which know only too well what violence can do to a

community. Indeed, that Member, who is not present in
the Chamber, associated with the mass murderer Billy
Wright, who caused many deaths in my constituency.

In relation to the allegations of smirking, I wish to
put it on record that nothing could be further from the
truth. The most parliamentary language that I can use
to describe the Member’s comments is that they were
inappropriate and far from the truth.

Mr Hussey: Considering the historical issues that
have been mentioned today and the fact that my father
was a Welshman, perhaps I should complain about the
Roman invasion of Britain. We are the ancient Britons;
we were driven westwards. Similarly, the fact that my
mother’s family is from Ballybay perhaps means that
the invasion of the neighbouring area of Clontibret
should also be on my lips. However, I digress, Mr
Deputy Speaker, and I apologise for doing so.

Dr Farren and Peter Weir mentioned many of the
issues that we could, and should, debate. Those
Members who sat in the previous Assembly will be
aware of the issue that I had in relation to Sinn Féin
representation in the Chamber and that party’s claim
that its Members were democrats because of their
electoral mandate. I could not accept it then, and I do
not accept it now.

I accept that the party has an electoral mandate, but
I maintain that the democratic mandate has to be attained
by Sinn F¢in. Its Members can, by their actions, attain
that democratic mandate, and I hope that eventually
they do so. That would allow them to move forward
and deal with the democratic issues that the other
parties in this Chamber are trying to deal with.

I support the motion. The Secretary of State, through
his actions to date in the political process, has displayed
a total lack of credibility. The process is a shambles,
and it is little wonder that the general public has lost
faith in politics. Here we have a Transitional Assembly
that will last until the end of January. It is not really an
Assembly at all, but something created by the Secretary
of State essentially as a sop, perhaps to hobble Members
and prevent us from making proper decisions. I have
some sympathy with Mr McCartney’s view that the
entire situation is a puppet show, although those might
not be the words that I would have used. However, it is
certainly a shambles and a fiasco.

I wonder about the Secretary of State’s motivation
for his actions. Iraq has become something of a quagmire,
the sharks are circling over cash for honours, and the
Prime Minister is trying desperately to have one
positive chapter in the account of his soon-to-be-over
premiership. In anticipation of life after the current
Prime Minister, several candidates, including our own
Secretary of State, have thrown their hats into the ring
for the job of second in command of the Labour Party.
In this more crowded race, it will be tough going.
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Others are already out of the blocks, grabbing
headlines with comments on many issues, including,
for example, the wearing of veils. Therefore there is
great expectation that Northern Ireland will cross the
line for the sake of the Prime Minister’s legacy and the
Secretary of State’s ambitions.

I will choose my words carefully in what I say next:
I firmly believe that we have witnessed the prostitution
of our political process at the behest of the Secretary of
State. The Secretary of State has overstepped the mark
in his efforts to move the process on. I too want devolved
Government for our people, and I want to be allowed
to get on with the job that I was elected to do three
years ago. However, the manner in which the Secretary
of State behaved on Friday 24 November was an insult
to the Speaker of this House. It was also an insult to
the Members of this Assembly, and, more importantly,
it was an insult to the electorate of Northern Ireland.
There is nothing wrong with wanting to trade
Hillsborough for Dorneywood, but the Secretary of
State’s recent intervention displayed equal measures of
arrogance and desperation, damaging his own
credibility and that of the political process with one
pre-prepared response.

There is no doubt that this gung-ho attitude would
not be tolerated in Wales. His calculated guess that, as
a means to an end, this riding roughshod over the
political process here would go unnoticed in Westminster
might have paid off had it not been for the continuing
disastrous saga in this Province. I suppose that we owe
the Secretary of State a debt of gratitude for re-igniting
interest in Northern Ireland within the corridors of
power, where, after years of an exasperatingly slow
process, debate had moved on to the war on terror,
climate change and John Prescott.

It is little wonder that there has been a huge drop in
the number of people on our electoral register. As
apathy increases and the more moderate voters stay at
home, the fate of us all is being decided by an
increasingly polarised group. The will and momentum
to finally get devolved institutions up and running is
fast evaporating and could soon be out of our grasp.

(Madam Speaker in the Chair)

If there is not a proper Assembly, should we not at
least have a Speaker and a Business Committee who
can make decisions without the intervention of the
Secretary of State? One would think so, but the
Speaker was appointed by the Secretary of State to do
his bidding. It was embarrassing to sit in the Chamber
on Friday 24 November when a prepared response
supplied by the Northern Ireland Office was read out.
It was so out of sync with what was said that
proceedings became farcical.

Those examples point up the lack of credibility of
the Secretary of State and his political master, the

Prime Minister. They are so desperate to save the
downward spiral of their political careers that they will
stop at nothing to keep the process train on track: they
will even reduce the integrity of the institutions that
they helped to create.

Deadline after deadline — each apparently
immoveable — has passed and been fudged. Each
fudge is worse than the one before. That does nothing
but add more and more concessions in the vacuum
before issues can be resolved.

That blatantly opportunistic and farcical approach to
politics turns the public off and taints the entire
political class in Northern Ireland. It should stop
immediately. If the public are to have any faith in
politics, the bare minimum that they should expect
from the Secretary of State and the Prime Minister is a
modicum of integrity and consistency. Sadly, that
currently seems too much to ask for.

I do not wish to diminish the seriousness of the
event that occurred in the Great Hall on 24 November,
but it is hard to know who caused the bigger disruption
that day. Was it Michael Stone with his improvised
devices, or the Secretary of State with an improvised
Assembly? The farcical scenes — in the Chamber, not
in the foyer — on 24 November were, I suppose,
appropriate as we move into the panto season. I ask the
Secretary of State where his political career is. Is it
behind him?

Ms Ritchie: Today we have been subjected to a
debate consisting of a diet of historical references
going back centuries and, of course, many theological
references. Sinn Féin and the DUP have been trying to
justify their own positions. There have been
contributions dealing with historical, competitive
grievances, but none of them moves us forward
politically or benefits the community in the North of
Ireland. Those speeches do not provide for economic
growth, put bread on the table, or speed up waiting
lists for the elderly ladies in our constituencies who
require hip operations.

However, lest any of us be in any doubt, Members
have been set a challenge to achieve political
accommodation. We should set about doing that rather
than indulging in our grievances and our past.
Members must move forward if we are to bring about
change and a better way of life for the people whom
we represent.

To achieve a political accommodation, there must
be full subscription to power sharing by the DUP, and
Sinn Féin must totally and absolutely sign up to all
policing structures, encourage young people to join the
PSNI and encourage people to give information to the
police on issues of criminality, so that those responsible
can be apprehended.
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The urgent restoration of the political institutions is
required so that we have political and economic stability,
growth, investment in our infrastructure, and to
engender hope in our community. My colleague Sean
Farren, the Member for North Antrim, said that when
canvassing in the past few days, he found that people
are looking for that hope and crying with desperation.
We have the opportunity to give them that hope.

There is no doubt that the Secretary of State and the
British Government have deliberately engineered this
process to show themselves in a good light. They have
set up the deadlines, threatened parties if such
deadlines are not met, and defaulted on and violated
their own deadlines when the answers provided were
not adequate, or when two parties did not live up to
their commitments.

3.30 pm

The process has been characterised by the boy who
cried wolf too often, namely the Secretary of State, and
by the procrastination and obduracy of two parties that
have failed to provide us with political hope, progress and
stability and with that political accommodation which
they could make. The communities are crying out for
hope, stability, justice, equality and, above all, for a
better future for their children and generations to come.

Earlier, Members referred to victims. There is no
doubt that the needs of victims must be addressed, but
it must be done in the hope of a promising future and
in the knowledge that victims’ aspirations can be fully
recognised. The public sees political parties anxious to
negotiate for themselves, parties that are selfish and
refusing to think of the requirements of the wider
community. It sees parties more interested in their
standing in the opinion polls or in how they can outwit
each other. What happened to the principles, enunciated
in the Good Friday Agreement, of partnership, of
working together and of trying to resolve the problems
for the betterment of the people the parties represent?

What is the position of Members on water charges,
rates, the Review of Public Administration (RPA),
tourism, infrastructure and the need to address waiting
lists? I have statistics on what is required for reinvest-
ment in the tourism infrastructure. Over the next five
years, tourism will require £150 million to be spent on
capital infrastructure; £25 million on marketing,
servicing and events; and a further £25 million on the
acquisition of skills and competitiveness. That can be
achieved only if Members are serious about providing
that political hope, if they can demonstrate that they
can go that extra mile, instead of indulging in the past.

Members must not forget that they live on a small
island and that perhaps the world has grown tired of
us. If we want to be taken seriously, the final bold
steps must be taken. Sinn Féin must sign up to policing
and the DUP to power sharing. Members must provide
certainty for the people; they must provide hope. That
is what is now required.

Madam Speaker: Would the Member please keep
to the motion?

Ms Ritchie: I will, Madam Speaker, though I have
heard many speeches today that outline all the various
principles to which I have referred.

Madam Speaker: I have reminded all those
Members of the necessity of speaking to the motion.

Ms Ritchie: T am about to finish. Of the motions
before us, neither the principal motion nor the
amendment affords people hope or stability. Members
must move forward. The real question for the
Assembly is whether we are ready to create that new
political dispensation, to move from the past to the
future, and whether the two parties that are causing the
present difficulties are ready to trigger the mechanisms
to provide the new future that the people require.

Mr McElduff: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann
Combhairle. Ba mhaith liom tacaiocht a thabhairt don
least até curtha sios ag uachtaran Shinn Féin, Gearo6id
Adams.

I speak in support of the amendment proposed by
my party leader, Gerry Adams, which deplores the
interference of the British Secretary of State in the
proceedings of the Assembly. It is interesting that the
word “intervention” is used by the DUP while the
word “interference” is used by the UUP. It is as though
the DUP is keener to hold the hand of the British
Secretary of State than the UUP. The DUP perceives
gentle “interventions” from Peter Hain; whereas, in Reg
Empey’s analysis, his actions amount to “interference”.

The British Government have interfered not just in
the Assembly itself, but throughout the structures and
processes established by the Good Friday Agreement.
My colleague Caitriona Ruane dealt adequately with
the constant undermining of equality commitments and
how the appointment of the Interim Commissioner for
Victims and Survivors was mishandled.

The history of British interference and its negative
impact on our country is already well detailed and
chronicled in history books and has been here today.
The outcome of the 1918 elections did not suit the
British Government, so they partitioned the country.
More recently, when Bobby Sands MP was elected in
1981, the rules on who could or could not contest
elections had to be changed — moving the goalposts.
More recently, this Assembly and the political
institutions have been suspended consistently against
the will of the Irish people.

When it comes to Ireland, British Secretaries of
State really have not got a clue. They do not under-
stand Ireland. Which one of them was recorded in the
House of Commons Hansard as saying there would be
a meeting in a “tea shop” in Dublin, when it should
have been a meeting with the “Taoiseach” in Dublin?
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Dr Birnie: I thank the hon Member for giving way.
He mentioned the 1918 election. Is he aware that in
terms of the number of votes cast, his party, Sinn Féin,
did not get more than 50% of the votes in that election.
It certainly got a majority of the seats on the island;
that was to do with the voting system, but the party
had less than 50% of the vote.

Mr McElduff: I thank the Member for the
information. It is rich coming from a party in electoral
decline, but we will not go into that.

There is a great phrase used in Civil Service circles,
which is “duty Minister for the weekend”. Did you
ever hear anything like it? British direct rule Ministers
take it in sequence to be the duty Minister for the
weekend. The first time that [ heard that phrase was
under the stewardship of Malcolm Moss. Everybody
knows that when Patrick Mayhew was first dispatched
to the North of Ireland, the NIO civil servants showed
him a map. He was very perceptive and intelligent,
because he looked at the map and said: “I presume
these areas marked green are where the nationalist
tradition tends to live?” The civil servants replied:
“That’s right, Minister.” “And these areas marked
orange, | presume, are where the unionist tradition
tends to live?”” Again, the civil servants told him that
he was correct. “What’s this blue bit in the middle?”
said Mayhew. “That’s Lough Neagh”, replied the civil
servants. That was Patrick Mayhew’s introduction to
the North of Ireland.

Of course, Peter Hain is not elected to any institution
in Ireland, and it is regrettable to see that the DUP in
particular wants to hold on to Peter Hain’s hand in the
time ahead, instead of exhibiting confidence and taking
the reins of power itself. There is no doubt that people
are counting the cost of British direct rule and have
cited the issues: lack of inward investment; poor
quality of water and roads infrastructure; education
and health cuts; the prospect of water charges and rates
increases; and planning policy statement (PPS) 14,
spelling the death knell of many rural communities
where there is a real housing crisis.

The DUP is not willing to seize the reins of power. |
call on all locally elected representatives to seize
control of our destiny, to let go of Peter Hain and walk
for ourselves, to map out our own future and to remove
the umbilical cord. It is obvious to me that the DUP is
far happier with unaccountable civil servants running
the show rather than seizing the reins of power itself.

The bona fides of the DUP with regard to power
sharing generally has to be questioned. Its track record
in local government west of the Bann, and not least in
Castlereagh and Ballymena, make it clear that the DUP
has no interest in sharing power with anybody. Contrast
that with the d’Hondt mechanism and principles,
which are applied universally west of the Bann, where

nationalists tend to have the more significant electoral
clout.

There is value in North/South co-operation, all-
Ireland harmonisation and all-Ireland integration in the
time ahead. In respect of health planning, for example,
let us avoid back-to-back planning along the border,
duplication and waste of spending. Let us maximise
scarce resources.

Those are matters for the Programme for
Government Committee.

Madam Speaker: Draw your remarks to a close;
you are not keeping to the subject of the motion.

Mr McElduff: Are my remarks time-limited? I will
move to a conclusion now, Go raibh maith agat, a
Cheann Combhairle, and I thank you for your guidance.

Tan Og appears fixated about a united Ireland — he
doth protest too much when he talks non-stop about a
united Ireland. Sinn Féin will continue to campaign
peacefully, politically and democratically for a united
Ireland and is determined and confident that it will be
achieved.

On 24 November, Martin McGuinness clearly stated
that he was happy to carry out his “responsibilities and

duties conscientiously” — /Official Report, Bound Volume 21,
p3, col 2].

The DUP was considerably less clear, but I hope
that in the weeks ahead the DUP will engage
wholeheartedly in the Programme for Government
Committee and in the subgroups, which are doing very
important work.

Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Combhairle.

Mr Kennedy: It has been an interesting, historic
and sometimes hysterical day. I say “historic” for
several reasons. This morning, there was drama when
Dr Paisley made a direct appeal to the leader of Sinn
Féin, Gerry Adams, to join the Policing Board — that
was negotiation, I suppose, by insult. Nevertheless,
many in the media will see that as progress. Be careful
what you ask for, because sometimes you might get it.

The most historic aspect of this afternoon’s part of
the debate was the silent and seamless handover of the
Speaker’s Chair by Madam Speaker to the Deputy
Speaker Mr Molloy. To the best of my knowledge —
and I stand to be corrected — that was the first time
that a Sinn Féin Member has presided over a debate in
the Chamber. That was an interesting moment, and Mr
Molloy took the Chair without any objection from the
DUP or anyone else in the Chamber. Today, out of
small beginnings, limited progress has been made.

The UUP wanted to have today’s debate in order to
highlight the deficient manner in which the Assembly
is forced to do business. A range of political matters has
been mentioned today: 1798 was probably the earliest
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date mentioned, although another Member attempted
to go back as far as Henry II. Irrespective of those,
however, it is important to recognise that the Assembly
lacks the credibility that comes with being in charge of
its own affairs. It appears to be very much subject to
the whim of the Secretary of State, Peter Hain. Members
will do well to remember that Peter Hain dined out on
speeches that threatened ill against Assembly Members
and their staff. He said that they would all be thrown
out of work and become unemployed. He worried my
wife and alarmed my children.

Such was the venom from the Secretary of State that
people began to wonder if I would have to get a proper
job. Yet, on 24 November, for reasons of political
expediency, the Secretary of State produced a fudge.

Sinn Féin’s leader, Gerry Adams, lectured the
Assembly on Templepatrick. It is an interesting place
and in recent days has become important. It will be no
less so tonight when, as I confess to the House, [ am
due to address the Ulster Unionist Party there.

A Member: In a telephone box?
3.45 pm

Mr Kennedy: No, the telephone kiosk was busy —
I will not have jokes like that. My suspicion is that
none of the people who will attend the meeting tonight
will be interested in the historical interpretation placed
on events there by Gerry Adams. Mr Adams reminded
me of what the American poet Ralph Waldo Emerson
said around 1840 about someone of whom he was
presumably very suspicious:

“The louder he talked of his honour, the faster we counted our
spoons.”

Therefore, we will count our spoons when we listen
to Mr Adams.

We then had Dr Paisley’s contribution and the plea
to Sinn Féin to do something on policing. It remains to
be seen if that is the continuation of what might be
described as a courtship dance. However, only time
will tell.

Alban Maginness gave us a different form of
history, although, to be fair, he did place on record
timely reminders to Sinn Féin of its immediate past
history. One point that he raised with due regard was
that people have lost faith in politics and in the
political process.

We then had the inevitable lecture from David Ford,
the leader of the Alliance Party. He is no longer in his
place. The Ulster Unionist Party did not formally
support the St Andrews Agreement. It is not our
document. The political fingerprints on it have nothing
whatever to do with the Ulster Unionist Party.
However, other parties, such as the DUP and Sinn
Féin, appear to be very interested in its outcome and in
its practical outworking.

Lord Morrow engaged, to an extent, directly with
Sinn Féin across the Chamber. As a weather predictor,
he is the champion of the Assembly, and we will be
looking out for more weather predictions. We will see
if Mr Morrow can be as accurate in the future as he
apparently has been in the past.

Michelle Gildernew retreated through 800 years of
misery. She mentioned the potato famine, 1916, and
said that everybody was to blame — particularly Peter
Hain — and that we are all very ungrateful. That is
basically a precis of her contribution.

However, Alan McFarland asked important
questions. [Laughter.]

It is all written down. I know what all the Members
said because I wrote it down. Alan McFarland asked
significant questions about the behaviour of
individuals, political parties and Government, none of
which have been addressed in the debate. One hopes,
for the long-suffering taxpayer at least — if not for
other Members of the House — that honest answers
will be provided.

Alex Attwood heavily criticised the Secretary of State,
but then indicated that he would not follow through on
those criticisms by voting for the motion. I do not
know if Members understood that logic. Frankly, I did
not — so I will leave it there. [Laughter.]

Mr Robert McCartney drew attention to the fact that
the Speaker had had to read from a large-print document
that was either “Janet and John” or “Dick and Dora”,
but, nevertheless, it happened. He again posed
questions about the choreography, and sequence, of
events. | must reiterate that those are questions that
deserve answers.

We then heard an impassioned speech, as usual,
from Dr McCrea — I am not sure whether he is in his
place — but we certainly did not get much clarity from
him. Instead, many allegations were made against
various people. It appears that Dr McCrea is
pessimistic about early progress being made.
[Laughter.] 1 was able to decipher that in the middle of
his contribution. We then quickly suspended and tried
to digest his words over lunch.

We returned to the Chamber to hear a contribution
from Conor Murphy. We received a more up-to-date
history lesson but, again, it was not a happy affair: it
was all about wrongs that had been done on Conor and
his community. It was rather tired and very predictable.
However, he was quite responsive to the earlier pleas
of Dr Paisley. It reminded me of the last few words of
an old hymn:

“We know one gate is open, one ear will hear our prayer.”
It will be interesting to see whose prayer will be

heard. To an extent, the courtship dance continued.
However, it appears to be more of a minuet than a waltz.
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Mr Nelson McCausland then complained bitterly.
Members will know what a sad life I have led, and
what a particularly sad morning I have spent listening
to you lot and writing it all down. [Laughter.] Copies
of my speech will be available for Hansard later. Mr
McCausland berated the Irish language in particular
and called for what he described as “an Irish language
audit”. He wanted to know how much money would be
required, et cetera. It would have been all very well for
him to do so, had it not been for the fact that his party,
during the negotiations at St Andrews, made provisions
for an Irish language Act, which will undoubtedly
provide for measures of the Irish language which, quite
frankly — [Interruption.]

Mr P Robinson: Will the Member give way?

Mr Kennedy: No, I am sorry. The Member had his
chance. If a Member’s name is not written down on
my list, he or she does not qualify. The Member’s
name was not on my list.

The St Andrews Agreement clearly outlines plans
for an Irish language Act that will have a considerable
impact — not least a cost impact on the provision for
the Irish language.

We then heard from Caitriona Ruane, who, in her
maiden speech, was very unmaidenly and was quite
aggressive. She started her speech by quoting Gandhi;
I was not sure whether it was Goosey Goosey or
Mahatma. However, it was stirring stuff. She talked
about the artificial border, discrimination, famine,
poverty, inequality and injustice — this from a person
who lives in Carlingford, but drags herself up to
Northern Ireland to indulge in all those things.
[Laughter.] She wants to come to Northern Ireland so
that she can be discriminated against, enjoy poverty
and endure injustice and inequality. Welcome to
Northern Ireland. /Laughter.]

Ms Ruane also said that, deep in her heart, burned a
desire for a united Ireland. It reminded me of the dead
parrot sketch from Monty Python: the parrot is dead; it
is lifeless; it is completely dead; it is not pining for the
fjords. Those who support a united Ireland have no
prospect of success. The principle of consent enshrined
in the 1998 Belfast Agreement — about which Ms
Ruane’s party is apparently enthusiastic — confirms
that. She had better smell the coffee.

Ian Og, as he has now been popularly described,
brought us back to Templepatrick with the Temple-
patrick declaration. It was the longest suicide note in
history — or perhaps not; we shall see. The
Templepatrick declaration clearly arose as a result of
the DUP meeting last Friday. How significant
Templepatrick is in all of this; its historical position
will be absolutely crucial. Many years from now,
historians will say, “Ah, was that Templepatrick? Is
that where that happened?”’

Dr Farren: Was the Member there?
[Laughter.]

Mr Kennedy: | was not there, but many of those
who were have signed up to the Templepatrick
declaration, and we shall see the practical outworking
of that.

I pay tribute to Dermot Nesbitt’s very thoughtful
and careful analysis, which was not always terribly
well received, particularly by an ungrateful Peter Weir
— [Interruption.]

Oh yes, he is always sticking with his own lot.

Dr Farren reminded us that this Assembly should,
and must, take responsibility. I hope, therefore, that he
will join the UUP in the Lobbies to ensure that we
stand up for this Assembly’s independence.

It is rather a pity that Mr Weir chose to indulge
again in his lone crusade to express vitriol about the
Ulster Unionist Party. I suppose that it is done in the
vain hope that it will endear him to his new party, but
we shall see.

Mr O’Dowd rebutted something that I did not quite
understand and have long since forgotten. Derek Hussey
made a very good contribution and accurately described
the current Assembly as a shambles, which I believe
reflects public opinion.

We heard Margaret Ritchie’s contribution, and I hope
to see her voting in the Lobbies with the UUP as well.

Mr McElduff made another negative contribution.
He referred to back-to-back cross-border health
considerations. It is a pity that his party colleague Ms
de Brun did not take that into account in the case of
Tyrone County Hospital — which is in his
constituency of West Tyrone — when she was the
Minister of Health, Social Services and Public Safety.

Some Members: Hear, hear.
Mr Kennedy: No prompting from the back.

Madam Speaker, in spite of what everyone else has
said, I shall be brief. When everything in the pot is
boiled down, it is clear that the Secretary of State has
undermined the basis of this Assembly, and in so doing
he has seriously compromised your independence and
authority, and that of your office. At the same time, he
has not enhanced his own political reputation, either in
Belfast or in London.

Question, That the amendment be made, put and
negatived.

Main Question put and agreed to.

Resolved.:

That this Assembly deplores the interference of the Secretary of
State for Northern Ireland in the proceedings of the Assembly on
Friday 24 November 2006.

Adjourned at 4.00 pm.
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The Assembly met at 10.30 am (Madam Speaker in
the Chair).

Members observed two minutes’silence.

PRIVATE MEMBERS’ BUSINESS
Review of Public Administration

Madam Speaker: The Business Committee agreed
that the House may sit until 6.00 pm to debate the motion
on the review of public administration (RPA). I have
further consulted with the party Whips, who have
agreed that the first round of Members’ speeches
should be limited to 15 minutes, with subsequent
speeches being limited to 10 minutes.

Before the debate begins, I wish to remind the House
that, although Members will have made declarations in
the Register of Members’ Interests, given the subject
of today’s debate, they should also be aware of the
requirement of Standing Order 29(f), which relates to
the need:

“Before taking part in any debate or proceeding of the Assembly,”

for a Member to:

“declare any interest, financial or otherwise, which is relevant to
that debate”.

Mr Weir: On a point of order, Madam Speaker.
Why was the amendment that Mr Maskey and Mr
O’Dowd tabled, which is effectively a direct negative
of the motion, selected when the DUP’s proposed
amendment to yesterday’s motion, which added to the
motion, was rejected?

Madam Speaker: As I said yesterday, I will not
discuss my reasons for rejecting any amendments. That
is not convention. The amendment is not a direct
negative. That is my decision. The amendment
expands on the motion.

Mr Hay: On a point of order, Madam Speaker. | want
to raise an issue that occurred in the House yesterday.
It is important that it be raised. [ am content for you,
Madam Speaker, to deal with it today or in the future.
There is nothing wrong with Members having a bit of
banter during debates. Sometimes, it can add to the
debate. However, for a Member to mislead the House

and to tell an untruth is totally different. I refer to the
words of the deputy leader of the Ulster Unionist Party,
Danny Kennedy, when he was making his winding-up
speech after yesterday’s debate. I shall quote briefly
from yesterday’s Hansard for your information,
Madam Speaker. Referring to my colleague Nelson
McCausland, he said:

“It would have been all very well for him to do so, had it not
been for the fact that his party, during the negotiations at St
Andrews, made provisions for an Irish language Act”. — [Official
Report, Bound Volume 21, p48, col 1].

Madam Speaker: | have heard what you said, Mr
Hay. Obviously, I have not had a chance to read
Hansard this morning. I will check the report and get
back to you on the matter.

Mr Hay: Madam Speaker, it was an untruth and
was misleading to the House.

Madam Speaker: Order. I am on my feet, Mr Hay.
I will consider the matter and I will make a ruling on
it. I cannot do either until I have read Hansard. Thank
you very much.

Mr Gallagher: I beg to move

That this Assembly expresses serious concern about the potential
of a seven council model to centralise services, remove jobs and
resources from many areas and to underpin sectarianism and
community division; and further calls on the Secretary of State to
shelve present plans for super councils and allow the decision on
future council arrangements to be taken by a restored Northern
Ireland Assembly.

It is entirely ironic that, on the matter of the number
of councils, the only party to stand by the British
Government with regard to super-councils is Sinn
Féin. It is particularly ironic, given that the leader of
Sinn Féin reminded everybody in the Assembly that it
was the role of the Northern Ireland Secretary of State
and his predecessors to promote British interests in
Northern Ireland.

Ms Stanton: On a point of order, Madam Speaker.
Sinn Féin is not the only supporter of super-councils.
Many other groups also support them.

Madam Speaker: Thank you very much, Ms
Stanton, for that information. However, I am afraid
that that was not a point of order.

Ms Stanton: The Member misrepresents many
people.

Madam Speaker: Ms Stanton, | am on my feet.
That was not a point of order. Thank you.

Mr Gallagher: Ordinary people will be less concerned
with the irony of that than with its implications for
them. Those who stand to lose their jobs are obvious
potential victims. Those who live in rural areas and
will suffer as a consequence of centralisation are also
obvious potential victims. The great majority of
people, who will bear the brunt of an unequal
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distribution of the rates burden under a seven-council
model, are also potential victims.

There is no argument about the need for the reform
of local government. Ratepayers want less bureaucracy,
greater efficiency and better delivery of public services.
They expect a better system. However, they are entitled
to one that is fair to all, regardless of where they live,
and one that preserves local identity and some sense of
place. However, the architects of the plan arrogantly
ignore such a laudable aim and instead want to push
their plan for super-councils through. Of course, the
plan is not in the interests of the ordinary people who
pay rates: it is a plan that will lead to centralisation,
Balkanisation and confusion, and to an unfair and
unequal distribution of the rates burden.

This is a plan to centralise public services on an
unprecedented scale, and it will be at the expense of
rural areas and the people who live there.

It is a plan that will move jobs, offices and resources
away from our county towns, and it will leave rural
areas, especially in the west, even further
disadvantaged than they are at present. Sinn Féin is the
only party here that wants the plan to go ahead, and if
that happens, it will be a serious mistake that will leave
most ratepayers disadvantaged and disempowered.

The plan is based on an English model for local
government, and it is totally inappropriate for Northern
Ireland. It will lead to the closure of offices, especially
west of the Bann, and it will move the jobs and resources
into a small number of our larger towns. We are also
being asked to accept a model with three unionist-
dominated councils and three nationalist-dominated
councils. That will underpin the community division
and polarisation that has served the people of Northern
Ireland so badly.

The Government tell us about a strategic framework
plan for a shared future in Northern Ireland, yet they
are completely undermining it with a seven super-
council model for local government with its inevitable
consequence of trapped minorities. Those trapped
minorities will be under the control of dominant and
domineering oppressive majorities.

Instead of seizing the opportunity to deliver equality
and promote good relations for future generations, the
architects of that model will separate and segregate
people on a crude sectarian basis. It should be clear to
anyone who understands the depth of the division in
our community and the importance of working towards
a shared future that this is indeed a retrograde step.

Even now there are some councils in which some
parties continue to keep political power and exclude
other parties from top council posts. Despite this, and
despite the danger of such practices being repeated in
the new councils, Sinn Féin continues to take the word
of the British Government on something as fundamental

as the protection and safeguards for what will become
permanently trapped minorities. The fact is that while
other aspects such as the boundaries of these new
councils and the number of councillors have received
attention, no safeguards have been produced to ensure
equality.

We all know from experience and history that there
are no effective checks and balances in the democratic
world that can deter an elite group that chooses to abuse
its powers. That is why the SDLP rejects the seven-
council model. There are better models, and we want
to have in place a model that guarantees equality and is
able to deliver services efficiently to people
everywhere in Northern Ireland.

The very first claim in the Government’s own
document, from those who designed the seven- council
model, is that it would allow service operators to operate
to common boundaries. In other words, all citizens
within the new council boundaries would share the
same health trusts and the same common boundaries
for all key services. The health trusts, which take effect
from 1 April 2007, will have completely different
boundaries from those of the super-councils.

Take the example of people in Magherafelt, who
will go to Derry for their council services yet will not be
able to go to Derry for their health and hospital
services. They will have to go to Antrim or perhaps
Belfast. People living in the new council area in the
west will find that some of them will go to Derry for
their health services, some will go to Craigavon and
some will go to Antrim.

The result will be that the delivery of public services
will be every bit as messy, confusing and chaotic as
before. Serious questions must be asked about a
Government that still want to steamroll ahead with a
plan that is so badly in breach of their own standards
of efficiency and equity.

10.45 am

Most Members will agree that the very least that the
ratepayer is entitled to under any new configuration is
a fair and equal distribution of the rates burden. As
elected representatives, we already know how many
people are worried about their rates bills and the
threatened water charges. In addition to that, they now
have the implications of the seven-council arrangement,
and that is a cause for serious alarm.

Let me give Members the example of the new West
Local Government District — to use the Government’s
terminology — which includes the existing Fermanagh,
Omagh, Dungannon and Cookstown council areas.
Cookstown ratepayers are currently paying for a
council loan of £1-55 million, Dungannon has a loan of
£1-95 million, and Fermanagh ratepayers have a
burden because there is a loan of £1-9 million, while
Omagh has a £9 million loan.
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In the proposed new council area, ratepayers will
face a loan of £14-6 million. Given that the new councils
will take over the liabilities of all existing councils, the
rates bills in the old Cookstown, Dungannon and
Fermanagh council areas will noticeably increase,
while bills will decrease for the ratepayers in the old
Omagh District Council area, because, as Members
know, that is the way it will work. In any new council
grouping where there is an exceptionally high burden
of debt in one of the old council areas, that will
become a debt burden on all of the ratepayers in the
new council area.

If Members want a really shocking example, they
should look at Magherafelt District Council. It currently
has borrowings of £35,000 — very small indeed in
comparison with the other councils — and as a result
the rates there are among the lowest in Northern Ireland,
at 120-67p. However, it will be in a new council area
with Derry, which has a rate of 176-74p; Limavady,
which has a rate of 152p; and Strabane, which has a
rate of 149p. In the new council arrangement, the
ratepayers of Magherafelt will face repayment on total
borrowings of £31 million. Based on the estimates for
the financial year 2004-05, that will mean a rates rise
of 33%. To make that clear, a householder paying £1,000
a year will, because of this wonderful new model, be
immediately faced with a rates bill of £1,330.

Those are examples of the serious flaws in the
Government’s proposals, and they all add up to
compelling reasons for those responsible for the plan
to go back to the drawing board.

The sense of place and local identity that is
important for communities everywhere in Northern
Ireland is in danger of being stripped away. Fermanagh
is well known as the one council area that has retained
its townland names: all that is in jeopardy. Members
from other constituencies and other district council
areas will point to aspects of their own heritage that
the local ratepayers do not want placed in jeopardy. All
of our identities are shaped by local identity and a sense
of place, and those are very important to all of us. In
the new model, local identity and a sense of place are
being vandalised — in the interests of what?

I have outlined the serious implications for ratepayers
across Northern Ireland. I am interested to hear what
the Sinn Féin representatives in my constituency have
to say about ratepayers inheriting a debt from another
council.

People have a shared pride in their area, and, in our
divided community, that has empowered locally elected
representatives to work for the common good. Many
Members will know from their experiences that such
shared pride has enabled those representatives to work
for the common good in the interests of the wider
community. Now, a direct rule Government and Sinn

Féin are preparing to cast all that aside and expecting
people to accept a model of local government that is
neither local nor legitimate.

I fail to understand how elected representatives of
local communities with any sense of responsibility —
especially in the west — can possibly lend their
support to the plan.

Mr Maskey: I beg to move the following amendment:
Leave out all after the first “Assembly” and insert:

“affirms its support for the Review of Public Administration and
the new arrangements for strong and effective local government,

within a seven council model, underpinned by power sharing,
equality and social inclusion.”

Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Combairle.

For the record, Members are aware that I am a
member of Belfast City Council. As I listened to
Tommy Gallagher, it was patently obvious that he has
not spoken or listened carefully to some of his party
colleagues. Two of them, Cllrs John O’Kane and
Dermot Curran, sit on the political panel, which, as
Members know, is at one end of the process of the
Local Government Taskforce. Tommy Gallagher says
that he wants a 15-council model. However, neither he
nor any other Member has publicly or privately
proffered a credible explanation for a larger number of
councils making sense.

I simply ask Tommy Gallagher, or any other
Member who talks about reducing the number of
councils from 26 to 15, for example, to tell me and the
general public which councils they want to retain or
abolish. Do they want to retain Carrickfergus Borough
Council? Tommy Gallagher should talk to his
colleague, who is deputy mayor of Castlereagh
Borough Council. On what I call a council league of
shame, it has the worst under-representation of
Catholics in the workforce, at only 6:8%. A similar
disparity, both religious and gender-based, exists in
other council areas in the Six Counties. [ want anyone
who argues for any particular configuration to provide
a rationale for doing so.

Mr Gallagher also mentioned the argument
surrounding the rates burden.

Mr Nesbitt: Mr Maskey referred to percentages of
under-representation in the workforce. Can he give
evidence from the Equality Commission statistics to
show where there is not equality of opportunity?

Mr Maskey: I am not here as a witness, and I do
not have to give evidence. However, Members will
find that the recent Committee on the Administration
of Justice report provides a good indicator. My point is
that there is religious disparity in the workforce. Not
only is there Catholic under-representation, but the
reverse is also the case in areas where there is under-
representation of the Protestant population in the work-
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force. Sinn Féin wants a system of local government
that ensures that such under-representation does not
happen in any district council area. From day one, as
Tommy Gallagher’s colleagues on the Local Govern-
ment Taskforce will know, Sinn Féin has never been
wedded to having a particular number of councils.

In fact, Sinn Féin resisted it from the very early
stages. We were not prepared to plump for a figure of
seven, six, 15, 12, or 11 councils; we were not prepared
to throw a dart and choose a particular number because
it sounded OK or because it might guarantee a certain
number of councillors. Much of the political debate
has been driven not by the number of councils but by
the number of councillors. There are parties that are
afraid of having a serious reduction in their number of
councillors in the next election.

In 1999 or 2000 the previous Assembly endorsed
the RPA. If this motion succeeds, politically the work
of the RPA will be given back to the Assembly. That will
mean that it will have taken 10 years for the review to
be completed, and many would argue that it will be out
of date. I see no reason why Members should defer this
matter. Sean Begley and I worked at task force level and
on the political panel throughout the process. Based on
that personal experience, I do not have confidence that
the other parties will get to grips with the fundamental
and serious issues that face us. We need to move full
speed ahead on the RPA to get a result soon. We need a
fairer rates burden and to have equality at the heart of
local government, and when people are elected they
must not be treated as second-class citizens in the
chambers and the systems of local government.

Members need to bring on board the concept of
community planning, which would ensure social
inclusion. Of the nine options, the seven-council model
is the one that guarantees that any minority community
will be at least 20%. In any of the three versions of the
15-council model, there would be minority communities
of such a small size and scale that they would not be
able to return an elected representative to look after
their interests. Sinn Féin is not prepared to accept a
system of local government in which people cannot get
elected or be represented in a council chamber. The
option 7C model guarantees that minority communities
will be of sufficient size to have people elected and be
involved in the governance arrangements of the new
councils. That is why option 7C is the only one, out of
the nine options on the table —

Dr Birnie: The Member is arguing that under, say,
the 15-council model, there would be cases in which
one section of the electoral community would not be
represented. The 15 proposed council areas are based
on the 14 parliamentary constituencies outside Belfast,
plus Belfast. Can the Member name any of the 14
constituencies outside Belfast that does not have a mix
of nationalist, republican, unionist and other

representatives in this House? Would that not be
repeated at the council level?

Mr Maskey: Look at North Down Borough Council,
for example. It is a small area; look at the community
balance there. The key issue here is that the minority
community would be so small that it could not be
involved in the governance arrangements, the
community planning process or even the elected
representation. I ask Members to present the evidence.
Sinn Féin has looked at every one of the nine models
and asked people to bring forward further options. No
options were brought forward.

Mrs Long: Is the Member suggesting that council
boundaries should be gerrymandered in order to
achieve certain electoral outcomes, rather than being
divided in terms of good administration?

Mr Maskey: Certainly not. I hear people talking
about Balkanisation — currently there are 26 district
councils. How many of those are unionist-dominated,
and how many are nationalist-dominated?

Can Members give me an answer?
11.00 am

The Members opposite have not even done their
homework. There are more unionist-controlled district
councils than nationalist-controlled ones. That should
not be the case. If we have 15 councils, perhaps nine of
them will be unionist-controlled and six or seven
nationalist-controlled. Is that kind of Balkanisation any
better? Is it the level of Balkanisation that suits
Members here or is it the degree of Balkanisation?

We argue that the option 7C model allows minority
communities in all council areas to have sufficient
representation to allow them to be involved in the
governance arrangements, in respect of both the
community planning process and the ability to attain
elected representative status.

Mr Storey: Will the Member give way?
Mr Maskey: No, [ am sorry. [ cannot give way again.

The system of local government that we advocate is
the one that we have argued for from day one. We have
never accepted anyone’s proposals. It is great to hear
Tommy Gallagher talking about Sinn Féin’s supporting
British policies. As someone said a while ago, patriotism
is the last refuge of the scoundrel. I have not heard him
be so anti-British in a long time; he seems only to be so
when the number of councillors comes into question,
as it will in the next round of discussions on local
government. Notwithstanding that, we have argued
from day one that our preferred system of local
government had to be strong in order to get more
power, but that it could not, under any circumstances,
get Sinn Féin’s support unless it was underpinned by
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the most rigorous checks, balances and safeguards for
the benefit of citizens and their elected representatives.

Tommy Gallagher talked about the RPA proposals
as if they were a done deal. He should ask his
colleagues John O’Kane and Dermot Curran how
many of the current proposals have already been
signed off by his party. The community planning
subgroup — [Interruption.]

I sit on the political panel, and I can tell the Member
that his colleagues on it have never resisted the proposals
or reacted negatively to them. Mr Gallagher talked
about governance arrangements, but those are not tied
down by any stretch of the imagination — because the
unionist parties in particular do not want to concede
the principal of power sharing in local government.

We want a system of local government that is strong
and effective, which provides value for money for
citizens, and which has a fair rates distribution across
all the council areas. Councils must run on the
principles of power sharing. Equality must be at the
heart of governance arrangements, and, above anything
else, the people, through the community planning
process, must be involved. We have argued, both
publicly and privately, with the direct-rule Ministers
and on the political panel that equality should be put
on a statutory basis. Citizens must be involved in the
community planning process so that they can have a
real say in how local government delivers their services.

I invite anyone to tell me how those principles can
be underpinned by deferring this matter. The parties
that want to defer the matter are not prepared to sign
up to the kind of power-sharing arrangements that are
required to prevent Balkanisation and further
polarisation and to ensure that there is full inclusion.

Tommy Gallagher and members of other parties say
that Sinn Féin is the only party to support the seven-
council model. We may be the only political party in
the Assembly to take this stand, but we are pleased to
do so, and we are prepared to work through to the last
moment to ensure that local government is based on all
the principles that I have mentioned. There is a great
deal of work yet to do.

INTERREG, the Equality Commission, the Rural
Community Network and many other major
organisations all say that they would prefer a smaller
number of councils, and many of them have opted for
the seven-council model in particular. It may not reach
the totality that we would prefer — we are still
working for that — but it does provide for a more
coterminous approach between service providers.

Most reputable organisations, such as the Ulster
Farmers’ Union, are in favour of the seven-council
model and against having a larger number of councils,
because the former provides a more coterminous
approach and increases cohesion in local government.

The larger the number of councils, the more political
parties and some communities can continue to work in
isolation.

The smaller the number of councils, the more parties
are forced to work together. At present councillors
work side by side, yet they never meet, discuss or plan
jointly. Under the new arrangements, councillors will
have to work together. Those arrangements are
counter-Balkanisation and show how we are trying to
redress the polarisation that clearly exists. For too long,
too many people have been in their comfort zones.

Tommy Gallagher raised the issue of local identity.
Who is suggesting that any townland will be abolished
under the new council configuration? Of the present 26
district councils, some will go and others will be
subsumed into other, as yet unnamed, councils. Who
mentioned any townland, village or hamlet that will
disappear? I have not heard of one. Will Larne
disappear? Some people might want it to, but it will
not. [Laughter.] Will Camlough —

Mr Storey: It is far too cold for you.

Mr Maskey: Mr Storey, you should talk to your
colleagues on the political panel.

Madam Speaker: Mr Maskey, please speak through
the Chair.

Mr Maskey: If Mr Storey would care to speak to
his colleagues, he would know that in my last
contribution to the political panel I highlighted Larne
as an example of how people in smaller council areas
may feel that they are not part of the new, bigger
council. Therefore the bigger council would be
obligated to have a structure to make sure —

Mr Storey: On a point of order, Madam Speaker.
Mr Maskey: Talk to your colleagues, Mr Storey.

Mr Storey: On a point of order, Madam Speaker.
That is not what the Member said. The Member made
a direct derogatory comment about Larne, but now he
does not have the honesty to say what it was.

Madam Speaker: Mr Storey, you have said your
piece, but it was not a point of order.

Mr Maskey: Everybody knows that many places
have a particular reputation. Many people do not want
the political entity of Larne to exist. Certainly,
nationalists do not.

As I have already said, and as my colleagues will
outline throughout the day, we support a model that we
believe affords the fairest system of local government.
We have not heard a single proposition from another
Member or party that rationally advocates another
configuration.
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Madam Speaker: Before we proceed, | remind
Members that it is unparliamentary to challenge the
honesty of another Member.

Mr Weir: I serve on North Down Borough Council,
and I am also a vice-president of the Northern Ireland
Local Government Association (NILGA).

I want to deal with a couple of the points raised by
the Member who spoke previously. He concluded his
speech by talking about polarisation and reputation.
Many Members will take that with a pinch of salt, at
best. There is a high level of hypocrisy in Members
from the party opposite talking about polarisation
when, for the past 35 years, that party conducted a
sectarian murder campaign that, more than anything
else, polarised the community.

The Member also referred to the political panel.
Representatives of various political parties have
worked on the political panel because their aim is to
modernise local government. Indeed, most of the
panel’s work is number-neutral. The Member
mentioned SDLP members John O’Kane and Dermot
Curran, both of whom I know. Those members of the
political panel, and members from parties other than
Sinn Féin, have consistently opposed the option 7C
model. Time and time again, they have made their
opposition to the option 7C model absolutely clear, and
to imply anything else is a gross slur on them. Mr
Maskey may be happy to continually highlight Sinn
Féin’s isolation, but let us at least put it in context.

He also expressed concern at the number of
councillors. Let us nail that issue. Under the proposals
there will be 420 councillors. Most parties would be
prepared to accept a similar figure. If Sinn Féin is
prepared to accept that number, why not have those
420 councillors sitting on 15 councils? The number of
councillors is not the issue that concerns Mr Maskey.
Furthermore, if he is concerned about slowness of
delivery, let Sinn Féin come out from its isolation.

Mr Maskey: Will the Member take a point of
information?

Mr Weir: No, the Member has already had his
chance; I do not want to give him any more rope.

Sinn Féin has the opportunity to vary the speed at
which the RPA will be implemented. If Sinn Féin is
concerned about delays, let it abandon its isolated
stance and agree with every other political party in
Northern Ireland that there should be 15 councils.
There will then be unanimity on the issue and rapid
progress can be made. It is in Sinn Féin’s hands.

I am delighted to debate this issue for two reasons.
First, the DUP supports the motion and opposes the
amendment because it believes this to be an important
subject. Secondly, the Government have tried for the past
six months to stop this debate taking place. Time and

time again in the Business Committee, various parties
have pushed this subject onto the agenda, but the
Secretary of State’s veto has repeatedly prevented debate.

Sir Reg Empey: Does the Member accept that the
motion was proposed and vetoed at every meeting of
the Business Committee from 15 May to 23
November? Is that not correct?

Mr Weir: I cannot confirm that since I am not a
member of the Business Committee. However, I believe
it to be the case.

The Government have constantly blocked debate on
the issue because the decision to support a seven-
council model is one of the least justifiable of their
many bad recent decisions. It has the least merit, is the
most politically driven and has been produced for the
wrong reasons. It is particularly appalling that the
Government have used the issues of reform of public
administration and the number of councils as devices
in their wider schemes for political progress in
Northern Ireland. At times in the past 35 years,
councillors of various parties have been the principal
voice of demo-cracy in the country. They have stood at
democracy’s front line, providing services to
ratepayers and constituents. Many have paid with their
lives — the ultimate sacrifice. It is utterly shameful for
the Government to use local government as a
bargaining chip in the wider political process.

Mention has been made of the arguments advanced
for the seven-council model. It is important that we
examine each of them to show how spurious they are.
The first is coterminosity, which Mr Gallagher has
already dealt with to a large extent. The idea was that
local government boundaries would be coterminous
with those of health and education boards. The RPA
proposes five health trusts, the boundaries of which
bear no relation whatsoever to the proposed council
boundaries. The five education boards will be replaced
by a super-board that will oversee the whole of
Northern Ireland. When asked about the subject at a
recent meeting of the Northern Ireland Policing Board,
the Chief Constable said that his new district command
units could fit in with whatever model was produced;
perhaps two councils would be coterminous with one
district command unit. It appears that there is no
coterminosity anywhere, yet it was said to be one of
the main drivers behind the seven-council model.

We are also told that the responses to the consultation
showed that the seven-council model is what people
want. However, 90% of responses did not deal with the
number of councils; rather, they concentrated
principally on education issues such as libraries, youth
services and issues involving the Council for Catholic
Maintained Schools. There is no overwhelming desire
in the community for a seven-council model.
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Not only do all the parties represented in the
Assembly — with the exception of Sinn Féin —
believe that the seven-council model is wrong, but
smaller parties such as the Green Party also oppose it.
At a meeting of NILGA some months before the RPA
reported, every Sinn Féin councillor present voted in
favour of the 15-council model, although this was
before the release of the Sinn Féin statement.

11.15 am

I understand that in the press at the weekend Sinn
Féin accused the SDLP of being in an unholy alliance,
presumably because the SDLP agreed with all the
other parties. I am sure that politically Sinn Féin would
love to be in an unholy alliance, but it cannot get other
parties to back it.

Sinn Féin also mentioned the rates base, and
Tommy Gallagher has covered that point. If various
councils are bolted together they will be burdened with
different rates, rates bases and debts. Given the
Government’s proposed review of rating, there will be
regional disparities throughout Northern Ireland.
Under the seven-council model there will be no
similarity in the rates base.

There will be great savings, we have been told, yet
those of us who have been involved with the RPA will
know that simply putting in the mechanisms to
implement the proposals will cost, conservatively,
between £15 million and £25 million — that is purely
for the mechanisms to bring forward the modernisation
task force and capacity building. The cost of
redundancies may be between £25 million and £30
million. However, both those figures will be dwarfed
by the money that will have to be paid into pension
schemes — perhaps £60 million or £70 million. Where
are the great savings that have been promised?

We are told that there will be efficiencies. However,
there is little evidence to suggest that that will be the
case. Under a 15-council model there could be some
economies of scale because one service could be
produced for all the constituents in an area. However,
under a seven-council model councils will have to
cover such wide areas and incorporate such remote
regions that pressure will be put on them to provide
not simply a headquarters but also a range of regional
offices, thus duplicating services again and again.

At a recent meeting with the DUP, the Minister
raised the idea of civic councils subordinate to the new
super-councils — in effect a form of parish council.
The seven councils could create an additional layer of
government. Where is the efficiency in that?

As everyone is aware, the real reasons that the
Government plumped for seven councils were, first, to
pander to Sinn Féin, and secondly to apply political
pressure to the other parties, which opposed it. In other
words, the Government are telling the political parties

that if they do not like the new arrangements, they
should get into an Assembly and sort them out. Those
reasons are entirely spurious and utterly impure.

As Mr Gallagher said, we are going to Balkanise
Northern Ireland, producing three councils that are
nationalist-controlled, three that are unionist-
controlled, and Belfast, which will be reasonably
evenly divided. The justification offered by Sinn Féin
is that there will be large minorities in the seven new
councils. We will have large, permanently trapped
minorities in council areas. Is it preferable to have
large groups of disgruntled people rather than small
groups? I fail to see the logic in that. It will inevitably
lead to poor governance. Either an elite majority will
enforce its will on a minority, which the SDLP is
concerned about, or there will be so many checks and
balances in the system that there cannot be effective
government. Either way, it will not lead to good
governance for the people of Northern Ireland; it will
lead to remoteness and a lack of identity.

No one is suggesting that council areas should be
based on townlands, but no one in Northern Ireland,
outside Belfast, will identify with the new boundaries.
The Boundary Commissioner’s initial report, which
listed them as Inner East, East, or whatever, showed
the absurdity of these boundaries. No one says, “I'm
from east Northern Ireland”, “I’m from the south-cast”
or “I’m from the south-west”. People will mention the
areas that they come from, but there is no community
identification whatsoever in the RPA proposals. That
will lead to a sense of dislocation, of people feeling
isolated from their local council, and to lower turnouts
in elections. It will lead to disaffection with the
political process and to councils that are less
responsive to the people of Northern Ireland.

Reforming the present model to a 15-council one
will provide people with a system that they will feel is
directly accountable to them because local councillors
will still represent their area. People will see that the
needs of their area are met rather than being subsumed
into vast council areas that stretch across Northern
Ireland.

The 15-council model will produce economies of
scale; no one is arguing for the retention of the 26-
council model. All parties, with the exception of Sinn
Féin, have said that the 15-council model is more
suitable for making economies of scale.

With respect to my colleagues from various parties
in Belfast, rates in Belfast — for a range of reasons
that I accept — have tended to be higher than in other
parts of Northern Ireland. That is partly because Belfast
is a capital city. However, the evidence suggests that
moving to an economy of scale of 250,000 people does
not produce any additional economies of scale beyond
what would be achieved with, perhaps, 100,000 people.
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Indeed, it could be argued that, due to the vast scale
of Belfast — which would be replicated in other
councils under the option 7C model — there is not the
opportunity for the high level of budget scrutiny that
many smaller councils achieve. Belfast’s status as a
capital city is not the main reason for its higher rates,
but it is a factor. There is no evidence to suggest that
very large councils produce lower rates; in fact, the
opposite is the case.

A 15-council model would provide local govern-
ment that is close and accountable to the people, and
which is local in the true sense of the word. The option
7C model will be bad for accountability and for the
local identity of the people of Northern Ireland. All
Members are in favour of greater efficiencies and
greater modernisation in local councils so that they
will be able to provide a better service for the people
of Northern Ireland. However, a seven-council model
will not provide that.

The option 7C model will be weak, unrepresentative
and unaccountable. That is why the Assembly should
reject it. A clear message should be sent to the Govern-
ment: listen to the people of Northern Ireland and to
their directly elected representatives who believe that
the option 7C model will be bad, and that a 15-council
model would be much better for their future.

Mr J Wilson: All parties — including Sinn Féin —
should support the motion because it is the right thing
to do. It should also be supported for another reason.
The Ulster Unionist Party tabled a motion on an earlier
no-day-named list along the same lines as the SDLP
motion. However, that is by the by.

The option 7C model proposed for Northern Ireland
is plainly and simply wrong. It is so wrong that it must
be halted in its tracks this very day. The motion
proposes that the Assembly call on the Secretary of
State to “shelve” plans for seven councils and to allow
a future Assembly to take the process forward.

In response to the RPA further consultation exercise,
my party proposed a 15-council model, and its reasons
for so doing were well publicised at the time. In any
new consideration of the number of councils required
to deliver local services — and there must be one —
the Ulster Unionist Party will forcefully make the case
for 15 councils.

We were told that support for the option 7C model
had been identified through reading all the reports
produced by the experts and panel members. However,
it was difficult to identify precisely who supported that
model. Mr Maskey mentioned a group of people today
who, he states, supported the option 7C model. Time
has moved on since those people supported that model,
and if they were asked whether they still supported it, I
think that, with reality having set in, much of that
support would have gone.

Mr Maskey: In the past couple of weeks,
INTERREG III has stated that the option 7C model
would optimise the money available — through
European funds, for example — to deal with the entire
border corridor area. That was said only two or three
weeks ago — not years ago.

Mr Hussey: I am sure that my colleague will admit
that much of the INTERREG money is fed through the
cross-border groups rather than directly through the
councils.

Mr J Wilson: Alex Maskey has made my case for
me: he could mention only one group that may still be
holding on to the seven-council principle. Sinn Féin is
the only party in the House that lends its support to
that model, which caused more than a little disquiet in
that party. My knowledge of how some Sinn Féin
supporters across the Province think confirms what we
have heard elsewhere: there is a growing number of
party members in Sinn Féin who are not in line with
Alex Maskey. That is yet to come out.

One could say that the voice of politicians across
Northern Ireland has been ignored, and not for the first
time. More importantly, the voice of those who elected
them is being ignored. Of course, since the Local
Government Boundaries Commissioner published his
provisional recommendations, which regrouped 26
councils into seven, any support that there was for the
seven-council model has been evaporating. Members
need not take my word for it. If they talk to people in
Antrim, Lisburn, Carrick and the surrounding region,
they will not find much support for this new place —
and “place” is all that I can call it at present — of Inner
East Local Government District. At this festive season,
one starts to think of Bethlehem and places such as
that. [Interruption.] Someone suggested that the
proposed new council looks like a big muffler around
Belfast. I would not like the area that I represent to be
called such.

When the commissioner published his provisional
recommendations, he admitted, openly and freely, that
he had consulted academics and local historians about
possible names for the new configuration. They could
not come up with any. Therefore we are left with
North, South, East, West, Inner this and Outer that.
The idea is absolutely crazy. Some of us advised the
RPA team that it was ignoring totally the question of
local identity. The UUP did, and I know that other
parties did as well.

I had the good fortune to attend, as a Deputy
Speaker of the Northern Ireland Assembly, the opening
of the National Assembly for Wales. When I was there,
Paul Murphy spoke to me privately. I shall not share
what he said about the seven-council model; indeed, 1
would not be able to use the exact words, so I shall not
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repeat them. However, in an interview with ‘Fortnight’
magazine in February he said:
“I made it clear that I wasn’t happy with a small number of local

authorities. I would have personally preferred something around the
fourteen or fifteen mark...”.

And this is the important part of what he said:

“I am a bit troubled that they [the seven councils] are too big and
whether in fact you’ll see an east and west of the Bann divide which
will increasingly become more polarised.”

Those words are worth thinking about; in fact, they
are worth repeating. Mr Murphy said that the seven
councils would be too big and he wondered about the
east-west divide and polarisation. The UUP agrees
with that opinion.

That brings me back to the motion:

“this Assembly expresses serious concern about the potential of
a seven council model to ... underpin sectarianism and community
division”.
Paul Murphy agrees with the political parties in
Northern Ireland.

Many of us, in our political careers, have invested
heavily in bringing together communities. I can speak
only for myself, but I am satisfied that I have done my
best. That was not always the easy option, and it has
cost some of us dearly. Let us not destroy what we
have achieved, because success was achieved, as seen
in our communities.

11.30 am

A seven-council model is a nonsense. It is a recipe
for division, polarisation and the total destruction of
communities. It is, most certainly, a sectarian carve-up,
and the Ulster Unionist Party warned against it. The
proposals amount to repartition and will destroy
decades of cross-community work and partnerships at
a stroke. Let me make this clear to the Government:
they are ignoring the democratically expressed will of
the people of Northern Ireland. A seven-council model
will not constitute the right approach. Sinn Féin may
say that it does, but three quarters of the voting
population of Northern Ireland say that it does not.

My party contends that the motion should receive
support, and I hope that it does. It will send a loud and
clear message that the representatives of the people of
Northern Ireland believe that their communities
deserve better than second best. The Ulster Unionist
Party supports the goal of reform through the review of
public administration but will not back a Government
proposal that is so contaminated and falls so far short
of its intended aims.

It is interesting to look back to the beginning of the
process. When lan Pearson launched the consultation
process, he said tellingly:

“We must ensure that the new arrangements are fair and
equitable, and that they command confidence among the political
parties and their constituents.”

Have the Government delivered on this goal? No, they
have not.

In responding to the Assembly debate on draft
Planning Policy Statement 14 (PPS 14) earlier this
year, the Secretary of State said:

“I will naturally want to reflect carefully on the Assembly debate.”

He went on to say that he would take account of the
views expressed. I invite the Secretary of State to listen
and reflect on what is being said in the Chamber today.
Would Peter Hain have introduced such a proposal in
Wales if all but one of the political parties there were
against it? I very much doubt it.

The Secretary of State has said that the people of
Northern Ireland expect MLAS to do the jobs that they
were elected to do. How many times have we heard
that from the Secretary of State? Well, today we are
doing just that. We are making it clear that the current
Government proposals to create seven super-councils
do not command widespread support, particularly
among politicians here.

I support the motion.

Mr Neeson: [ declare an interest in that [ have been
a member of Carrickfergus Borough Council since
1977 and have a great deal of experience of local
government. We all agree that 26 district councils are
too many for Northern Ireland. There is a need for
radical reform to create efficient and effective councils
that are responsive to the local needs of the people of
Northern Ireland.

The consultation on the new boundaries was
basically a myth. I remember the number of meetings
that my party had with Lord Rooker, and I am sure that
other parties also met him. That particular individual
showed great arrogance to the elected people of
Northern Ireland, and I can assure Members that very
few tears were shed on his departure.

To all intents and purposes, the proposed seven
councils constitute a sectarian carve-up, with three
nationalist councils to the west and three unionist
councils to the east. However, I am pleased that the
Alliance Party will continue to hold the balance of
power in Belfast to ensure that power sharing
continues in that council.

To all intents and purposes —

Mr Maskey: Obviously, Mr Neeson is a member of
the political panel and has heard all the reports from the
various subgroups, including the one on governance.
Does he not agree that, although the final details of the
power-sharing arrangements have not yet been agreed,
his party has supported a plethora of proposals on such
matters as proportionality, weighted majorities, call-in,
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petitions of concern, a code of conduct, internal standards
committees, the structure of council committee
systems, and decision-making? All of those measures
have been instituted.

Mr Neeson and I had an engagement in a hotel in
Templepatrick a while ago at which I reminded him
that Sinn Féin would not be — [Interruption.]

Madam Speaker: Order.

Mr Maskey: Templepatrick has been a busy hub
this last while.

Mr Neeson will recall — [Interruption.]
Madam Speaker: Order.

Mr Maskey: It is a serious point. Mr Neeson will
recall that, during that meeting of the political panel, I
reminded him that Sinn Féin would not be countenancing
a governance arrangement that allows any party to
usurp the will of the vast majority of the people and
their elected representatives. Governance arrangements
have been set down.

Madam Speaker: Mr Maskey, interventions must
always be brief.

Mr Neeson: The only thing to emerge from what
Alex Maskey has said is that Templepatrick seems to
have become the centre of the universe.

To all intents and purposes, and apart from being a
sectarian carve-up, this is in many ways a re-partition
of Northern Ireland. I believe that that is why Sinn
Féin has supported it — with the exception of Francie
Molloy, who is conspicuous by his absence today.

We know that there is to be a radical shake-up of the
health and education boards. One of the main objectives
that the Government have been hoping to achieve is
coterminosity between the various boards and trusts.
That will not happen under the seven council areas that
are proposed. On a personal basis, I also have serious
reservations about NILGA’s proposal for 15 district
councils. Serious consideration should be given to the
11-council model. That is why it is important that this
Assembly be given the opportunity to look at the
original proposals.

As Alex Maskey has already pointed out, I have
been a member of the political panel — as has Sam
Gardiner of the Ulster Unionist Party. A great deal of
work has already gone into the proposals that have
been made. Some very worthwhile work has been
carried out, particularly by the nine task forces.
However, there is still a great deal of work to be done.
The Assembly should be given the opportunity to
scrutinise the changes and proposals that are coming
forward, particularly in relation to council powers over
public transport and the whole question of
responsibility for local roads and planning.

[ am pleased to say that in many ways Lord Rooker’s
successor, David Cairns, is much more responsive to
the views of Northern Ireland politicians than Lord
Rooker was. In the interim before the restoration of
devolution there are opportunities to bring about
various changes to the proposals. The restoration of
devolution is the real challenge facing, in particular,
the DUP and Sinn Féin. Yesterday, both parties gave us
history lessons. As a former history teacher, I can tell
those parties that, if no progress is made by 26 March
next year, history will judge them very poorly indeed.

The issue of what will happen to current council
staff must also be addressed. Morale among council
staff is very low; they do not know what the future
holds, which is why there is a need to consider their
needs and develop certainty for them.

I believe that the Chief Constable is moving very
prematurely in restructuring local policing services.
Furthermore, it calls into question the future role of
district policing partnerships under that restructuring.
That issue also requires serious consideration.

Dick Mackenzie recently published his proposals
for the new council boundaries, and I understand the
difficulties he encountered in trying to find names for
the proposed seven councils. Under the proposals, my
own council will become part of Inner East Local
Government District, which will comprise
Carrickfergus, Antrim, Newtownabbey and Lisburn —

Mr Ford: And Templepatrick.

Mr Neeson: And Templepatrick, of course.
[Laughter.]

In relation to the question of association, with regard
to that particular proposed council, I ask Members what
the people of Carrickfergus have in common with, for
example, the people of Dromara — very little indeed.
The current proposals do not respect local interests at all.

On the issue of the transfer of powers to local govern-
ment, may [ make an appeal about the supporting people
programme? The proposal is to transfer responsibility
for that programme from the Northern Ireland Housing
Executive to local councils. Over the years, the Housing
Executive has been a major success story as regards
the development of housing in Northern Ireland.
Responsibility for the supporting people programme
should remain with the Housing Executive. Members
of the Housing Executive and the Northern Ireland
Housing Council recently outlined their arguments to
my local council. That responsibility should remain
where it is at the present time.

The Government continually talk about a shared
future, and we are told that a shared future is very much
at the forefront of the current proposals. However, the
truth of the matter is that, as far as the Government are
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concerned, a shared future is simply talk, and cheap
talk at that.

There has also been talk, as Alex Maskey knows,
about the possibility of councillor designations in the
new councils — something to which my party is totally
opposed. We realise that that is an entire sham, as
demonstrated on a number of occasions in the Northern
Ireland Assembly.

As a member of the Subgroup on the Economic
Challenges facing Northern Ireland, I noticed that one
issue that came up time and time again was the
inefficiency of Government Departments in Northern
Ireland. Such inefficiencies are the result of the
artificial creation of 10 Departments. We know why 10
Departments were created — to create jobs for the
boys and girls in the parties that formed the Executive.
If we are to achieve joined-up government, there must
be a reform of central government.

If Northern Ireland is to really move forward, the
current proposals for the new councils should be
binned immediately.

Madam Speaker: That concludes the first round of
Members to speak. The time limit for Members yet to
speak in the debate will be 10 minutes. There is a long
list of Members who wish to speak, so I remind Members
that I shall be keeping them to their allotted time.

11.45 am

Mr Campbell: T am delighted to start the second
round of speeches, Madam Speaker. I hope that we go
the full 15 rounds, although it remains to be seen who
will be left standing at the end.

I wish to declare that I am a member of a local
authority; I am a member of the city council in
Londonderry.

Several Members have referred to the importance
and seriousness of the RPA, and it is appropriate,
therefore, that we are discussing the matter in the
Assembly today. Very little disagreement remains on
the need for reform of our public administration. It was
blatantly obvious that, with three MEPs, 18 MPs, 108
MLAs, 582 councillors, and however many trusts and
boards for a population of 1-7 million, we were the
most over-governed part of the United Kingdom.
Therefore it is well past time that we had reform. The
matter for discussion, however, is not reform itself but
the nature of that reform.

I agree with those Members who spoke about the
importance of the cost-effectiveness of any reform of
public administration, particularly for those councils
that appear to be the focus of both the motion and the
amendment.

I draw Members’ attention to the two areas with
which I am most familiar. How can it be cost-effective

to have a council in the west/north-west of Northern
Ireland that stretches from Castlederg in the south-west
to Magilligan on the north coast? I cannot think of a
more difficult task than delivering cohesive local
services that will attempt to bring together people with
a common interest in order to get them to work for the
greater good of all the people of that area, given the
distance of 60 miles and the different terrain and
demographics between those who live at either end of
that range, not to mention those who live in the middle.

The north-east, which stretches for about 60 miles
from Coleraine on the north coast to the shores of
Belfast Lough, also contains huge diversity. It is
difficult to imagine how a local council can serve
communities in that diverse area cost-effectively. That
will be the legacy of the seven-council model. A 15-
council model — or thereabouts — would reduce an
area of that size, enabling it to deliver local services
much more effectively and more cost-effectively. For
that reason, all the political parties, with the exception
of Sinn Féin/IRA, prefer the 15-council model.

I also wish to deal with the issue of political
representation. My colleagues and others who have
served on the political panel have mentioned, quite
rightly, the importance of governance, however many
councils there are to be in Northern Ireland. Various
political representatives have raised the issue of the
feelings, concerns, fears and apprehensions that a
minority would have in each of the council areas, and
their views must be taken into account. However, those
whom I have heard outline such concerns are usually
people who trot out criticism of unionist-controlled
councils for their treatment of their nationalist
minority. We have heard such criticism today.

Rather than listen to a politician’s political views or
fears, we should look at practical examples of what has
actually happened in places such as south Armagh,
Strabane and on the west bank of Londonderry. When
Sinn Féin — or, unfortunately, the SDLP in some cases
— has espoused a political view, not only have some
unionists felt that they are not being treated well, they
have moved out of the area en masse. We must face
that reality.

It is not simply a case of people who come from the
15% minority community in council areas such as
Castlereagh, Larne or Lisburn not being elected deputy
mayor or chairman of a technical services committee.
Unionists who live in nationalist areas fear that a
jackboot will be put to their necks and that they will
have to leave. Over the years, that fear has been borne
out. We must try to ensure that people from a minority
community can live in any future council areas, whether
they are set up under the 15-council model — that is
my preference — or the seven-council model, even if
those councils are governed by councillors whose
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political outlook is fundamentally different from theirs.
Unfortunately, that has not been the case in the past.

Mrs D Kelly: Does the Member concur that the
reason that many people moved out of areas across the
North — not only out of unionist-controlled or
Protestant areas — was due to the conflict and
sectarian violence of the past 30 years?

Mr Campbell: The short answer is yes; that is the
case. However, why is it that the unionist community
in the three council areas that I mentioned as examples
is the prime target in the firing line? [ am not aware of
large numbers of nationalists moving out of Craigavon
because of paramilitary activity or the activities of
Craigavon Borough Council. However, I can point to
numerous instances of tens of thousands of unionists
moving out as a result of paramilitary activity —

Mrs D Kelly: Madam Speaker, if the Member wants
me to —

Mr Campbell: I have not yet given way, Madam
Speaker.

Madam Speaker: Order.

Mr Campbell: T accede to, and fully accept, the fact
that paramilitary violence was the primary cause of
division and population movement. However, politicians,
by their actions, cannot wash their hands of those
population movements and simply say that that was a
terrible situation. In various areas, populations have
moved because of the activities of the Provisional IRA
and others. People who take political decisions that
impact on those communities must realise that there
are consequences to those decisions.

Over the past few years, I assumed that we were
trying to move on from the days of population
movements. However, the seven-council model does
not offer that prospect. The 15-council model — or a
similar model — with sufficient safeguards and
governance procedures, would ensure that people in
certain council areas did not feel that their culture,
outlook and political aspirations were being ridden
roughshod over. That has happened to both
communities. All too often I hear nationalists and
republicans referring to what happened in unionist
areas, but we all know what happened in republican
areas. In Dungiven, in my constituency, parasites drove
out hundreds of members of my community. That has
happened across Northern Ireland.

Mr Hyland: Will the Member give way?

Mr Campbell: No, I do not give way to Sinn Féin/
IRA.

Those are the realities — [Interruption.]

Madam Speaker: Order.

Mr Campbell: Those facts and figures cannot be
denied. When I hit the bullseye, some people become
annoyed and angry.

That is just too bad: if they cannot take the heat,
they should not be in the kitchen.

Ms Gildernew: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann
Combairle. First, I refute the myth that Sinn Féin is the
only group that supports the seven-council model;
many diverse groups also agree that that model is the
best. Those groups include: the Northern Ireland
Council for Voluntary Action; the Institute of
Directors; the Northern Ireland Tourist Board; the
Ulster Farmers’ Union; the Irish National Teachers’
Organisation; the Confederation of British Industry;
and Friends of the Earth. [Interruption.]

Madam Speaker: Order.

Ms Gildernew: Those on the opposite Benches,
particularly Gregory Campbell, gave many spurious
reasons for why people have moved out of their
homes. Plenty of people have been bombed out of their
homes in places such as Ahoghill. We have argued that
legislation should be put in place and financial
sanctions imposed to deal with those councils that do
not try to eradicate bigotry in their areas. We should
consider creating good-relations policies.

Mr Storey: On a point of order, Madam Speaker.
Again, in the interests of accuracy, Ballymena
Borough Council had nothing whatsoever to do with
any of those activities in the village of Ahoghill.

Madam Speaker: That is not a point of order, Mr
Storey.

Ms Gildernew: Thank you, Madam Speaker. Yes —
[Interruption.]

Mr Maskey: It is more to the shame of that
Member’s party that it did nothing about it.

Ms Gildernew: Yes; it is more important that the
Member’s party did nothing about it.

However, in every engagement —
Mr Hussey: Will the Member give way?

Ms Gildernew: No, I will not. I do not have much
time.

In every engagement, Sinn Féin has argued that the
number of councils is not the key issue. We want strong
and effective local government and an end to the quango
culture. We want increased value for money in order to
bring about democratic accountability for local govern-
ment. Crucially, we want all of that underpinned by
rigorous checks, balances and safeguards. One reason
that local government is in its current position, and has
been for three decades, is because of unionist
councillors’ systematic practices of discrimination.
That behaviour continues.
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I shall focus my remarks mainly on EU issues,
particularly those that are connected to funding and
rural matters. For 15 years, the European Union has
had a LEADER programme that aims to bring local
people together to create an agreed strategy for their
area, using EU money, and to intervene to create jobs
and assist rural communities. That has been successful
across Europe, but it has been particularly successful
in Ireland. The current LEADER+ programme in the
North deals with 13 groups, it has a budget of £22
million for 2001-08, and it will create in excess of
1,000 jobs in rural communities and will safeguard
many more. For example, compared to the EU
programmes with budgets that are two or three times
that amount that the Department of Agriculture and
Rural Development is delivering, LEADER+ will
prove to be extremely good value for money.

To date, additional resources that are above current
levels of subvention that come into the Six Counties
and the border corridor have not come from the British
Government, or, indeed, from the old National Develop-
ment Plan of the Dublin Government. However,
through Peace Il money, which totals €266 million,
and the new territorial co-operation programmes, the
EU will invest a combined total of €532 million
between 2007 and 2013 in the COMET (Councils of
the Metropolitan Region) and core partnerships and the
border corridor. The border corridor is the most
deprived area on the island of Ireland, and, in the past,
EU funds have provided a major source of
employment, and they will continue to provide that
and other services.

Mr Weir: On a point of order, Madam Speaker. |
am sure that we are all fascinated by the investment in
the border corridor and the EU programmes. However,
is any of that relevant to the motion, to which the
Member should surely be speaking?

Madam Speaker: Order. That was not a point of
order. I am sure that Ms Gildernew will review the
relevance of her speech.

Mr Hussey: Will the Member give way to a genuine
question?

Ms Gildernew: No, I will not.

As I have pointed out, in a recent submission to the
Special European Union Programmes Body on the new
territorial co-operation fund, INTERREG IIIA
partnerships stated:

“The RPA will have a number of implications, which are
substantially favourable to the prospects of effective cross border
territorial co-operation. These include a redefinition of council
boundaries into the proposed 7 super councils. While some
adjustments of boundaries will be needed, the proposed map of new
councils broadly fits the current INTERREG IIIA partnerships ... This
should greatly facilitate the partnerships taking a strategic approach.”

Therefore, the seven-council model is the optimum
configuration if a coterminous approach through the
strategic use of those additional resources in the border
corridor is to be facilitated.

12.00 noon

Indeed, the seven-council governance model — larger
councils working in concert with community planning
structures — is similar, in terms of scale, process and
structures, to the county council and county develop-
ment board model in the Twenty-Six Counties.

In relation to potential for strategic parity between
councils in the border corridor area, the INTERREG
IIIA partnership report also concluded that:

“The impact of the RPA, [the 7 super councils], is to bring the

scale and the processes of local government much more into line
between Northern Ireland and the Border Region of Ireland”

To promote balanced regional development in the
border corridor area for the mutual benefit of all the
communities that live there, the seven-council model
provides a geographical area and institutional space to
make best strategic use of EU development moneys.

It should also be noted that INTERREG IIA
partnerships are made up of social partners, staff and
political representatives from Sinn Féin, Fianna Fail,
Fine Gael, the DUP, the UUP and the SDLP.

It is interesting to hear what the UFU has to say
about the review of public administration. It has
endorsed the approach of making high-quality services
accessible to all by significantly streamlining the
present administrative structures and redirecting the
resultant savings to improve front-line services in the
North of Ireland.

The UFU states:

“It is absolutely imperative that a satisfactory balance is
achieved between administrative rationalisation and local
representation, consultation, responsiveness and accountability.”

Specifically, the union has supported plans to move
to a seven-council structure but says that rural
representation must be protected.

However, in the midst of all this, the other political
parties are having a field day; they are refusing to
engage and are actively working to wreck any prospect
of agreement on the way forward.

If the Member who tabled today’s motion took a
look at the pathetic delivery of assistance to rural
communities, particularly building sustainable
prosperity moneys and the Peace Il programme, in
which his former colleague, Brid Rodgers, presided
over a delivery mechanism that successfully delayed
the beginning of many parts of the rural development
programme for more than two years and kept the
greater part of delivery in the Department of Agriculture
and Rural Development —
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Mr Hussey: On a point of order, Madam Speaker. I
trust that the Member will also mention the decision of
Minister Cairns that the rural Protestant community
needed extra money.

Madam Speaker: That was not a point of order. At
the beginning of this afternoon’s sitting, I will again
read out what I have said before about points of order.
Quote the relevant Standing Order, Mr Hussey, and
you may be allowed to make a point of order.

Ms Gildernew: Of a budget of more than £80
million, only £22 million went to the LEADER
programme, but that will create more than 1,600 jobs.
Will the Member be confident that the other £58
million — almost two thirds of the budget — will
create anywhere near the equivalent, which would be
about 4,500 jobs? I do not think so.

The majority of the jobs created by the Member’s
party in the Department of Agriculture and Rural
Development were jobs for the boys. The SDLP is
concerned about its own political skin. It is not con-
cerned about local people being able to make decisions
about local communities. It wants to keep control and
join together with unionism, as it does throughout
councils in the North, to maintain the status quo.

Mr Gallagher: Will the Member give way?
Ms Gildernew: No, Tommy, I do not have time.

The SDLP is putting forward false arguments that
are more about being anti-Sinn Féin than being pro-
rural communities. When the SDLP had the opport-
unity to support rural communities, it failed. It allowed
the Civil Service to dictate the terms, and rural
communities are now suffering as a result.

Mr Gallagher: On a point of order, Madam Speaker.
In relation to support for rural communities and —

Madam Speaker: That is not a point of order, Mr
Gallagher.

Mr Gallagher: And mention was made —

Madam Speaker: That is not a point of order. I am
on my feet. I will take this opportunity to read out
what I have already read out at least twice before. |
remind Members that a point of order is not an
opportunity for debate. It would assist the House if
Members referred to the relevant Standing Order when
they raise a point of order. I shall not accept spurious
points of order, attractive though they may be to
Members.

Mr Hussey: Under Standing Order 2A —
[Interruption.]

Madam Speaker: Do you wish to make a point of
order, Mr Hussey?

Mr Hussey: Yesterday, it seemed that certain
Standing Orders on the papers that we were given were

not relevant. Will the Speaker determine which
Standing Orders are relevant?

Madam Speaker: Mr Hussey, yesterday you
referred to Standing Order 20, and I said that it was not
relevant to the business of the day. That is correct. The
point that I am making about points of order is correct
every day: Members must relate their point to the
relevant Standing Order. I will then comment on it. It
appears to me that most of the points of order are
raised in order to add to the debate and to make
spurious points. Attractive though that may be for
Members, it is not in order.

I apologise, Ms Gildernew. Extra time will be allowed.

Ms Gildernew: Go raibh mile maith agat, a Cheann
Combhairle.

As I was saying, when the SDLP had the
opportunity to support rural communities, it failed. It
did such a poor job that it completely failed to put in
any measure of rural proofing, and that has allowed
draconian anti-farmer and anti-rural policies, such as
Planning Policy Statement 14, to be introduced.
Savings made through the reduction of governance
here must be recycled into front-line services, and rural
dwellers must be properly represented. Farmers and
farming families are at the heart of rural communities.
The option 7C model is the best way to enhance and
protect them. I urge Members to support the
amendment. Go raibh mile maith agat.

Rev Dr Robert Coulter: I am glad of the opport-
unity to speak on this issue, because one hears many
questions about it in the community. It is interesting to
note that when the public are questioned, more than
70% of their concerns are about health. That is one of
the major issues that [ have come up against. However,
although the debate so far has been wide-ranging, the
health aspect of the RPA has largely been left to one side.

Public administration reform is not simply about the
efficiency or effectiveness of delivery. Efficiency and
effectiveness are important in themselves, but they are
not the core activity of the public services. The clue
lies in the word “service”: service is the core activity.
Health and social services are arguably the most
sensitive activities in which Government engage. That
is why the Ulster Unionist Party has always
emphasised that patients are at the heart of the Health
Service. We must put the patient first.

There are aspects of the RPA package as regards
health and social services with which I have no problems.
For example, the creation of a single strategic health
and social services authority to replace the four health
boards and oversee the implementation of policy
across Northern Ireland is welcome. The reduction of
duplication has been consistently advocated by the
UUP and reflects the role of strategic health authorities
in Great Britain. However, that successful move has
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been marred and compromised by a failure to ensure
that democratically elected representatives have a
place on the strategic health and social services
authority. That is unquestionably a serious flaw in the
new arrangements.

That raises an important issue that is characteristic
of much of the RPA process and its outcome: the system
is driven and controlled by bureaucratic considerations,
without sufficient regard for democratic input. That is
not altogether surprising, given the Civil Service’s
direct-rule culture. For years, it has operated in a
direct-rule vacuum, insulated from the rough winds of
democratic accountability and, in particular, public
disapproval.

However, we cannot fault efforts by the Civil
Service to improve service delivery. That is one of the
better aspects of the Civil Service’s efforts to improve
itself in recent years. I want to put on record my strong
support for the current leadership of the Civil Service
in its efforts to improve service delivery.

However, we can find fault with the insufficient
regard for democratic input. I am sure that the Civil
Service will argue that much consultation has taken
place. However, consultation is not the same as locally
elected representatives making decisions. It runs like a
vein through the whole RPA process. That will be one
of the biggest issues that the Assembly will have to
sort out if it is properly restored. We will have to effect
a major change of culture and mindset in the Civil
Service in order to clear away the cobwebs of
unaccountable direct rule.

Another disturbing aspect of the RPA is its drift
away from the principle of coterminosity, which was
mentioned several times this morning. That drift is one
outcome of the lack of regard for democratic input, to
which I have already referred. The proposed five new
integrated trusts — the Western Area Trust, the
Northern Area Trust, the Southern Area Trust, the
Belfast Area Trust and the South Eastern Area Trust —
are a step away from the principle of coterminosity. As
will be the case with the local commissioning groups,
the boundaries of local health units should coincide
with those of local government. If the planners of the
RPA had sufficient regard for democracy, they would
see that weakness in their proposals. However,
reducing the number of the current 18 trusts is a
welcome step.

The failure to create a single Northern Ireland
hospitals’ authority is one of many glaring missed
opportunities in the RPA model. It has been historically
proven that hospitals have haemorrhaged and drained a
great deal of primary and community care funding.
The separation of primary and community care from
acute services would have created a proper basis for
health funding and ensured that funds for primary and

community care were not drained to support acute
care. That is important, given that medical focus is
shifting towards preventative medicine. However, it is
difficult to see how preventative medicine can succeed
if it must compete with acute services for funding —
acute services inevitably win. One weakness of the old
process is being replicated in the new system.

The seven local commissioning groups that deal
with primary care may restore some of the balance that
will be lost in the RPA health proposals. By recognising
the centrality of primary care and the need for primary-
care-led commissioning, there is at least an effort to
underline its importance. If that is to be more than lip-
service, however, it is vital that the local commissioning
groups are properly resourced and that funding for that
care is ring-fenced.

The lack of elected representatives on the new Patient
and Client Council, which will replace the Health and
Social Services Councils, is another incidence of the
democratic deficit that is implicit in these proposals.
That is a serious flaw, as it is only through elected
representatives that genuine accountability and
representation can be achieved. The seven-council
model reduces the options that are available for
coterminosity in health service delivery, and it creates
inflexibility in the delivery of services. Critical mass
and efficiency considerations may be important, but
not at the expense of democratic input. Democracy
must always hold the higher ground in any new
arrangements. The twin pillars of democratic account-
ability and improved service delivery will keep the
RPA house standing. At present, the democratic-input
pillar is largely missing, and this Assembly must
address that deficit. The sooner locally elected
representatives in the Chamber make decisions, the
better for everyone. I support the motion.

Ms Ritchie: I declare an interest as a member of
Down District Council and as a member of NILGA.
Before speaking to the motion, I shall address some
misrepresentations.

Contrary to assertions that were made by the Sinn
Féin representative for Fermanagh and South Tyrone,
Michelle Gildernew, the former Minister of Agriculture
and Rural Development addressed the needs of the
rural community.

She addressed the needs of those involved with
foot-and-mouth disease, introduced rural proofing and
also overruled civil servants by introducing milk
quotas for small producers. The SDLP led the charge
against PPS 14, although I am led to believe that some
Members from Sinn Féin were initially in favour of it.
The SDLP led the charge in the Chamber when Sinn
Féin was absent.

63



Tuesday 5 December 2006

Private Members’ Business:
Review of Public Administration

12.15 pm

The proposals for the seven councils under the
arrangements for the review of public administration
undermine the principle of local identity and a sense of
place and dismantle the political homogeneity that has
characterised many district councils throughout
Northern Ireland for many years. They will sever
natural power-sharing arrangements that have worked
well in Down, Derry and Newry and Mourne councils,
contrary to some of the assertions made by the DUP in
the past, because it has benefited from those power-
sharing arrangements in Down District Council.

The seven-council model has not engendered cross-
community support, and it will simply heighten the
east-west divide, cause greater division —

Mr Weir: Will the Member give way?
Ms Ritchie: No, I have only 10 minutes.

It will cause greater division, polarisation and
sectarianism. The seven-council model will place
minorities in certain areas at greater disadvantage and
place current and future proposals for investment and
infrastructure in jeopardy. Unionists and nationalists
will experience similar problems with the proposed
configuration of seven councils. Take, for example, the
proposed East Local Government District council — a
name that makes people’s blood run cold — of which
Down District Council will be a part. I have a point of
information for the DUP: Down District Council has
had power-sharing arrangements on an incremental
basis since 1973, and my colleagues ensured that the
DUP was represented on statutory committees over
many years when its colleagues in the UUP would not
afford it that opportunity.

Mr Campbell: Will the Member give way?

Ms Ritchie: No, I have only 10 minutes, and I wish
to continue.

The proposed East Local Government District
council will be overwhelmingly unionist in its
representation. Coming from the south-east, where
partnership, equality and working together have been
common coinage since 1973, I fear that the new
political demography will simply marginalise
nationalists and could ensure that partnership and
equality are consigned to the past, irrespective of the
safeguards in legislation. Is that what Sinn Féin wants
and supports? Does it want the existing arrangements
eradicated in favour of a model that puts the future of
Down District Council, which has worked well as a
partnership, in jeopardy? Is that what its sense of a
new political dispensation really means?

Furthermore, some of the councils that will form
part of the suggested East Local Government District
council have already had the audacity to object to the
auditor about Down District Council’s plans for a new

administration centre in Downpatrick. Why is there
interference? Down District Council has not interfered
with their business agenda. Undoubtedly those
councils want to ensure, at this stage, that the
suggested East Local Government District council
headquarters will be in north Down, Newtownards or
Castlereagh, thereby immediately colouring the future
investment prospects for that area. Such developments
cast unhappy shadows over future political
arrangements for the people that the SDLP represents.

The seven-council model puts politics, political
arrangements and the future of partnership arrange-
ments on the back burner. With the Balkanisation of
Northern Ireland — a term that was used by the Sinn
Féin Member for Mid Ulster Francie Molloy, who
seems out of step with his own party but in agreement
with the broader body politic — the principles won by
the civil rights movement of respect for political
difference, equality and justice for all have been
severed. Is that what Sinn Féin supports and
campaigns for? Has it rejected people? It has simply
pandered to the British and negotiated for itself in
order to gain political control of certain parts of
Northern Ireland. Is that part of the side deal —
[Interruption.]

Madam Speaker: Order.

Ms Ritchie: Is that part of the side deal for those on
the run? That cropped up last November and December
— the same time as the new arrangements for local
government. [ wonder why.

We have been told that the new arrangements under
the review of public administration will create savings.
What savings? Mr Weir has already referred to savings.
The SDLP doubts that any savings will be made,
because they have not been quantified. Consider, for
example, the proposals for the management of roads
and the delivery of new road infrastructure in Northern
Ireland: the unitary Roads Service is to demolished
and replaced with nine roads authorities — for a place
the size of Northern Ireland.

Seven of the nine roads authorities will be formed
from the new councils, with different budgets, priorities
and resources, and different abilities to undertake
different projects. There will also be a motorway and
trunk roads authority and a body to deal with standards
and performance. Will different standards for roads
maintenance apply in the same council area? Could the
maintenance standards for motorways be different
from those for country B-roads? What significant
research has been carried out in that area?

Returning to the issue of the rates base, will some
councils expend higher levels of funding than others?
Will councils and the motorway and trunk roads
authority give similar priorities to roads? How will
proposals for the future management of roads deliver
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balanced regional development, equality and justice
for Northern Ireland, yet simultaneously provide an
upgraded roads infrastructure that will contribute to
economic growth? Those are some of the issues that
the economic challenges subgroup discussed.

The recent publication by the Local Government
Boundaries Commissioner simply copper-fastens the
proposals for the option 7C model, because he was
circumscribed by the legislation to deal only with
those issues. That publication demonstrates no
cognisance of local identities. Some Sinn Féin
representatives applauded him and the process that will
eradicate their own roles. Electoral wards have been
severed, natural ties of communication have been torn
asunder and the new configuration bears no relationship
to transportation or education ties or where people
avail themselves of services or go shopping.

The Boundaries Commissioner’s driving force
appears to be to undertake a mathematical exercise for
each electoral ward. A cursory study of the figures
demonstrates a difference in eligibility figures for
electoral wards between the east and west of Northern
Ireland. For example, the eligibility figures may be
greater in the west than in the east or vice versa. The
Boundary Commissioner’s proposals for electoral
wards clearly demonstrate a need to meet the
requirements of larger councils rather than an
understanding or empathy for communities and their
requirements.

Mr Kennedy: Will the Member give way?
Ms Ritchie: No. I have less than two minutes left.

In order for real political progress to happen, for
people to continue working together and for respect for
difference to be honoured, the option 7C model must
be removed from the agenda.

The Programme for Government Committee — on
which Members from the four main parties sit — must
make more realistic proposals that reflect political
homogeneity, the necessity for partnership, natural
geographical patterns, community ties, transportation
networks and economic growth. I wonder why Sinn Féin
idolises the option 7C model; perhaps it has more to do
with deals that that party has done in Downing Street.

[Interruption.]

The proposed model will not enhance political
progress. It could act as an encumbrance to future
political developments and hamper the people whom
we all seek to represent. Remember: politics is about
people and their requirements and demands. The
proposed model must be withdrawn.

[Interruption.]

By snapping at me from the sidelines, Sinn Féin
Members are simply thinking of themselves, their

council seats and their level of political representation.
That is their main agenda in today’s debate.

Madam Speaker: Members will know that the
Business Committee has arranged to meet at
lunchtime. I propose, therefore, by leave of the
Assembly, to suspend the sitting until 2.00 pm.

The sitting was suspended at 12.24 pm.
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On resuming (Mr Deputy Speaker [Mr Wells] in the
Chair) —

2.00 pm

Mr Deputy Speaker: Before the debate resumes, |
wish to remind the House of the requirement of Standing
Order 29, which relates to the need for Members,
before taking part in any debate or proceeding of the
Assembly, to declare any interest, financial or
otherwise, that may be relevant to that debate.

Mr Hussey: On a point of order, Mr Deputy Speaker.
In Standing Order 34(d)(ii), there is terminology that
might confuse the House; it refers to the “Army
Council”. I ask the Speaker’s Office to investigate and
report back to the Chamber.

Mr Deputy Speaker: I thank the Member for his
intervention. I will refer that to the Speaker, and no
doubt she will give a ruling at a later date.

Mr Storey: I think that that comment from Mr
Hussey would be better referred to the members of the
party opposite; they might be able to give more clarity
than the Speaker’s Office.

I wish to declare an interest as a member of
Ballymoney Borough Council, the second smallest of
the 26 district councils. We heard a lot this morning
about identity, and in the very rural council area that I
come from it is vital that the issue of identity is not
lost; it is important. [ have often said that, and I say it
again. Take for example Lisnagunogue — and if
anyone wants to try and spell that, they will do a better
job than me — in my constituency of North Antrim.
How relevant will a new super-council be to that
townland and hamlet? That is an issue that we cannot
easily dismiss.

The current Government plan to reduce the number
of local councils from 26 to just seven would not only
weaken local government, but also make it more
remote and unrepresentative of the needs of local
communities. It has another serious potential problem
in that it could become the greatest organisational
blunder of the twenty-first century.

The DUP has consistently called for improvements
that would streamline the decision-making process and
reduce bureaucracy, but I fear that the current proposals
regarding local government will be detrimental rather
than advantageous. The DUP has long pressed for real
and serious savings in public administration. While
others wasted their time in trying to house-train Sinn
Féin/IRA in 2003, the DUP set about producing real
and serious proposals to address financial waste and
over-governance. We said that the 11 Government
Departments created under the Belfast Agreement were
too many; that was the Belfast Agreement’s
Millennium Dome and the pro-agreement parties’
version of jobs for the boys.

The DUP pushed for real and meaningful savings.
At last the Secretary of State has decided — and it is
not often that we give him credit for anything he says or
does — that the 11 Departments should be considered
and looked at, and I hope that they will be reformed in
a way that is more reflective of the needs of any future
Assembly.

Dealing with Northern Ireland’s numerous unaccount-
able quangos is key to the success of the reorganisation
of our Province’s public administration. Those who
deliver services ought to be accountable to the people
of Northern Ireland through elected representatives; the
boards and bodies that we have created down through the
years have too many placemen who are not answerable
to any electorate in any part of Northern Ireland.

However, Mr Deputy Speaker, I want to make it clear
that opting for seven councils is the wrong decision for
Northern Ireland. Not many people would seriously
argue that we need 26 councils to perform the
functions of local government. However, the reduction
to seven is several steps too far, for many reasons.

This morning, one of the Sinn Féin/IRA represent-
atives accused us of not being able to give any reasons
for our opposition to the seven-council model. There is
one glaringly obvious reason for seven councils’ being
a bridge too far: there is no evidence of any political
support in Northern Ireland for the reduction from 26
councils to seven.

Other Members have said that the seven-council
model will lead to a carve-up in parts of the south and
west of our Province, handing them over to republican
control. If it is wrong at this time to put into the
Government of Northern Ireland those who cannot
commit themselves to the rule of law and who cannot
support the Police Service of Northern Ireland or the
courts system, it is equally wrong to give those same
individuals, and that same party, power over the seven-
council model.

It was interesting to listen to this morning’s tirade
from the Sinn Féin/IRA representative on the
importance of European funding. The Member would
like to corral us into the view that if we accept the
European model as the delivery mechanism that we
should all pursue, it could equally give us the same
control in a council west of the Bann. We must ensure
that local authorities are controlled in a way that is not
detrimental to any section of our community.

These proposals for a seven-council model are
shoddy and have only served to unite democratic
political parties in this Assembly. On that basis, we
exclude Sinn Féin, for whom democracy is but one
option, one possibility, one string to its bow. For it,
democracy is only a hobby, a tactic, a means to an end.
Having got wind of the fact that the Government were
going to opt for the seven-council model, Sinn Féin

66



Tuesday 5 December 2006

Private Members’ Business:
Review of Public Administration

chose to back what it saw as the winner. In a classic
piece of political scavenging, it changed course in
order to be seen to be clever and ahead of the game.
However, it must have forgotten to inform the Sinn
Féin Member for Fermanagh and South Tyrone and
left him not knowing exactly what day of the week it
was. How could he have got it so wrong? Did he
believe that Gerry and Martin were talking about RPGs
(rocket propelled grenades)?

Mr Hyland: On a point of order, Mr Deputy
Speaker. The Sinn Féin Member for Fermanagh and
South Tyrone is a female, not a male.

Mrs Foster: He is talking about the other Member
for Fermanagh and South Tyrone.

Mr Storey: Yet again Sinn Féin has got it absolutely
wrong. Francie Molloy thought that Gerry and Martin
were talking about RPGs and not the RPA. Naturally
enough, he concluded that he would need more of them.

Mr Hyland: On a point of order, Mr Deputy
Speaker. If the Member is referring to Francie Molloy,
he is a Member for Mid Ulster. The Member opposite
should get it right for a change.

Mr Storey: Naturally enough Francie Molloy
concluded that he would need a pitiful seven, just in
case they had to go back to what they do best.

However, we need to be absolutely clear about
where this seven-council proposal came from. Why are
we considering the reduction of 26 district councils to
seven? Let me remind Members of a former Member
of this House, a Mr Foster. It is not Ivan on this occasion,
or my hon Friend Arlene either. [Interruption.] 1 would
have been happy if it had been he.

Let me remind Members what Sam Foster said at
the Ulster Unionist conference in 2000:
“In England, the average county council unitary authority serves

almost 700,000 people and the average district council close to
100,000.”

Function, form, size and location are all aspects that
we need to examine afresh to increase the effectiveness
of our councils. Had Mr Foster had his way, the Govern-
ment would not have suggested seven, six, five, four or
possibly three councils in Northern Ireland, and that
proposal would have fitted the analysis of the situation.

We must always remind the House that there is a
consequence for the actions that we take. There are
many Members running through the country saying
that water charges are terrible and industrial rating is
an awful thing, but remember: it was the decisions that
were taken by this Assembly in a previous life that
brought about those recommendations and that
situation. The same is said of RPA — this was the
place where it started. [Interruption.]

Mr Deputy Speaker: Order. Your time is up, Mr
Storey.

The next speaker is Mr Philip McGuigan, and this is
the first occasion on which the Assembly has heard
from Mr McGuigan. He will be making his maiden
speech. As Members know, it is convention that such a
speech is heard without interruption.

Mr McGuigan: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann
Combairle.

I declare an interest in that [ am a member of
Ballymoney Borough Council. I have had the honour of
listening to Mr Storey use any given subject for debate
to launch a tirade against Sinn Féin and those who vote
for and support us.

I listened with great interest to all that was said this
morning and cannot help but draw the same con-
clusions that my party colleagues have drawn: the
arguments put forward by those on the opposite side of
the Chamber against the current RPA arrangements just
do not stack up.

While I do not want to touch on all that has gone
before us this morning, I want to tackle a few points,
particularly the point that was laboured by Tommy
Gallagher and Peter Weir with regard to the economies
of scale and the rates distribution — in their terms, the
fair rates distribution.

People should remember that the proposals for the
seven-council model came about as a result of an
independent investigation into the matter. If the House
does not want to take our word for it, listen to the
words of the Equality Commission, which has said:

“Fewer councils could assist in better distribution of resources
between council areas. More councils are likely to have a greater
unevenness in the rating basis with a greater mismatch between

demand for services and local government income generated
through rates.”

The Northern Ireland Council for Voluntary Action
has said that seven councils will create the most equal
property wealth base.

I also want to refer to the point that Peter Weir made
when he talked about the inequalities and the differential
between rate bases which currently exist within councils.
He then went on to propose a 12-council model, but he
failed to explain how the 26 councils could be reduced
to 12 without tackling the differential rate base.

I also want to take up the point that was made this
morning about Sinn Féin being on its own, or, in some
cases, a lackey to the British Government. I do not
think that Sinn Féin could ever be accused of being a
lackey to the British Government, and we are not, as
has been said this morning, on our own in supporting
these proposals. My colleague Alex Maskey referred to
a number of groups who support the seven-council
model. Those groups include the Ulster Farmers’ Union,
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the Rural Community Network, the Confederation of
British Industry, NICVA, the Irish National Teachers
Organisation, Friends of the Earth, the Institute of
Directors, the North West Public Sector Group, the
Tourist Board in the North, the Institute of Public
Health in Ireland, Help the Aged and Derry Chamber
of Commerce to name a few. It is obvious that these
proposals, which currently exist in the review of public
administration, have widespread support throughout
the community.

While I realise that the review of public administration
covers a wide group of subjects, I want to focus
particularly on Tommy Gallagher’s notion that the
seven-council model will underpin sectarianism and
community division.

2.15 pm

When people use that argument, I ask myself where
they have been for the last 30 years. If they want to see
a model that underpins sectarianism and community
division, they should open their eyes and look at the
current model. Are Castlereagh, Lisburn, Ballymena,
Coleraine, Newtownabbey or Ballymoney — my own
council — beacons of pluralism and good practice in
promoting equality and power sharing? In unionist-
controlled councils, a LeasCheann Combhairle, the
practice of widespread and systematic discrimination
is the norm. In any new arrangement, that needs to be
addressed. As Mr Maskey said earlier, Sinn Féin’s
support for any new arrangement is predicated on the
need for appropriate safeguards to protect both elected
representatives and the ratepayers whom they serve.

Much has been made by the SDLP, in the media and
in public, of the term “Balkanisation”. I remind the
SDLP that that term means “the proliferation of
ethnically-defined areas”. It stands to reason that the
greater the number of councils, the more Balkanised
local government will become. The SDLP fails to
explain what will be different in an 11- or 15-council
model. How would the boundaries be drawn? The
seven-council model does not create the sectarian
bipolarity that defines the geography of the Six
Counties; the same sectarian line can be drawn on the
map of any other proposal.

More than any other model, 7C appears to ensure
that each council area will have a minority community
of sufficient size to ensure its inclusion in the arrange-
ments for the governance of the proposed council. As a
councillor who lives in the north-east of Ireland, dare I
say that that is a very welcome prospect. That is not
simply my opinion, nor that of Sinn Féin; it is the
opinion of the Equality Commission that the best option,
on equality grounds, is to have the smallest number of
councils that will secure effective service provision.

Sinn Féin is serious about equality and about political
emancipation. The importance of the opportunity

offered by the seven-council model should not be lost
on unionists, particularly those who live in border
areas and who fear assimilation and erosion of their
political identity and culture. As has been said on many
occasions, a LeasCheann Combhairle, when we in Sinn
Féin talk about equality, we mean equality for all.
When examples of good and bad practice are
compared, that becomes clear.

I want to see local government in the North move
forward in an effective manner; the shackles that
hinder local councillors from making more effective
changes removed; councillors from all political parties
and perspectives working together to enhance the lives
of their communities and of all who live in the Six
Counties; and stronger councils driving local
communities forward. Provided appropriate equality
measures and power sharing are implemented, those
objectives are best served by the proposals of the
review of public administration. I have heard nothing
in the arguments of others today to deflect me from
that view. Go raibh maith agat.

Mr Gardiner: I declare at the outset that [ am a
member of Craigavon Borough Council in the Upper
Bann constituency.

The seven-council model is a system designed by
bureaucrats for bureaucrats. A new system of local
government should, instead, be modelled around
democracy and local participation, giving life to local
communities and pushing meaningful decision-making
down as far as possible within the system. Even by its
own standards, the seven-council model fails
miserably. The effective abandonment of the principle
of coterminosity of services means that there is no
standardisation of governance between health,
education and local government. The failure to achieve
coterminosity wipes away any gains that may be made
in economies of scale and critical mass.

It would be no exaggeration to say that coterminosity
was the central organising principle behind public
administration reform in the first place. The whole idea
was to have democracy accountable at every level across
a broad range of public services. That vision has been
lost — instead we are facing a repeat performance of
the confused pattern of demarcation lines of the public
services under the existing system.

Why has the objective of coterminosity — and its
underlying principles of local democracy and account-
ability — been quietly abandoned? Why did it cease to
matter? Lack of coterminosity has led to ludicrous
situations. Consider the example of the so-called
banana republic council area, a proposed merger of
Lisburn, Newtownabbey, Carrickfergus and Antrim.

In the further education sector, however, Lisburn
Institute of Further and Higher Education is to be merged
with the North Down and Ards Institute, which is in a
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totally different council area. The East Antrim Institute
of Further and Higher Education in Newtownabbey is
to be merged with the North East Institute of Further
and Higher Education in Ballymena in yet a third
council area — so much for rationalisation. If that is
the best that the RPA planners can come up with, it is
time that this Assembly sorted them out.

We are embarking on a seven-council model, creating
units with an average population of 250,000, when
average council sizes elsewhere are much smaller.
Even those Members who favour greater integration
with the Irish Republic must have difficulty under-
standing why council areas will cover a population of
250,000 when the average size in the Irish Republic is
only 100,000. Unionist-minded people wonder why an
average council area in Scotland or Wales has 100,000
inhabitants, while we must make do with remote
super-councils.

Likewise, everyone wonders why decision-making
in Northern Ireland is to be taken away from local
areas to remote super-councils, when the English
model that is currently being constructed is designed to
push the decision-making process as far down the
system as possible — in some cases even into local
neighbourhoods.

Northern Ireland is a small place, suited to small
council areas that reflect historical patterns of local
identity. People cannot possibly be expected to identify
with remote super-councils that often sit some distance
from many of the areas that they govern. That is bound
to lead to yet more people failing to engage with local
democracy. Voter turnout at council elections will, I
predict, fall further.

At a time when we in Northern Ireland should be
bolstering democracy and the democratic process, the
option 7C model will effectively kill democracy and
further reduce public participation in the democratic
process. The political vacuum created by direct rule
and the lack of accountable local Ministers has already
undermined that. Instead, we should take measures
designed to boost democracy, and give people the
sense that they can make a difference and that they can
change things.

It is strange that one aspect of the option 7C model
that retains some balance of level involvement — the
creation of civic councils involving elected represent-
atives and business interests in local towns within the
new super-council areas — has been quietly forgotten
and abandoned. That is why I have called for the civic
council proposals to be revisited. No matter what
model or number of councils we eventually opt for, we
must nurture the democratic process, not cosh it.

The process of public administration reform has
been as flawed as its conclusions. Discussion about the
regeneration of the education boards is meaningless

without the inclusion of the Department of Education.
Public administration must include the entire system of
public administration for the reform to be meaningful.
Leaving the functions of Stormont Departments out of
the equation actually influences the outcome of that
reform. How can a realistic restructuring of local
administration be undertaken without reference to this
Assembly?

Now that the Assembly seems to be back on track,
the process of arriving at a seven-council model must
surely be revisited and revised. The way that local
councils relate to this Assembly is the single most
important consideration for the smooth operation of
Government in Northern Ireland in the future.

It is also intolerable that public money should continue
to be spent developing the seven-council model, when
four of the five major parties in the Assembly are
opposed to it, and the likelihood of a seven-council
model being agreed by this Assembly is almost zero.
There should be no more public money spent on
pursuing the seven-council model until the Assembly
pronounces on the subject. The whole process and
outcome of the reform of public administration is so
flawed, incomplete and erratic that it will have to be
examined again, root and branch, by the Assembly.

As a member of the political panel, I have drawn the
Ulster Unionist Party’s concerns on the seven-council
model to the Minister’s attention time and again, but
thus far he has not made a final decision. I hope that
the powers necessary for Northern Ireland to go
forward will be back with this Assembly.

Mr Hay: This is a lively debate. There is no doubt
about the importance of trying to get the future of local
government right. I listened today to the Members
opposite talk about equality and fairness. However, let
me relate to the House a story that, I think, is important
to the debate.

Mr Deputy Speaker: Mr Hay, have you anything to
declare?

Mr Hay: Yes, Mr Deputy Speaker, I have quite a lot
to declare. I am a member of a particular council in
Londonderry, and I have been for many years.

Mr McElduff: On a point of order, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. To clear up any confusion, will the
Member declare the name of the council?

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

Mr Hay: The party opposite talks about fairness and
equality, but I can remember — not that long ago —
when a member of Sinn Féin came into the Guildhall,
where the council was meeting, and decided to set a
bomb there. That happened on two occasions — not
just one. Do Members know how Sinn Féin rewarded
that party member? It selected him as a candidate for
the next local government elections, at which he was
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successful. That was the work of Sinn Féin and the
entire republican movement. Therefore that political
party endorsed that candidate for what he had done.
Not only did he blow up the Guildhall where the
council sits, but he put lives at risk, and he had the
audacity to fail to apologise for his actions. That
happened in the early 1980s. The Members opposite
talk about equality and fairness; however, I give that
example of their associates’ actions — I hope that the
organisation has moved on from that.

Members will agree that local government in
Northern Ireland has worked reasonably well over the
years, even with the limited powers that it has had. I
will go even further and say that over 30-odd years —
the difficult years in Northern Ireland — it was the
only political and democratic voice that ordinary
people had. The public could go to their individual
council areas and express their views on issues. That
was a useful tool; there was no other political forum in
which ordinary people could participate.

Over the years, local government has also been
hugely successful in many aspects of driving forward
economic development, inward investment and job
creation in the individual areas. On occasions, even
with limited powers, they were able to give a lead on
many issues. It is important that the House should
recognise that and recognise the work of local
government over the difficult years in Northern Ireland.

2.30 pm

There are 26 district councils, four health boards, 19
health trusts, five education boards and about 100
quangos serving a population of 1-7 million. Members
will agree that that cannot be defended. For the future
of Northern Ireland, there must be strong local
government that is fit for purpose in the twenty-first
century. That is what everyone in the House is trying
to achieve. The new councils should be at the heart of
front-line service delivery as well as civic life. They
should represent the needs of communities and ensure
that local services are delivered efficiently and
effectively. However, the seven-council model cannot
deliver that; the councils will be very remote from
their communities.

We need to change and modernise local government
in Northern Ireland. At the moment, it is going through
change from within and without. It is also important to
remember that the Northern Ireland Office is pushing
ahead in order to ensure that most of the work will be
done and that any future Assembly, when it is up and
running, will find it difficult to reverse those decisions.
Civil servants and Ministers are not listening. They
intend to drive through these policies in the knowledge
that a local Assembly could change some aspects of
the RPA. I have no quarrel with civil servants;
however, they appear to be driving the RPA through as

quickly as possible in the interests of the Secretary of
State and the direct rule Ministers, so that when the
House is up and running, there will be very little that
anyone can do about it. That is the great worry. There
is no doubt that the Secretary of State is not listening
to the majority of the political parties in Northern
Ireland. I hope that he is listening today and will take
on board some of the genuine concerns expressed by
Members for the future of local government here.

There is a great debate about additional powers for
the councils. If that is to be the case, I have no
problem, but there must be serious checks and
balances. As councillors, we all deal with planning
issues. At present, planning is a mess in Northern
Ireland. The resources required to deal with planning
are not available. Responsibility for planning will now
pass to local government, but without extra resources.

Mr Weir: Does the Member agree that if local
government is to get additional powers for planning
and roads — which we all welcome — that is
worthwhile only if it is properly funded, and that what
is proposed at present would leave a black hole in
funding? Planning and roads, for instance, are
currently underfunded, and there is a real danger that
that would have to be passed on to the ratepayer.

Mr Hay: I support the Member’s comments. That is
a fear that is shared by most of the political parties.
Where do we stand on the issue of more powers? Will
it simply be a mess when it comes to roads and
planning? Will we get more resources? I doubt very
much whether we shall get any more resources.

We do not have a sympathetic ear in the Northern
Ireland Office when we raise such issues. There seems
to be a notion that the NIO will divide Northern
Ireland up and lump it with more powers and
responsibilities, but not give it more resources. That is
of deep concern, especially to people who live in rural
areas. Rural dwellers feel the pinch first when any
cutbacks are made, be those in roads or in housing. We
all know how they are suffering now when it comes to
rural planning. However, the RPA will cause great
concern to the whole population.

Many issues concerning the reorganisation of local
government have not been properly thought out for the
simple reason that we have civil servants here who are
continually pushing an agenda. I would prefer them to
slow down on the reform of local government and the
rest of the RPA in order to allow this House eventually
to deal with issues such as planning, roads, health and
education that come to us daily from the public. The
public are pushing forward all those matters, and if we
are not very careful when the new local authorities are
set up, everything will be in an absolute mess. The
finger will not be pointed at civil servants; it will be
pointed at this House.
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(Madam Speaker in the Chair)

Ms Lewsley: [ wish to declare that [ am a member
of Lisburn City Council.

The outcome of the RPA must be proven to be
consistent with Government commitments on equality,
new targeting social need, human rights and rural
proofing. Although it is clear that many issues were
raised through the nine task forces — and that will
continue when a further structure is set up to replace
them — it is important for there to be equality proofing
of any future process and proposals. The importance of
that cannot be overstated. Equality proofing was
designed to inform and influence policy as it is being
developed and not, as previous documents suggest, to
be used at the end of a process when it becomes very
difficult to influence that policy.

I am also concerned about the potential negative
impact of the RPA on the participation rates of women
in public life. Those rates are already disproportionately
low. I commend the ongoing initiatives of the Local
Government Staff Commission for Northern Ireland,
NILGA and the National Association of Councillors to
deal with that problem, but, as part of any
implementation plan that is produced, we must ensure
that public bodies become more representative of the
people whom they serve.

We heard earlier that changes in the health sector
are to be made before developments in education
services and local government. The fear in the health
sector is that many of the job losses there will be
women’s jobs. Of course, the opportunity for them to
move among the other sectors will not arise, because
that sector is moving first. The Secretary of State has
already announced that many of those jobs that will be
lost will be those of administrators and back-office
workers, and we know that the private sector has not
grown sufficiently to take in that number of
employees.

Good-quality, well-managed public services are
essential to equality of opportunity and the creation of
a healthy participative democracy. It is important that
services are provided consistently and that there is no
postcode lottery, which we have now. We must ensure
a levelling-up of services, not a levelling-down.
Equality issues must, therefore, remain central to this
debate until the end.

The community and voluntary sector has been
mentioned. That sector is worried about how its voice
will be heard in the super-councils. At present, many
community and voluntary organisations have lines of
communication and good working relationships or
partnerships with their local councils. They believe
that the word “local” has been taken out of local
government. They want to know how they will have a
voice on the new community planning groups, given

that many of those groups will be representative of
perhaps four or more current councils at any one time.
The scrapping of the local health and social care groups
has left their users with no voice until the new
structures are set up in 2008. Where will they have a
voice in the interim? Those are just some of the issues
that concern people in the community and voluntary
sector.

Some community and voluntary groups say that
they have been told by the Northern Ireland Council
for Voluntary Action and others that if we have these
super-councils there will be a better chance of their
getting mainstream funding, which would make them
more sustainable in the long term. However, Lord Rooker
told my colleagues and me that there is no way in
which any money saved from the RPA is going to go to
the pork barrel in Northern Ireland. That is what he
thinks of the community and voluntary sector.

Mr Maskey: Patricia’s colleague Michael Carr is a
member of the community planning subgroup. Like
the rest of its members, he more or less signed off on
its proposal that communities must be involved in the
community plan process. I suggest that political
leadership is required here from people like Ms
Lewsley and her colleagues, who are involved in these
deliberations but obviously are not telling people out
there. People are asking why the SDLP is not in a
position to tell them what its members are agreeing to.

Ms Lewsley: I am sorry, but I am voicing the
opinion of the community and voluntary groups that
are coming to me in my constituency. At the end of the
day, I need to make this quite clear: any members of
the SDLP who were on any subgroups said from the
outset that they were not signing off on any decisions
that were made there.

Mrs D Kelly: Does my colleague not agree that
there are huge concerns in the broader community that
some political parties and their representatives will
muscle in on many of the residents’ associations and
other community and voluntary groups and take over
the community planning process?

Ms Lewsley: I am very grateful for both of those
interventions.

I note the research on the profiles of the social need
indicators for the seven-council models, but I do not
accept that a mixed social profile is the only or best
guarantor of equality. Given the other factors that I
have just mentioned in relation to local government,
we can best promote equality in the context of a more
accessible, responsive and flexible arrangement with
more than seven councils.

Today, we have talked about the Secretary of State
and the — I believe misleading — information that he
has given to the public about the vast savings that we
are going to get from the RPA. We have not yet heard
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from any of the direct rule Ministers about the amount
of money that is going to be set aside or the cost of
implementing the review. In fact, many of us believe
that it will cost more to implement than it will save.

It has also been mentioned that we need to ensure
that budgets are not downsized by Departments in the
months before the transfer to the new council structures,
because, as Tommy Gallagher said, the cost will be
given to the public to pay through the services that
need to be delivered.

Alex Maskey’s speech took 15 minutes, and he
spent most of that time having a go at the rest of us
about why we would not support the seven-council
model. I did not hear anything in his speech that
encouraged me to support that model. He talked about
the different subgroups, in particular the political
subgroup, and he mentioned that John O’Kane and
Dermot Curran from my party were both on it. When
they were talking about checks and balances, Sinn Féin
was not proposing the 20:80 threshold. When
John O’Kane asked a member of his party —

Mr Maskey: On a point of order, Madam Speaker.
That is factually incorrect. My colleague Clir
Sean Begley and I rejected the figures presented —

Madam Deputy Speaker: That is not a point of
order.

Ms Lewsley: They said that there would be no
minorities of less than 25%. In fact, we have heard
here today about the banana republic, and we believe
that Sinn Féin has sold out its own colleagues east of
the Bann. In the new Inner East Local Government
District there will be 13%. In fact, when Twinbrook,
Poleglass and Lagmore go into Belfast, it could go as
low as 10%. Is that a price that Sinn Féin is prepared to
pay to ensure that it gets its power base west of the
Bann? I do not know.

Mr Maskey talked about other parties and self-
preservation, yet it was he who stood in the Long
Gallery some months ago when Lord Rooker was
launching the RPA and said that Sinn Féin had only
supported the seven-council model because there
would be 70 councillors on each one. Is that not
evidence of jobs for the boys?

2.45 pm

It is funny how Mr Maskey was selective in the
parts of Tommy Gallagher’s speech that he mentioned.
He did not rebut the issue that Tommy Gallagher raised
about the rates increase — was that because Sinn Féin
has not thought about the rates burden that will fall on
the public? Indeed, it was an afterthought when Mr
Maskey mentioned coterminosity and local identity.
Does that mean that Sinn Féin has backed the wrong
horse, as many of its members across Northern Ireland

are saying? The fact that Francie Molloy is absent
from the debate has already been mentioned.

The SDLP has been upfront and honest with the
public — [Interruption.]

Madam Speaker: Order.

Ms Lewsley: The SDLP has been upfront and
honest with the public in outlining the real impact of
the review of public administration.

Mr McElduff: Will the Member give way?
Ms Lewsley: I am sorry; my time is nearly up.

I support, along with Michelle Gildernew —
[Interruption.]

Madam Speaker: Order.
Ms Lewsley: Thank you very much, Madam Speaker.

I am delighted to support the motion, along with
Michelle Gildernew, rather than the amendment to it.

Madam Speaker: Members should show courtesy
when other Members are speaking.

Some Members: Hear, hear.

Madam Speaker: This is the first occasion that this
Assembly will hear from Ms Pat O’Rawe, when she
will make what can be described as her maiden speech.
As Members know, it is the convention that such a
speech is made without interruption.

Mrs O’Rawe: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann
Combhairle. Before I begin, I state that I am a member
of Armagh City and District Council. In supporting the
amendment, | shall concentrate on the issue of equality
in respect of women and the review of public
administration. It has been rather disappointing that the
debate has mainly focused on the number of councils,
rather than on some of the other issues.

The review of public administration places many
challenges before us all, and none more so than
ensuring that women are not excluded from political
life and participation in decision-making processes.
There are many constraints that prevent women’s equal
and meaningful representation and participation in
decision-making. That is the reality that we face,
whether it be in political parties, the women’s sector or
as women working in the public sector.

A Cheann Combhairle, of the 144 posts in the top
two tiers of local government officers, 20 are held by
women. Furthermore, 54% of councils — that is 14 of
the current 26 councils — have no female representation
at all at those levels. Currently, there are only 125
women among a total of 582 councillors, although I
hope that some of the issues relating to the number of
women councillors and women council officers will be
remedied in the future through the work of the women
in local councils initiative.
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Even in the Chamber, when all Members are present,
we can all see that there are very few women in the
Assembly. Figures relating to appointments to public
bodies released on 31 March this year showed that
2,070 appointments were made to 107 public bodies.
Women accounted for 32% of those appointments — a
figure unchanged from the previous year.

Strategically, political parties, the women’s sector
and the women’s movement need to ensure that the
issue of women’s representation is placed firmly on the
agenda. In other words, we must insist that compulsory,
affirmative actions are integral to any structures that
emerge from the review of public administration. From
the current structure of local government, a scattergun
approach is evidently being taken in adhering to
equality mainstreaming and applying new targeting
social need on the basis of objective need to deliver
services that uplift the lives of those most marginalised
in society.

A Cheann Combhairle, that cannot be allowed to be
carried through into the review of public administration,
no more than it should be the approach that is taken to
the draft Priorities and Budget, to infrastructure
investment, to job creation or to plans to introduce
water charges. The fact is that female representation in
local government is consistently low, despite attempts
by political parties across the board to encourage
women candidates to come forward.

Some parties, such as our own, take the issue more
seriously than others, but there is still much work to be
done. If we are serious about democratic equality for
women, we must insist that it be an underpinning
requirement of whatever RPA structures emerge.
Representation without equal representation is neither
desirable for a society that is emerging out of conflict
nor acceptable from a democratic-rights-based
approach to representation in its fullest sense. Much
work is therefore required in the period ahead in order
to form the effective civic and political partnerships
that will shape, monitor and hold to account the
changes that are coming in local governance and in
other political and policy-related areas. I ask this
Assembly to support the amendment in order to ensure
that we have strong and effective local government
that is underpinned by power sharing, equality and
inclusion.

Mr K Robinson: I begin by declaring my
membership of Newtownabbey Borough Council,
which is, incidentally, a most forward-looking council.
It introduced wheelie bins to Northern Ireland, has led
on economic-development issues, and, in 1999, was
the first council here to instigate a major European
conference.

Mr Kennedy: Does it cover Templepatrick?

Mr K Robinson: It does indeed; we have our eyes
on Templepatrick, and on Donegore.

We were also one of the first councils to twin with
an emerging eastern European country: we are twinned
with the city of Rybnik in southern Poland. For the
benefit of the Member who gave the previous speech, |
point out that my party group on Newtownabbey
council has 50% female representation, the leader of
my group is female, as is the Whip, and I feel quite
marginalised. [Laughter.]

Any major changes in business or in government
require a central organising logic. They must not
simply amount to a numbers game. It seems to me that
that logic is sadly missing from the proposed pattern of
seven super-councils that is currently being imposed
on Northern Ireland against the wishes of four of the
five major political parties. [Interruption.]

Madam Speaker: Order.

Mr K Robinson: I welcome the Member for Mid
Ulster Mr Molloy to the Chamber. I look forward to
his contribution to this debate. [Laughter.]

Four of the five political parties, which between
them represent three quarters of the people of Northern
Ireland, have been pushed aside by this move by
central Government.

The ludicrous nature of some of the combinations
that are proposed was evidenced by the failure of the
authorities to find even suitable or meaningful names
for the proposed super-councils. “Inner East” means
nothing to anyone in the population centres of
Newtownabbey, Carrickfergus, Antrim and the recently
created city of Lisburn.

That banana-shaped monstrosity, which has been
referred to before, does not even have an A-class road
running through it to link it together. For most practical
purposes, it is impossible to travel from one end to the
other without going through the increasingly traffic-
polluted city of Belfast. If there is ever to be a chance
to create any sort of civic identity in any of the new
council areas, those areas must make some sort of
sense to the population that lives there. A consequence
of the failure to engage with the inhabitants of an area
will be a further drop in electoral engagement, which
will result in the democratic legitimacy and credibility
of the new structures being lost.

Northern Ireland is a small place, and, as we heard
throughout yesterday’s debate, people have a deep
attachment to, and connection with, their history on
both sides of the main religious-political divide. If a
seven-council model were being pursued, one has to
wonder why historical county boundaries were not an
option, which would have meant something to the
people on the ground.
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The whole pattern of reorganisation bears the stamp
of bureaucracy and, one might add, “Hainery”. Of
course the public were to be consulted, but be assured
that we, the Government, will go for the Civil Service-
driven seven-council model, anyway. It is reminiscent
of Henry Ford, who said that people could have a Ford
car in any colour as long as it was black. In this
scenario, we can have any combination as long as it is
seven. The process has the same stamp as the Secretary
of State’s treatment of the Assembly, which is to ride
roughshod over the wishes of three quarters of the
people of the Province.

The seven-super-council model is deeply inappropriate
for Northern Ireland, which is a Province of small
communities. Beyond the conurbations of Belfast,
Lisburn and Londonderry, it is largely a Province of
small towns with strong local identities that have
grown and developed over centuries. We should
nurture those identities, not sweep them away. The
pathetic proposal for civic councils, which was a
belated attempt to keep local communities engaged, is
simply window dressing.

The process of public consultation was deeply flawed.
The format may have been adhered to, but unattributable
leaks from the Government meant that there were
going to be seven councils anyway. That made most
people feel that a response to the proposals was a
complete waste of time. It is another example of how
the format of public consultation is adhered to, but not
the spirit. We have seen several examples of that.

The whole point of reorganisation, in the first place,
was to rationalise the plethora of boards, quangos,
councils and bodies with borders that did not coincide
and to create in their place a democratically accountable
structure, where different services had the same
boundaries and the same lines of democratic account-
ability. That has not happened. Instead, the principle of
coterminosity, which was one of the better ideas in the
reorganisation, has been abandoned. What is the point
of reorganisation if there are no organisational gains?

Madam Speaker, the position of the Assembly in
relation to the new super-councils also concerns me. The
new councils must be dovetailed into the Assembly
system — to the Committees and the Executive. When
the Assembly is operational, the proposed super-council
structures will have to be reviewed. It is not prudent to
press on with the council reorganisation when the
Assembly — the democratic voice of the people of
Northern Ireland — has not considered the issue in
detail. The Assembly will have to live with the system.

The current departmental structure was referred to
earlier, and it has, up to now, escaped scrutiny and the
axe. The Departments have major spending powers,
and have we not seen an ongoing saga of departmental
failures and a waste of huge sums of public money? I

see that Mr Dallat has joined us in the Chamber; he has
highlighted that issue on many occasions. Surely now
is the time to examine the Government and depart-
mental structures, which have been exposed, thanks to
the efforts of the Northern Ireland Audit Office and
other related inquiries.

More than any tinkering with local government,
departmental trimming would enhance the efficiency
of government and save huge sums of public money
rather than the minuscule amounts for which local
government currently accounts.

To press on with seven super-councils before the
Assembly is up and running fully is a deeply
undemocratic way to proceed. That will pre-empt
democratic decision-making on issues such as rates
increases and water charges. There is a drive in some
sections of the Government to turn those issues into a
fait accompli before the democratically elected
Assembly can debate and decide on them.

I support the motion.

Madam Speaker: Mr Thomas O’Reilly will now
make his maiden speech. As Members know, it is the
convention that such a speech be made without
interruption.

3.00 pm

Mr O’Reilly: I declare that [ am a member of
Fermanagh District Council, which is in the unique
position of sharing its council and county boundaries.
Fermanagh has always rightly been described as the
jewel in the Six Counties. Whether there are seven or
15 council configurations, and regardless of their size,
like many areas, Fermanagh has an identity that will
not be lost.

Tommy Gallagher, who also represents my county,
talked about job losses. Those job losses will not wait
for the new councils to be established; they are happening
daily. The area of Fermanagh that I represent has
experienced many job losses. We need to work diligently
to ensure that those losses do not continue, either now
or when a new council model is established.

We must protect people who work in places such as
Fermanagh. If jobs were moved from that county to
Belfast, for example, the people doing those jobs
would have to travel tremendous distances. We must
consider how they would survive if they had to travel
such distances. A council model that would allow jobs
to be retained in those areas would help many workers,
particularly the low paid, who cannot afford to travel.
The infrastructure west of the Bann is poor, and
Rosslea, a small village in Fermanagh, is serviced by
one bus a week. There is not much hope of people
being able to use that service to travel to Belfast for
work. Therefore jobs in that area need to stay local,
and that means having a council model that is big
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enough to deliver services and stop their daily pull into
centres such as Belfast.

Advancements in technology have given us the
opportunity to move away from relying on travelling
to centres such as Belfast. We have all heard the term
“distance learning”, and given that information
technology is used to acquire an education, the
principle behind that could be applied to distance
working. For example, that principle could apply to the
hundreds of civil servants who travel daily to Belfast,
negotiating the perils of traffic jams to do so. On
arrival at their respective places of work in
Government Departments, the majority of those people
spend their entire working day sitting in front of
computers, week in and week out.

Why should they have to make round trips from
places such as Fermanagh? Those trips cover distances
of over 150 miles and can add anything up to four or
five hours to a working day. With facilities such as the
Internet, broadband, webcams and teleconferencing,
there is no logical reason why those people could not
perform their duties as efficiently as they do in Belfast
from workstations in Fermanagh or other places.

That would not mean the decentralisation of the
entire Civil Service; it would simply require that it find
local accommodation for its staff. It could even save
money by sharing offices and by not paying travel
allowances.

I have no doubt that other areas could house people
from their localities who have to commute. Not only
could that be more efficient but it would greatly reduce
absenteeism by removing the stress of having to battle
through traffic jams and congestion every working day.

As a direct result of civil servants being predominantly
based in Belfast, the vast bulk of economic activity
and wealth in the Six Counties is also centred around
Belfast. That encourages those who make economic
decisions on investment and infrastructure to give
priority to projects that will impact on the political
centres, which works to the detriment of other areas,
particularly areas west of the Bann, such as Fermanagh
and South Tyrone.

However, if some of those who influence those
decisions were detached from the centre, they might be
better motivated to make a greater impact on decisions
affecting regions outside the main conurbation.

Locating large numbers of Civil Service jobs to
regional areas through distance working could help
stimulate economic activity and would, in turn, attract
further investment and create opportunities for local
industries. It is well documented that investors and
developers are attracted to locations that have a con-
centration of Government Departments and agencies.
It is obvious that the principle is well enough understood
at senior policy-making level, yet the fixation with

investing in Belfast and consolidating Government in
the Belfast metropolitan area continues unabated.

It is time for Fermanagh and South Tyrone to
challenge that; it is time for a change. It is time to
invest in teleworking technologies, challenges and
opportunities. An over-concentration of Government-
related work in Belfast has had a negative impact on
investment in other urban and rural areas.

When viewed over decades, it is clear that this
policy has contributed to rural depopulation, poverty
and deprivation in many areas. In the North, the old
unionist regime’s discriminatory practices contributed
to the urban decline west of the Bann. More than 80%
of all investment in the North over the past five years
has been in Belfast.

The policy has therefore not changed or ended despite
the equality legislation introduced after the Good
Friday Agreement. That is why Sinn Féin demanded at
the St Andrews discussions that the British Govern-
ment accept the requirement that every policy and
departmental decision be subject to an equality impact
assessment. That is one of the most far-reaching
aspects of those negotiations, and Sinn Féin will hold
those Departments and agencies to account to ensure
that regional disparities are detected and progressively
eliminated.

I have heard nothing today that has dissuaded me
from the idea that the seven-council model is the best
model through which to not only deliver services, but
to give those services the size and budget that will
really make a difference. Assembly Members who are
also councillors will certainly understand how little
power councillors have. For example, planning is one
area over which councillors have very little power. If
we have a job to do at council level, we must have the
ability to do it effectively. We need a budget that can
make a difference and not a budget that is tied up in so
much red tape that it is practically spent before we get
it. So many major problems face us: the implementation
of water charges; the cuts in education; and so on. We
must be able to deal with those issues at a local level.

I have heard much talk about who is missing from
the Chamber. I see that Sean Farren, the former
Minister of Finance and Personnel, has not appeared in
the Chamber today. He was one of those who was
pushing through the legislation for the introduction of
water charges. It is certainly interesting to see who is
not here.

Mrs Foster: I also am a member of Fermanagh
District Council. [Interruption.]

I note that you are not a member of any council, Ian.
[Laughter.] You asked for that.

There are some issues that I want to address before 1
move to the substantive part of my speech. Members
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of Sinn Féin raised two of those issues. First, there is
the matter of the participation of more females in local
government. The simple fact is that fewer councillors
will mean fewer women councillors. That was completely
missed in the Member for Newry and Armagh Mrs
O’Rawe’s submission to the House. Secondly, the Sinn
Féin Member for Fermanagh and South Tyrone Ms
Gildernew said that the area would not be able to lobby
effectively for anything if there were not seven super-
councils. If Fermanagh and South Tyrone is subsumed
with Omagh and Cookstown, we will find it
considerably more difficult to lobby for jobs — or
anything else for that matter.

I welcome today’s debate. As other Members have
said, it is long overdue. We have, however, heard no
sound reason for there being seven councils. That is
not a proposition: it is a fact. We have heard plenty of
attacks from Sinn Féin on other parties, but it has given
no sound reason for having only seven councils. The
idea may sound good in theory. However, in practice,
as many councillors have pointed out in the Chamber
today, it would be ill-conceived. Councillors are the
people who know how the system works, not the long
list of bodies that has been read out by Sinn Féin,
which have not received a single vote between them.

Sinn Féin has tried in vain to cover its blushes from
its electorate. As previous contributors on this side of
the House and, indeed, from the SDLP have pointed
out, the seven-council model will lead to a sectarian
carve-up of Northern Ireland and, therefore, polarisation.
Fermanagh District Council is a county council. |
would prefer it to remain so. However, even if there
had been a move towards coterminosity with the
Westminster boundaries, that would have been a more
effective way of dealing with, and lobbying on, many
issues of concern in Fermanagh and South Tyrone.

My colleague Mr Peter Weir, the former president of
NILGA, has dealt effectively with many of the
spurious claims that we have heard from the party on
the Benches opposite. I want to outline what the seven-
council model would mean for my constituency of
Fermanagh and South Tyrone. The House has heard an
elected Member for Fermanagh and South Tyrone try
to justify the seven-council model as being good for
rural dwellers. What patent nonsense that is. How
could it be better for rural dwellers to be further cut off
from the east of the Province? That is what will happen.
I have long complained about my constituency’s being
forgotten about by the east. If it were sidelined in the
past with regard to investment, there is no doubt that
that will be worse under the super-council model.

The West Local Government District, which would
run from Belcoo to the shores of Lough Neagh, would
be left to get on with business and would be forgotten
about totally by the east of the Province. There would
be no community identification, which would lead to

alienation from the local political process. Let me tell
the House that if people switch off from local politics,
they will switch off from all politics, including the
Assembly, if they have not done so already.

The Fermanagh District Council area is known for its
natural beauty and tourism. After agriculture, tourism
is its biggest industry. The council has, through
necessity, carved an effective corporate image for
itself, not least in relation to tourism. As my colleague
Mr Hay mentioned, councils throughout Northern
Ireland have had to take the lead on many occasions
with regard to the economy. I say “through necessity”
in relation to tourism, because central Government and,
indeed, the body that is charged with tourism
promotion, the Northern Ireland Tourist Board, have
done little to promote the jewel in Northern Ireland’s
crown, namely the Fermanagh Lakelands.

It has been left to Fermanagh District Council to
promote the tourism potential of the area, which it
does very well, but what will happen under the option
7C model? Who will promote the Fermanagh lakeland
when it must compete with Omagh, Cookstown and
Dungannon? That issue does not seem to bother the
MP for Fermanagh and South Tyrone, but I wish to
inform the House that I do care, as do the many people
whose livelihoods depend on tourism in Fermanagh.

3.15 pm

Safeguards will be vital in any new system. We have
heard much from the party opposite about sectarianism,
as if it only happens to its members. Sinn Féin is the
largest party on my council, and it has tried to stop the
flying of the Union flag at the royal pipe band
competition — an event that brings significant revenue
to Enniskillen, where I am a councillor. At a council
meeting just last night, Sinn Féin made a song and
dance about a grant of £100 for capacity building to a
group of innocent victims in south-east Fermanagh —
so much for equality and respect.

Sinn Féin may continue to pursue intimidation by
other means, but there are those of us in purely
democratic parties who will continue to hold the line,
no matter how difficult that may be. It is time for Sinn
Féin to walk the walk and not just talk the talk. That is
not the case in relation to the review of public
administration alone, but in relation to policing and
support for the courts and the rule of law.

Mr Hussey: In making my speech, I will try to stick
to the Standing Orders under which we operate.

I support the motion. However, I must address
several issues that other Members have raised. I do so
now because comments were made in maiden speeches,
which, as the Speaker pointed out, cannot be interrupted.

Mr O’Reilly mentioned depopulation caused by
unionism. How dare a Sinn Féin representative from
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County Fermanagh tell us about depopulation in an
area where Protestants faced ethnic cleansing, as has
also happened in my constituency of West Tyrone?
How dare you, Thomas. I am sorry; I had to say that.

What about people on the west bank of the Foyle?

Madam Speaker: Mr Hussey, you said at the
beginning of your contribution that you would abide
by Standing Orders. As I said, Members should be
very careful about naming other Members, and their
speeches should keep to the motion.

Mr Hussey: I declare an interest as a member of
Strabane District Council and, as the motion relates to
the RPA, I declare my membership of the Western
Education and Library Board, which is also part of the
review.

In relation to your advice to me, Madam Speaker, |
referred to remarks that I could not address at the time
they were made because of the rule concerning maiden
speeches. I feel very strongly about that.

Mr McGuigan spoke of equality for all. Perhaps he
could convey that message to his party colleagues in
my neck of the woods, who are regularly orchestrating
opposition to expressions of local cultural identity. Is
that equality?

The motion concerns the rationalisation of local
government. [ support a 15-council model, which
would not change the colour of the particular council
that I wish to be part of — a west Tyrone council. The
model adopted will make no difference to me, as my
council will still be a republican/nationalist-dominated
council. However, I support the motion on the basis of
its logic.

Mrs O’Rawe was concerned that the debate centred
on the number of councils, and quite rightly so. The
RPA is about much more than local councils. However,
local councils should be the building blocks that can be
utilised in the wider review of public administration.

The issue of coterminosity has been lost in the
present proposals. There is a coterminosity that is
inbuilt within the parliamentary constituency
boundaries, and that should have been recognised. A
natural electoral pyramid system is available within
those boundaries. There are councillors, MLAs and an
MP — a natural progression that could be utilised for
dovetailing other services, including education, health,
the Roads Service, the Water Service, and the Housing
Executive. Such a situation already exists in building
control, for example, where we have the grouping
system. That could quite easily have been utilised to
bring us all together in group systems to deal with the
bigger issues of health, education, etc, and would have
an extremely effective coterminosity. That has been
lost. Late in the day, the Government agreed, or
accepted, that local identity had to be maintained

within local government. They accepted the principle,
but they did not enact that principle in the hames —
the Hain’s hames — that they have produced and
offered to us all.

In my area — I am looking around, but most of my
“Team West Tyrone” colleagues have disappeared —
there are those who are worried that minorities will be
left out. However, in my area, which I hope will
become one of the councils — a west Tyrone council
— councillors have proved that they can work together
on bread-and-butter issues. There are constitutional
differences, but surely this is the sort of thing that
should be developed in local government: locally
elected representatives working together for the local
good. Where is the local identity in what has been
proposed? Madam Speaker and Members of the
Assembly, I just do not see it. As has been rightly said
already, I do not know what somebody on the shores of
Lough Neagh will have in common with somebody on
the other side of the lough in Fermanagh. There is no
commonality.

Reference has been made to INTERREG III. Again,
there is a grouping system that operates along the
border corridor — Sinn Féin has referred to it — with
the three cross-border groups, now joined by the internal
group in Northern Ireland. I sit on an INTERREG IITA
partnership and am a past chairperson of the North
West Region Cross Border Group, and I am quite
content with that. Within it, INTERREG IIIA is
feeding in. It has been claimed that INTERREG IITA
partnerships would be happier with the seven-council
system. I cannot see how that would work logically.

Another means of INTERREG IITA funding is
through the local strategy partnerships. Where are they
going? Would there be a local strategy partnership
covering the entire south-west, or covering the entire
north-west? No, thank you.

Mr Maskey talked about community development.
What better example has there been of community
development than that witnessed in my area? I am sure
that Members will have seen community development
strategies developed through local strategy
partnerships in other areas. Those are the good things
that we need to maintain. Local identity must be
maintained and coterminosity can be attained in an
extremely logical way by the use of a 15-council
model — a model that does work and will work.

Sinn Féin expressed concern that minorities would
be left out. Mr Weir said that the intention was that the
same number of councillors would be retained, and
that, therefore, the electoral threshold for each elected
representative would remain the same. How does one
lose out on representation? I cannot see the logic of it.
As the motion says:
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“allow the decision on future council arrangements to be taken
by a restored Northern Ireland Assembly.”

Let this debate develop in here — unless Sinn Féin is
aware that it will not live up to its pillar of the twin
pillars that are required and does not expect a proper
Northern Ireland Assembly to come into being. If that
is the case, Sinn Féin should say so or houl yer whisht.

Wait until the parties can make their own decisions.
I ask the Minister to allow the parties to make our own
decisions, have the sort of debate that we are having
now and allow a democratic decision, a majority
democratic decision to come forth from the Assembly.

Some Members: Hear, hear.

Mr P J Bradley: First, [ apologise that I have a cold
today. Yesterday, Members debated at length the events
of 24 November 2006. I remember only that I got wet
and cold, and I still have the cold.

While canvassing during my first election campaign,
I called at the home of the retiring councillor for the
area, John McAteer. I have never forgotten his words
of assurance to me. John, who has since sadly passed
away, told me that the people knew me, that I knew the
people and that I would do OK.

I was duly elected, and during my term on the
council I learned the importance of my predecessor’s
words. I represented the rural areas of Burren,
Ballyholland and Derrylecka and, as a local councillor,
it was important to me that I knew the people whom I
represented. I realised that it was equally important to
the local ratepayers to know their representative.

No one in the Assembly, from whatever constituency,
who claims to have the interests of his rural constituents
at heart should remotely consider supporting the direct
rulers’ proposals to carve up our cherished rural identities.

Under the present structures, it is fair to assume that
every voter in Northern Ireland knows at least one
councillor and that most councillors personally know
75% to 80% of the families in their electoral areas. If
the new structures are forced upon us, all that will
change and the majority of rural electors will not know
a councillor, and councillors will have little or no
knowledge of the majority of people from their
electoral areas. If the direct rule Ministers have their
way and Sinn Féin continues to support the British on
the RPA proposals, the word “local” will be taken out
of local government.

In May, speaking at the Balmoral Show breakfast
event, Lord Rooker clearly outlined his desire to see
the Assembly controlled by Northern Ireland
politicians sooner rather than later. The departing
Minister of Agriculture and Rural Development
qualified his comments by stating that local input and
decision-making is best when carried out by local
people. The Minister was referring to the Assembly,

but it is even easier to apply the same sentiments when
speaking about rural residents and rural government
structures.

Today, several Members referred to rural
communities and the farming community. Reference
was also made to the support of the Ulster Farmers’
Union for the seven-council model. I have no argument
with its taking that line — and I must declare that [ am
a member of the Ulster Farmers’ Union and greatly
admire its work. However, everyone would agree that
the Ulster Farmers’ Union, in the main, represents
those with larger farms in Northern Ireland.

Members in this corner of the House are concerned
with all farmers, whether they own five, 10 or 50 acres
of land. Those with small farms and smaller rural
communities lose out. It is interesting to note that the
Northern Ireland Agricultural Producers Association,
which represents those with smaller farms, has not yet
taken a line on the proposals. It has not rushed into
supporting the proposals, and perhaps that sends a
message.

The RPA proposals will greatly diminish the voter/
councillor relationship. In the South Down area, the
amalgamation of Newry and Mourne District Council,
Banbridge District Council, Armagh City and District
Council and Craigavon Borough Council will result in
an approximate ratio of 4,400 electors per councillor.

Regrettably, such a high ratio will mean that
representatives will not know their constituents
personally. It is even more disturbing that many rural
ratepayers and residents will not know their local
councillor. It is fair to assume that, unlike the present
structures, officials with little or no knowledge of the
areas to be covered by the super-councils will
administer the proposed amalgamations.

I looked at the ratios in nearby jurisdictions.
Although governing systems differ from country to
country, the figures were interesting. After the
restructuring of local government in Wales, the ratio of
local government electors is 1,761 per councillor. In
the Republic of Ireland, the ratio is 1,654 electors per
councillor, and in Scotland the ratio of 3,200 electors
per councillor is considerably higher.

3.30 pm

To make further comparisons and to highlight the
concerns of many, I shall list the differentials of the
numbers of people for each elected representative in
six other European countries. The systems in those
countries may be different, but they demonstrate the
importance that is attached to local politics and to the
need to have contactable representatives in all areas. In
Spain the population differential for each elected
representative is 610, in Finland it is 410, in Germany
it is 350, in Sweden it is 256, in Austria it is 209, and
in France it is 118. In Northern Ireland the average
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differential for each of the current 26 council structures
is approximately 2,500 people for each elected
representative. Many people, including some of the
political parties, consider that differential to be slightly
low, and it is accepted that changes to that could be
tolerated. However, as I stated in my opening remarks,
rural representatives in Northern Ireland cannot accept
the ill-conceived changes that are being foisted upon
us by English and Scottish direct-rule Ministers.

Members should remember that we are not discussing
European electoral areas, parliamentary or even
Assembly constituencies; we are discussing local
government areas and the important role that councils
play in local communities.

There are additional reasons to challenge direct-rule
Ministers’ treatment of Northern Ireland. Members need
only look at previous reviews in other jurisdictions to
find that in Scotland, the number of local authorities
was reduced by 51%, and in Wales a similar 51%
reduction was applied. However, in Northern Ireland a
drastic reduction of 73% is proposed.

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

I referred in my opening remarks to the rural areas
of Ballyholland and Derrylecka, and those are the best
examples that I can give of rural communities that are
under threat. If the proposed draconian measure were
implemented, those two areas — over 100 streets,
avenues and cul-de-sacs — would be merged into a
ward of the city of Newry. Those making the
recommend-ations — and others who are content to let
them be implemented — are prepared to sacrifice the
heritage and distinct identities of two very proud and
respected rural communities.

That is but one example, and I am sure that Members
can find similar examples in their own areas. I support
the motion, and, like Members on the opposite
Benches, I request that the recommendation is put on
hold until the Assembly is up and meeting properly.
Only then can Members make a decision. That
decision should not be made for them by outsiders. As
the song said:

“For the stranger came and tried to teach us their way”.
Members know what is best for this area.

Mr Shannon: I wish to declare that I am a member
of Ards Borough Council and have been for 22 years.
It is one of the Province’s premier boroughs, and I am
happy to be a member of its council.

Strenfird is aa’ plase o’ ooutstaunin beuty. Aa’ plase
wi’ aai guid vebrant histry. An tha airdes an its
blaiwicks celebrait this yeer its fivour hunner yeer in
stiel. Tha airdes is woarked herd tae let tha woarl ken
aboot oor pride inoor ain histry. Aboot tha beuty an
majesty o’ tha loch: aboot tha cherm o’ oor wee
hamelets an villages.

Alang tha coast 0’ tha loch an oor pride in haein
gerdens that hae bin gein tha staunin as aa woarl
heritage sieht.

Am no jist blawin aboot tha mony mony attractions
that my borough hiss tae oafer at oany tiem avaw its
“aw yeer roon”.

Thees things er sae importan tae tha fowk that leev
an woark oan its beutifil shoars. Hooiver pit fort theese
facts tae sumyin fae Dundonald or Carryduff an intrest
an pride will decrease as they tauk aboot pride in ther
district, an whut wud seem lack freenly rivalry in tha
normal wae o’ things.

In tha gein oot an sharein o’ funs is foar mare seryus
An tha facts er glaring oot tae see.

Strangford is an area of outstanding natural beauty.
It is a place with a vibrant history that celebrated its
four-hundredth year in style. Ards Borough Council
has striven to let the world know about its pride in
local history, about its pride in the sheer beauty and
majesty of the lough, about the charm of the small
villages along the peninsula and about its pride in
having gardens that have been nominated as world
heritage sites. I am not merely blowing about the many
attractions that my borough has to offer at any time of
year — those attractions are particular to the Strangford
area and are vastly important to the people who live on
the lough’s beautiful shores. However, if those facts
are relayed to someone from, for example, Dundonald
or Carryduff, that pride will be somewhat dissipated as
those people relate their pride in their districts. What
may seem normally like friendly rivalry will be more
serious in the context of the allocation of funds. The
facts are stark.

Prof Paul Carmichael of the University of Ulster said:

“local government must be genuinely local if the system overall
is to retain a sense of being responsive to local needs. By this
reckoning, the new seven ‘super councils’ are a travesty of genuine
local government.”

It is at best unlikely and at worst impossible that a city
council could understand the needs of a rural area and
vice versa. The system devised simply does not take
into account the sense of affinity that is needed to ensure
a successful local government regime. One need only
sit in on any council meeting to see the diversity of
opinions with regard to allocations of funding. We have
all experienced that and can imagine the difficulties
that the proposed amalgamations would cause.

Communities are being thrown together geographic-
ally, as the areas have little in common to link them.
Given that no names could be found to unify the districts
— as the Local Government Boundaries
Commissioner, Dick Mackenzie, admitted — it is
abundantly clear that the seven-council model suffers
from a complete lack of local identity.
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Members may have read a recent ‘Belfast Telegraph’
questionnaire, which invited readers to suggest names
for the seven new councils. One of the more amusing
responses was that they should be named after the
Seven Dwarfs because the Seven Dwarfs have as much
affinity with the seven proposed council areas as
anybody else.

There is no question that a more streamlined system
of local government is needed in Northern Ireland.
However, the seven-council model is clearly not the
best way forward, and should not be taken beyond the
consultation process. The fact that four of the five
main parties agree that it is not the best way forward
for the Province is proof of that.

The vast majority of elected representatives are
opposed to the seven-council proposal. A majority of
the 1,400 people surveyed across the Province by the
Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency came
out strongly in favour of an 11- or 15-council system,
as opposed to the 113 people who responded to the
further consultation document on the seven-council
model. Why is that the case? The reason is that there is
a widespread and legitimate fear, not only with regard
to the loss of local identity, but with regard to the loss
of local accountability. A local representative would
have little say in the outcome of council meetings
because 250,000 voices would have to be represented
in each council area. Compare that with Scotland,
where the quota is 100,000 for each council. In Wales,
to which the Secretary of State is keen to compare us,
only 1,500 votes are required to achieve election to a
council. However, 5,500 votes would be required to
gain a seat on one of the seven super-councils.

People in the fishing village of Portavogie can have
quite legitimate fears that their needs will be overlooked
in favour of the needs of those living in Dundonald on
the outskirts of Belfast. If Northern Ireland were to be
divided into 11 council areas, that would give added
scope for true power sharing, genuine local democracy
and lower-level accountability. The seven super-
councils would be too remote and would not be
sufficiently representative of local communities.

The loss of accountability and local identity would
be a major problem. The seven-council model would
impose sectarian divides and split the Province into the
nationalist west and the so-called unionist east, with
Belfast in the middle, pulled between the two. It is
surprising that a Government that have urged us to
break down dividing walls, to integrate more fully and
to pull down the barriers between us are now, to all
intents and purposes, formalising those very divisions.

The formation of seven super-councils will polarise
political opinions and agendas, whereas the 11-council
option would diminish somewhat the impact of the
north-south and east-west divide. If we are to believe

that the way forward is by living in peace together —
and I hope that that is the aspiration of many, if not all,
in this Chamber — this polarisation is a poor substitute
and a very bad idea.

What is it hoped to achieve by that kind of segregation,
other than to throw a bone to Sinn Féin? That party has
the greatest desire to segregate and to polarise in the hope
of steering the population towards its agenda. The
intention to strengthen segregation goes against every-
thing that Government urge us to achieve here and
raises serious questions about what is behind this move
and about what the Government have in store for us.

We should consider the impact on health and social
services and the education boards. In those areas,
identity will also be lost, so we must look at the whole
picture to see how it might develop.

The Assembly should insist that the Secretary of
State do away with the implementation of the seven-
super-council arrangement and have the 11-council
model in its place. The Assembly must back that
proposal because it represents the views of the
majority of the people in the Province.

The wishes and ultimate well-being of the electorate
are paramount: research conducted by the University
of Ulster, and the wishes of my constituents, state that
the majority of people want more than seven councils
— they want 11 councils. The ultimate well-being of
our people lies in the Assembly’s ability to carry out a
full needs assessment of the boroughs and con-
sequently to implement the best possible solution.

Lord Rooker, the Minister with responsibility for the
review of public administration, set out the criteria for
the creation of the super-councils. He stated:

“local government must ... be at the heart of local services,
locally delivered, operating at a size and scale that will allow a

council to stretch itself in terms of the services it delivers now and
into the future.”

The criteria are worthwhile, but if the seven-council
plan is implemented, it will not fulfil them, no matter
what way one looks at it. It is up to the Assembly and
its Members to find a satisfactory solution. Most — if
not all — people think that the solution is the 11-
council plan, which would streamline vastly without
losing identity and accountability.

The problem must be solved at a local level and not
by those who have a different idea of what is needed
by the people of Northern Ireland. Members must
insist that they are given the power to carry out what
they have been elected to do. It is the wish of the
majority of elected representatives and of the people of
the Province. I urge everyone to support the motion.

Mr Beggs: I declare an interest as a member of
Carrickfergus Borough Council, Carrickfergus
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Community Safety Partnership and Carrickfergus
District Policing Partnership.

I too have serious concerns about the proposed
seven-council model and the dangers that will result
from a so-called local government that is large,
impersonal and remote. Like other Members, I agree
that the term “local” will be questionable in the
proposed new super-councils.

It is good that additional responsibilities will be
returned to councils from quangos and other bodies.
However, will the decisions that the proposed new
super-councils take be seen to be local and accountable
to ratepayers? The proposed new councils will be very
distant.

During the Troubles, local government was often
the only source of local democratic accountability. It
was a source of community stability, where local
people could work together in the community’s general
interest in order to improve roads, health services and
housing. That scenario should not be put at risk. The
dangers of remoteness are evident in my constituency
of East Antrim, which comprises Larne Borough
Council, Carrickfergus Borough Council and some
wards of Newtownabbey Borough Council. The
proposed seven-council model would result in the
constituency being split, with some councils being
absorbed into North East and others into Inner East.

The proposal to reduce 26 local councils to seven is
a dramatic, radical and risky shake-up. A sense of local
identity will be lost, and the changes will affect many
aspects of local communities. Some local newspapers
may even be at risk because much of the coverage in
such papers emanates from local councils. If local
councils cover a huge geographical area, there would
be relatively little to report in the ‘Larne Times’,
‘Larne Advertiser’, ‘Larne Gazette’, ‘Newtownabbey
Times’, ‘Carrick Times’ or ‘Carrickfergus Advertiser’.
The collective effect will be that local cohesion will be
put at risk.

3.45 pm

The proposed boundary changes, and how they affect
my area, are particularly unacceptable. Larne Borough
Council is to join Ballymena Borough Council,
Ballymoney Borough Council, Moyle District Council
and Coleraine Borough Council.

Larne is the gateway port for rural Northern Ireland,
the premier rural port. It naturally gravitates towards
Belfast and the main transport corridor along the A8,
and along the east Antrim railway line towards
Carrickfergus and Belfast. The natural community
linkages are towards Ballyclare, Carrickfergus and
Newtownabbey. I am a member of Raloo Presbyterian
Church in the Larne borough. It is part of the
Carrickfergus presbytery. I am also an officer in the
East Antrim battalion of the Boys’ Brigade, in the

Larne area. The natural community linkages point, not
towards Ballymena or Coleraine, but to the east Antrim
area. The proposal is a nonsense. It goes against the
grain. Why were such local aspects not taken into
consideration when making these proposals?

Let us turn to Inner East Local Government District:
Carrickfergus, Newtownabbey, Antrim and Lisburn.
From Whitehead in County Antrim to Dromore in
County Down.

Mr Poots: To Dromara, rather.

Mr Beggs: I beg your pardon, I meant to say
Dromara. What is the connection between Whitehead
and Dromara? I suggest that there is none. [ have no
wish to offend colleagues from Lisburn City Council,
but I perceive that their area gravitates towards the
Lagan valley corridor. They travel the M1 to Belfast,
not the M2. Inner East Local Government District —
the “Big Banana” or the “Banana Republic”, as others
have referred to it — appears to consist of the bits left
over after the rest of Northern Ireland has been divided
up. That is the only force binding together the
disparate parts of Inner East. That is no basis on which
to form a new council area. Larne, Carrickfergus and
Newtownabbey have natural community linkages, and
these could easily be respected in a 15-council model
of local government for Northern Ireland. I suggest
that it will not be possible to reflect local community
concerns in the proposed seven-council model.

Much more than local councils are affected,
however. Others have mentioned local strategy
partnerships, community safety partnerships and
district policing partnerships. It is doubtful whether
local strategy partnerships will continue beyond
implementation of the review of public administration.
The structures of community safety partnerships and
district policing partnerships appear to be
amalgamating as, I believe, they should do. Will four
council areas, each with three different partnerships,
end up as one new strategic partnership, or district
policing partnership, covering that entire area, with
perhaps one or two members representing each council
area? If that is the plan, there is a huge risk of losing
the skills and cohesion that have developed in existing
partnerships. Such a plan would go too far, cover much
too wide an area and allow little opportunity for
community involvement.

The motion expresses serious concerns about the
dangers of the centralisation of jobs and services.
When the Government identify savings as a result of
the review of public administration, they mean savings
from a reduction in the number of jobs. It is right to
reduce costs for ratepayers by becoming more efficient.
However, there is a need for balance. The greater the
centralisation and efficiency, the greater the remoteness
from the centre in peripheral areas. People will have to
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travel further to lobby a council committee or a council
officer. Will those from Whitehead have to travel to
Lisburn or Antrim to speak to the appropriate council
officer or committee? Will those from Islandmagee
have to travel to Ballymena or even to Coleraine —
some sixty miles away — for the same purpose? The
geography is wrong.

I must respond to derogatory remarks made about a
part of my constituency. Alex Maskey referred to Larne.
He is patently unaware of the “team Larne” approach
adopted by Larne Borough Council. He seems unaware
that at present Larne has an SDLP mayor or that it used
to have an SDLP deputy mayor — within a borough
that has only two nationalist representatives on a 15-
member council. Under the new proposals, it is most
unlikely that a nationalist in the proposed North East
Local Government District area could be elected
mayor of such a large district. Only through local
interests and co-operation have members of Larne
Borough Council seen fit to share the civic positions.
That sense of identity and responsibility may easily be
lost when formulae are introduced.

I also respond to accusations made by DUP
representatives with respect to water charges and rates.
The DUP Minister responsible for water in the Northern
Ireland Assembly must have been aware of departmental
options, yet he did not disclose any of the plans that were
in the drawers in his Department. The DUP promised
in its election campaign to stop water charges and to
reduce rates. It has been the leading unionist party for
over three years now, and in that time rates have
increased not by 9%, but by 19%, and water charges
are likely to be introduced. All that has occurred on the
DUP’s watch. It cannot blame anyone else.

The seven-council model is wrong — wrong
geographically, for service accessibility, for jobs and
for community cohesion. Like my colleague Sam
Gardiner, I call on the Secretary of State to shelve the
seven-council plan. He would not introduce such a
plan in Wales were he faced with such an obvious lack
of community support there. If he did he would
probably not be re-elected, but, of course, he is
unaccountable in Northern Ireland. Given the lack of
community support, the seven super-councils should
not be introduced here. I support the motion and I hope
that all will join us, except for those who have some
self-interest in generating further sectarian division in
Northern Ireland.

Some Members: Hear, hear.
Mr Deputy Speaker: I call Mrs Dolores Kelly.

Mrs D Kelly: Thank you, Mr Deputy Speaker; it is
good to see you here. [Laughter.]

(Madam Speaker in the Chair)
Mrs D Kelly: Usurped once again. [Laughter.]

I wish to declare that I am a member of Craigavon
Borough Council. I welcome the end of the dual
mandate, and am hopeful that I will also see the end of
the triple mandate.

In her maiden speech, Mrs O’Rawe referred to the
representation of women in political life. I wish to
draw her attention to a report, ‘Women and the Review
of Public Administration’, published in September
2005 by Queen’s University. That report found that
concerns exist that the RPA could further reduce the
opportunities for women’s participation in public life
as a result of the reduction in the number of councils
and boards.

Perhaps the Member might be enlightened by the
statistics contained therein, and consequently review
her position on the seven-council model. After all, I do
not believe that her constituents in South Armagh, or
indeed those of her colleagues in South Down, will
relish being dragged all the way up to Craigavon, or
vice versa.

The reform of public administration is the most far-
reaching reform of the system of public administration
in Northern Ireland for a generation. It has enormous
consequences for the way that public services such as
health and education are delivered, and it poses new
challenges for local government.

Increasingly in Western democracies there is a
problem with reduced levels of involvement and
participation by citizens in public life. One example is
the decline in voter turnout in recent years; another is
the fall of 82,000 in the number of voters listed on the
Northern Ireland electoral register that was published
last week.

In its comments on the RPA proposals, NILGA said
that democratic processes should be valued, nurtured
and supported in a way that is closely connected to the
local community. People living on the shores of Lough
Neagh and in the fishing port of Annalong have little
in common, but under the seven-council model both
areas will be part of the new super-council currently
known as South Local Government District.

My party colleagues have outlined many of the
SDLP’s concerns about the model of local government
imposed by this British direct-rule Minister. I wish to
deal primarily with the consequences for rural areas.
The RPA has determined that rural development
delivery will move to local government, and policy
will rest with the Department of Agriculture and Rural
Development (DARD). The timing of the transfer of
functions will significantly influence who delivers the
next round of rural development.

It is, however, highly debatable whether local
government will be ready to deliver the new
programme in January 2007. I do not believe that it
will be ready. On what evidence, therefore, has Sinn
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Féin supported the British Government’s argument for
the seven-super-council model, and what protections
have rural communities been guaranteed? Has the
Department of Agriculture and Rural Development
been appointed as rural champion? I would think not
considering its silence on Draft Planning Policy
Statement 14 (PPS 14). There was not even a whimper
from DARD on a planning policy that will mean no
more housing in the open countryside and the effect
that that will have on schools, rural businesses, post
offices, and so forth.

There is no evidence that Government Departments
have rural proofed their policies. After 15 years of
rural development in Northern Ireland, we still do not
have any legislative base or a rural White Paper.
Ideally, a rural White Paper would capture the vision
and encourage a common understanding of the value
of rural areas as an asset to the region. A White Paper
would also set out principles to ensure the equitable
and sensitive provision of services and infrastructure to
support and sustain rural areas. I reiterate the SDLP’s
call for a rural White Paper.

The option 7C model has been accepted by Sinn
Féin without guarantees for the large rural areas. Ms
Gildernew made much about rural communities and
made many misleading comments about the SDLP and
INTERREG IIA in particular. Sinn Féin was caught
on the hop by PPS 14, and some of its members even
supported it at the outset. It is being caught out again
in its support for British direct-rule Ministers in the
option 7C model.

Perhaps Ms Gildernew’s support for the option 7C
model has more to do with sparing her blushes over
the debate on which new hospital to support — one in
Omagh or one in Enniskillen. First, she supports one
hospital, then she supports the other. Members of Sinn
Féin, the great negotiators, are more renowned, as the
history books will show, for negotiating for themselves
on such issues as on-the-runs and community
restorative justice rather than for the interests of the
wider community, and certainly not for the rural
community. I support the motion.

Mr McGlone: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann
Comihairle. I declare membership of Cookstown District
Council. After much alleged deliberation, the Govern-
ment and their review of public administration team
came up with seven so-called super-councils. Some
people call them super-councils, and they can also be
called sub-regional councils, but they can never be
called local councils. In fact, they cannot be named at
all, such is their lack of identity and sense of place or
locality as is obvious in my council area, an area
stretching from Ballyronan on the shores of Lough
Neagh in south Derry to Belleek on the Fermanagh
border.

A sense of place and identity remains crucial to
local government. People have an affinity with and a
sense of belonging to their district. One may say that
that connection is local or parochial, but it is enriching
since that sense of belonging creates a bond with local
government as councillors try to deliver public
services in a defined locality.

More importantly, local, regional and national
governments throughout the world welcome engage-
ment with and participation in local democracy. The
lack of engagement with one’s Government and the
loss of feeling of belonging and affinity with them has
led to particularly low electoral turnouts in western
democracies. That is because councils are viewed as
not belonging to the people, and their perceived
remoteness, aloofness, distance and lack of identity are
widely regarded as being the source of that disenchant-
ment. However, the British Government introduce
remote, aloof and distant models for so-called local
government here. They do not learn.

I have looked at some other European models.
Norway, with a population of 4:6 million, has two tiers
of local government — 19 county authorities and 431
municipalities. It is proud of its local government, and
it is presently devising measures to enhance equality
and equity. Norway’s aim is to guide local citizens’
participation in local public life and formal decision-
making processes.

4.00 pm

France, with a population of 58-5 million, has
almost 37,000 communes, each with a mayor and a
municipal council. Switzerland, with a population of
7-25 million people, has 26 cantons subdivided into
districts, with 2,900 municipalities in total. There are
other models, but those municipalities, cantons and
districts have been developed over time for a reason: to
enable participation; to respect diversity; and to help to
prevent overwhelming domination by one community
or identity over another. Those countries have tried to
learn from the brutal excesses and worst elements of
European history. The lesson is: accommodate, not
dominate. We could learn their lessons of equality and
respect for diversity. Here, however, the British
Government introduce their proposals to Balkanise the
North and, rubber-stamped by Provisional Sinn Féin,
to create super-DUP-councils east of the Bann.

That plan will have economic consequences. We all
know that we rely heavily on public-sector
employment. People employed at all levels in local
councils, education and library boards and the Health
Service now face an uncertain employment future,
courtesy of the review of public administration.

It is a setback for local government, a road map for
future division, a body blow for local district town
economies due to job loses. How can anyone in
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Government, in the RPA team or in Sinn Féin be so
detached from the lives of ordinary people and blind to
the consequences of these proposals as to advocate the
present recommendations as a way forward?

Tacaim le rin mo phairti. I support my party’s
motion. Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Combhairle.

Madam Speaker: The Question is — Sorry, that
was wishful thinking on my part.

I call Mr John O’Dowd to make the winding-up
speech on the amendment. My apologies, Mr O’Dowd.

Mr O’Dowd: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann
Combhairle. Your wishful thinking was that I was not
going to speak.

Today’s debate, in a sense, has been very enlightening.
Actually, it has been almost the opposite of that. It has
shone much light on the debate on the RPA, and it has
highlighted one important factor. All the parties, apart
from Sinn Féin, are opposed to option 7C, but they
cannot tell us which option they prefer, and why. Some
say that they are in favour of 11 councils, some say they
favour 15 councils, and others do not know how many
they favour. In fact, one Member, who sits on Down
District Council, was totally opposed to the RPA. The
Member’s contribution was about saving Down District
Council. Perhaps it was about saving her council seat.
The latter may be of more importance to her.

I speak in favour of our amendment, but, like many
other Members, I am also a councillor — I sit on
Craigavon Borough Council. The number of councillors
who have spoken here today is the best argument that [
have heard for ending the dual mandate. I shall return
to that point.

Sinn Féin did not adopt the British Government’s
proposal. It was long thought out and debated by the
party, but, more importantly, it was the product of
consultation and thorough investigation by an
independent research team. The party examined the
proposal and came to its conclusion after looking at
equality measures, and after ensuring that there would
be a fairer rates base, no domination by any section of
society and fair play for everybody. That was how we
arrived at the option 7C model. However, it appears
that many parties decided on the number of councils
and then decided what argument they would use to
arrive at that number. Few of today’s contributions
have shown why there should be 11 councils, 15
councils, or whatever.

They have not come to that conclusion. Some
Members appear to oppose the option 7C model
simply because Sinn Féin supports it, so limited is the
political debate in their parties.

The DUP, in particular, says that it wants a reduction
in the number of civil servants; it wants civil servants
sacked in their hundreds, if not thousands. I note that

one Member said yesterday that he wants thousands of
civil servants to be sacked. The DUP also wants a
reduction in the number of Government Departments, but
not in the number of council seats. That party’s attitude
is one of, “don’t touch our councils; they are ours.”

The DUP says that it wants a reduction in the
number of MLAs. Many prophecies were made in the
Chamber yesterday, and I will make another: if the
debate on reducing the number of MLAs ever reaches
this Chamber, I predict that the Members opposite will
vote against it, because it will go back to the old
argument of, “save our seats, no matter what else
happens”. [Interruption.]

If I will be an old hand by the time we are in
Government, you will be a lot older than me, I can
assure you.

Madam Speaker: Please address your remarks
through the Chair.

Mr O’Dowd: In proposing the motion, Mr Tommy
Gallagher said that the option 7C model would result
in trapped minorities, but the 15-council model that
some SDLP members support will also result in trapped
minorities. The difference with Sinn Féin is that we
have been pushing and lobbying very hard to ensure that
power sharing and equality exists on those councils. I
am not talking about token power sharing; I am not
talking about the token taig elevated to the position of
mayor or deputy mayor to ensure that a Shinner does
not get it. I am talking about all parties being included
and all the voices on a council being heard.

However, the SDLP says that no model in the world
will protect any minority. Is the SDLP saying that the
15-council model that it espouses will not protect
minorities because no model in the world can do that?
Sinn Féin is saying that there is a model. [Interruption.]

Tommy, I paraphrased what you said, and you can
check the Hansard report afterwards. I believe that a
model does exist, and that, collectively, we, as political
parties, can come up with a model that will protect the
minority voices within a council, and outside it.

The SDLP needs to ask itself about the unholy
alliance that is has formed with the UUP and DUP. If
we end up with 11 or 15 councils, that would satisfy
the SDLP. However, the SDLP has not asked this
question: are the DUP and the UUP prepared to share
power? The record shows that they are not. The
records of those parties on power sharing on councils
are absolutely disgraceful.

The new unholy alliance, based on opposition to the
option 7C model, escapes the fundamental facts. What
lies behind that alliance? Removing the numbers element
from the equation, if the councils do not serve all the
people and if all the voices on councils are not heard
and respected, it will be a disaster waiting to happen.
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The loss of local identity and local voices has been
discussed. What is the alternative to that? No Member
has said that the 15-council model should have such-
and-such — Sinn Féin has. Sinn Féin has said that the
option 7C model should have local, area-based
committees, made up of elected representatives. Such
committees would act as mini civic forums, ensuring
that the voices of local people, local minorities and
local ethnic minorities can be heard, and would
provide a forum where local decisions can be taken
and local issues dealt with.

Mr Poots: Protestants in Newry?

Mr O’Dowd: Yes; Protestants in Newry. That is
exactly where a local, area-based committee would
work. We have come up with proposals on that.

The debate on the names of the councils is an
absolute and complete load of nonsense. If a 15-council
model were adopted, preliminary names would still be
required. At the end of the day, I do not care if the new
councils are called one, two, three, four, five, six and
seven; it is the services that councils provide that are
important to me. More importantly, the people who
pay rates to those councils do not care what they are
called. They want to ensure that those councils provide
proper services to communities and individuals. The
debate on the names of the councils is somewhat
premature, and also unnecessary.

I would like to respond to Cllr Kelly’s remarks
about rural communities. She said that Sinn Féin is not
interested in rural communities. It is strange, then, that
in the two largest rural communities west of the Bann,
people go out and vote for Sinn Féin MPs. They also
send back a majority of Sinn Féin councillors and
MLAs. The people in those rural communities must
believe that we have an interest in them.

Mrs D Kelly: Will the Member give way?
Mr O’Dowd: No, thank you.

The Member for Upper Bann is confused. Sinn Féin
has not signed up to all of the RPA. We are still in
negotiations about the 7C model. We are certainly still
negotiating about the quangos that surround all the
issues within the RPA. The SDLP may have stopped
negotiating, going into the political lobbying bodies,
etc; Sinn Féin has not. Our party is in there negotiating
the best possible deal for the whole community,
including protection for rural communities.

I can put Mrs Kelly’s mind at ease, if she has a
couple of hours to spare — although it might take
longer. The Member believes that Sinn Féin did not
respond to PPS 14. Our response was very effective.
She has the opportunity to read it, although she will
need a few hours as it is very detailed. In fact, the next
time I see her I will give her a copy.

Some of the myths are going to have to be got rid of
here. The other parties are telling us that they need
local voices, local communities. However, in the
political panel’s discussions about other sectors being
involved, all the parties other than Sinn Féin opposed
community involvement. They wanted it to be
exclusively for councillors. How, then, are they
looking for local voices?

Mr Weir: Elect them.

Mr O’Dowd: The Member is telling us that he
wants local voices to be heard.

In conclusion, in these six hours of debate I have
heard from the Benches opposite plenty of reasons for
not wanting model 7C. I have heard little as to any
alternative. What we have witnessed today is turkeys
voting against Christmas.

Mr Hussey: On a point of order, Madam Speaker.
Standing Order 11(g) refers to Members persisting in
irrelevance. I am questioning the relevance of the
Member’s concluding remarks to his proposed
amendment, which affirms his support for a review of
public administration that he himself admits they have
not finished negotiating on.

Mr Maskey: On a point of order, Madam Speaker.
A review is a review; it does not mean an outcome.

Madam Speaker: Mr Hussey, the speech has been
concluded. It would be nice if we all took your advice.

Mr A Maginness: If I could say — [Interruption.]

First of all, I declare that for my sins I am a member
of Belfast City Council and have been for 21 years. We
have had a wide-ranging, interesting and worthwhile
debate. I do not think that anyone in the House rejects
the notion of a thorough review of local government,
and no one has rejected the suggestion that there should
be a serious reduction in the number of local councils.

Of course, there is an irony about the debate, in that
the only party that has supported the British Govern-
ment’s conclusions in relation to local government has
been Sinn Féin. Not only that, but Sinn Féin has stub-
bornly persisted in defending the British Government’s
conclusions. Perhaps it is some form of political infection
that the party has picked up on its many trips to Downing
Street. Sinn Féin’s negotiators have spent more hours
in Downing Street than the average Cabinet Minister.

4.15 pm

Mr O’Dowd claimed that Sinn Féin put forward and
supported the seven-council model and that it solidly
resisted anything other than that model. However, Sinn
Féin councillors on Fermanagh District Council
supported the 15-council model. Perhaps Mr O’Dowd
should go to Fermanagh and talk to his own councillors
to get their genuine views. Those councillors rejected
the seven-council model; they rejected the arguments
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emanating from Connolly House that thou shalt prefer
the seven-council model and thou shalt obey Connolly
House, no matter if you feel that people have lost their
sense of place or think that the RPA conclusions on
coterminosity are a nonsense.

The RPA proposes five health and social services
trusts and seven health commissioning groups, so there
is no coterminosity. At the outset, we were told that the
principle of coterminosity constituted the very essence
of the review of public administration. The
Government have now abandoned that idea. Why?
They have abandoned coterminosity for the sake of
their own centralised administrative convenience, not
for the people on the ground — council workers,
councillors and ordinary citizens.

Sinn Féin blindly accepts that the distribution of
rates throughout Northern Ireland will be equitable and
that every council will receive the same support and be
able to generate the same funds that Belfast does with
its population of some 300,000 people. Although those
facts are patently unsubstantiated by the Government,
Sinn Féin is prepared to accept them as an act of faith.
What kind of political evaluation of an important issue
is that? This issue will affect ordinary ratepayers and
all citizens of rural areas and rural towns.

People want equity and fairness, and they want the
Government to prove that the arrangements that they
are preparing to impose are fair and equitable. In spite
of discussions, negotiations and representations by all
the parties, the Government have refused to allow local
politicians to determine this issue.

There is no reason why Sinn Féin Members could
not have stood up today and objected to the first part of
the motion but accepted the second part, which states
that the Assembly should decide the future arrange-
ments, but no: Sinn Féin does not want the Assembly
to make that decision. It is opposed to both parts of the
motion. During today’s debate, which has lasted more
than four hours, Sinn Féin has never said that it is
prepared to allow the local Assembly to decide this
important issue.

The reason for that is that Sinn Féin is determined to
establish power bases throughout Northern Ireland that
it hopes to control. This is about power; it is not about
equity or a sense of identity for local people, but simply
Sinn Féin’s selfish interest in using power for party
political advantage. There is no other explanation.

Sinn Féin talks about safeguards. Alex Maskey said
that, in all seven new council areas, the minority
community would not be less than 25%. That is
absolute nonsense — check the figures.

In reality, minorities will be disadvantaged in
situations in which there are large majorities, whether
Catholic or Protestant, unionist or nationalist. That is

unfortunate, but it is an obvious consequence of the
way in which these arrangements have been determined.

Everybody wants safeguards to be included. The
safeguards that we want are the same ones that
everybody else wants. However, stating that everybody
wants safeguards is not an argument; it does not
support the seven-, 15- or 26-council models. The
reality is that we have a new dispensation in which
there will have to be power sharing and in which
safeguards for minorities will have to be included.

Sinn Féin’s argument, therefore, is spurious. In fact,
it is a red herring that does not address the central issue
of the number of councils that should exist. The SDLP
wants to have up to 15 councils in order to dilute the
sectarianisation of the new councils. If there are seven
councils, the minority/majority differential will be seen
in stark relief. That is unacceptable. If we have 15
councils or so, we will dilute the interface between
nationalist and unionist. That is a very important element
in determining a new dispensation for local government.

People will listen carefully to today’s arguments,
and they will be convinced that the argument for seven
councils is wrong on all scores. Having seven councils
will do nothing to advance the interests of the ordinary
man and woman in the street. It will not assist us in
any way in the creation of more efficient services, and
it will diminish and destroy the sense of belonging and
place that is important to the people of Northern Ireland.

Today’s debate has been a good argument, but it is
important for all of us to reflect on what has been said.
The final decision on this issue must be referred to the
new Assembly, in which it is to be hoped that all of us
will participate. In that Assembly we can achieve a
solid, healthy political consensus — not an unholy
alliance — that the entire community can finally support.

Question put, That the amendment be made.

The Assembly divided: Ayes 16; Noes 44.

AYES

Francis Brolly, Willie Clarke, Geraldine Dougan,
Davy Hyland, Alex Maskey, Fra McCann, Raymond
McCartney, Barry McElduff, Philip McGuigan, Conor
Murphy, John O’Dowd, Pat O’Rawe, Tom O’Reilly,
Sue Ramsey, Caitriona Ruane, Kathy Stanton.

Tellers for the Ayes: Barry McElduff and Conor Murphy.

NOES

Billy Armstrong, Alex Attwood, Roy Beggs, Paul Berry,
Mary Bradley, P J Bradley, Thomas Burns, Wilson
Clyde, Fred Cobain, Michael Copeland, Robert
Coulter, Leslie Cree, John Dallat, Diane Dodds, Mark
Durkan, Alex Easton, Reg Empey, David Ford, Arlene
Foster, Tommy Gallagher, Samuel Gardiner, William

86



Private Members’ Business:
Tuesday 5 December 2006 Review of Public Administration

Hay, Derek Hussey, Dolores Kelly, Danny Kennedy,
Patricia Lewsley, Alban Maginness, Nelson McCausland,
David McClarty, Alasdair McDonnell, Alan McFarland,
Michael McGimpsey, Patsy McGlone, Stephen
Moutray, Sean Neeson, Robin Newton, Edwin Poots,
Margaret Ritchie, Ken Robinson, Mark Robinson, Jim
Shannon, Mervyn Storey, Peter Weir, Jim Wilson.

Tellers for the Noes: Billy Armstrong and Thomas Burns.
Question accordingly negatived.
Main Question put and agreed to.
Resolved:

That this Assembly expresses serious concern about the potential
of a seven council model to centralise services, remove jobs and
resources from many areas and to underpin sectarianism and
community division; and further calls on the Secretary of State to
shelve present plans for super councils and allow the decision on
future council arrangements to be taken by a restored Northern
Ireland Assembly.

Adjourned at 4.39 pm.
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THE TRANSITIONAL
ASSEMBLY

Monday 11 December 2006

The Assembly met at 10.30 am (Madam Speaker in
the Chair).

Members observed two minutes’silence.

PRIVATE MEMBERS’ BUSINESS

The Equality Act (Sexual Orientation)
Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2006

Madam Speaker: The Business Committee has
agreed to allow two hours for each of today’s debates.
The proposer of each motion will have 15 minutes to
speak, and all other Members will have 10 minutes.

Mr Donaldson: I beg to move

That this Assembly notes that the Equality Act (Sexual
Orientation) Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2006 have been laid in
Westminster in advance of the equivalent regulations for the rest of
the United Kingdom and calls upon the Government to withdraw
these regulations and leave this issue to be determined by the
Northern Ireland Assembly upon restoration.

Let me be clear from the outset that the motion is
not about homophobia or gay bashing, as some have
accused it of being. It is about something far more
important — religious freedom in this country.

The motion is also about the role of the Assembly in
considering important legislation that is meant to
reflect the will of the people whom we represent. It is
about the elected representatives of the people of
Northern Ireland asserting their right to influence laws
that will have such a significant impact on the lives of
our constituents. That right has not been properly
exercised in respect of these regulations.

There has been inadequate time for the public to
respond to the initial consultation on the regulations.
The Government’s consultation document, ‘Getting
Equal: Proposals to outlaw discrimination on the
grounds of sexual orientation in the provision of goods
and services in Northern Ireland’, was launched in
Northern Ireland on 29 July 2006, and the consultation
closed on 25 September. That eight-week period
included the entire month of August, which is one of
the main holiday periods in Northern Ireland.

The Government’s own guidelines state that public
consultations should be held over a standard minimum

period of 12 weeks. We had only eight weeks to consider
the draft legislation. In the rest of the United Kingdom,
the consultation lasted for the 12-week period. Why
was Northern Ireland treated differently, and our
consultation period reduced? The Office of the First
Minister and the Deputy First Minister (OFMDFM)
has given no reason thus far to justify the shortness of
the consultation period.

The regulations were made on 8 November 2006,
just six weeks and two days after the public consultation
closed on 25 September 2006. Do the Government
really expect us to believe that six weeks was long
enough to consider the 373 responses and to address
the complex issues raised in those responses?

In a letter to my right hon Friend Dr Paisley dated
22 November 2006, the Secretary of State said that
there had been 3,000 responses to the consultation in
Great Britain, and that consequently the decision had
been made to delay their implementation to:

“ensure a full and proper account was taken of them”,

that is, of the responses. In fact, the Government have
delayed the making of the regulations in England,
Scotland and Wales until April 2007.

If we take the 373 responses in Northern Ireland as
a proportion of the overall response in the United
Kingdom, we find that they represent some 11% of the
total responses. However, the population of Northern
Ireland is only 2-8% of the total population of the United
Kingdom. Therefore the response rate in Northern
Ireland was much higher than that in Great Britain, yet
there has been no delay in implementing the regulations
here in order to ensure that a full and proper account is
taken of those responses. Again I ask the question:
why is Northern Ireland being treated differently?

In England, Scotland and Wales, the difficult issues
raised by the consultation process were described as
resulting in the need to:

“make sure that there is effective protection from discrimination
while ensuring that people have the right to religious freedom”.

That view was expressed in an interview given on
BBC Radio 5 on 26 October 2006. There is nothing to
suggest that the complex issues raised on the mainland
do not need to be addressed in Northern Ireland.

On Friday 8 December, ‘The Independent’ reported
that there is a split in the Cabinet on this matter
between the Secretary of State for Northern Ireland
and his colleague the Secretary of State for
Communities and Local Government, Ruth Kelly. The
report states that:

“Peter Hain, the Northern Ireland Secretary, has pushed through

regulations in the province that will be tougher than the
Government plans for England, Wales and Scotland.”
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It continues by claiming that the Secretary of State:

“has defied a call by Ruth Kelly, the Cabinet minister responsible
for equality, to hold fire until a common approach has been agreed.”

We have a situation in which the Secretary of State
in Great Britain with responsibility for this legislation
is saying to our Secretary of State, according to that
newspaper report, that he should hold back until we
get a common approach across the United Kingdom,
and yet the Secretary of State for Northern Ireland
seems determined to press ahead against that advice.

The Government’s analysis of the responses to the
public consultation in Northern Ireland was published
only on Monday 27 November 2006. That is almost
three weeks after the Government finalised the
regulations.

Therefore it seems unlikely that the Government
analysed properly the responses to the consultation
paper before making the regulations. Surely Ms Kelly
is right in saying that more time is needed.

Additionally, the published regulation 3(3) is a new
harassment law, but no formal question was put on
harassment in the consultation paper ‘Getting Equal:
Proposals to outlaw discrimination on the ground of
sexual orientation in the provision of goods and
services in Northern Ireland’. In fact, paragraphs 4.13
to 4.15 of that paper set out reasons for not including
harassment in the regulations. Paragraph 4.15
specifically states:

“On the basis of the complex arguments put forward we are

minded to accept that it is not appropriate to legislate for
harassment within these regulations.”

The regulations now contain provisions on
harassment, but there has been no proper consultation
on that important aspect of the regulations.

The regulations threaten to override the consciences
and rights of free speech of Christians and others who
object to homosexual practice. That contravenes
articles 9 and 10 of the European Convention on
Human Rights. Indeed, article 9 of the convention is
given statutory force by the Human Rights Act 1998.

It is also worth noting that all six of the world’s
major religions are opposed to homosexual practice,
and Judaism, Islam and Christianity all teach that it is
sinful. Not all hon Members will agree with that view,
but Christians and people of other faiths sincerely hold
it. Given that these are new restrictions, the regulations
will interfere with one’s freedom to practise one’s
religion. The restrictions will apply to all aspects of
society, and it is proposed that they should apply to the
religious teachings, observances and practices, and
services that religious organisations offer to the
community. The Government say that exemptions are
built into the regulations. However, those do not
provide adequate protection for religious groups,
churches and organisations.

Regulation 16 does not apply to the harassment
provisions. For example, if baptism, communion or
church membership is denied to a homosexual and the
minister of the church meets with that person to
explain in orthodox theological terms the religious
belief that justified that denial, that person could bring
a claim for harassment, complaining that the minister’s
approach had the effect of violating dignity or creating
a “humiliating or offensive environment.”

Regulation 16(4)(a) says that:

“Nothing in these Regulations shall make it unlawful for a
minister —

(a) to restrict participation in activities carried on in the
performance of his functions”.

That exemption covers the minister’s refusal;
however, it does not cover any subsequent explanations
that are given by the church. Therefore a church could
be sued for harassment for the way in which it refused
a homosexual membership or for the way in which any
other aspect of its religious observances were refused.

If I had time, I would give other examples as to how
this legislation will have an impact on Christian
bookshops, on Christian organisations that run old
people’s homes and on Christian owners of bed-and-
breakfast premises. The regulations will cause major
concerns for Christians who are involved in life’s
many normal activities and who believe that they have
the right to exercise their religious conscience.

The harassment provisions also apply to state and
independent schools and to universities. Therefore if a
teacher teaches the orthodox Christian belief that
homosexual practice is sinful, a pupil who self-
identifies as gay could bring a claim for harassment,
complaining that such teaching had the effect of
violating their dignity or of creating an intimidating,
“humiliating or offensive environment.” Is that the
kind of situation in which we want to place our
teachers? Have hon Members had the opportunity to
consider that?

The freedom to teach religious belief also engages
article 2 of the first protocol to the European Convention
on Human Rights, which provides that:

“In the exercise of any functions which it assumes in relation to
education and teaching, the State shall respect the right of parents to

ensure such education and teaching in conformity with their own
religious and philosophical convictions.”

10.45 am

How are we going to uphold that right in Northern
Ireland when these regulations become law? How will
parents have the right to send their children to school
to have religious instruction based on biblical Christian
teaching when it is possible that, under these regulations,
teachers will be prevented from providing that instruction,
or could be sued for harassment if they do? That is a
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matter for everyone in Northern Ireland who cares about
religious freedom in this part of the United Kingdom.

There is no religious harassment law in Northern
Ireland with respect to the provision of goods, facilities
and services, yet harassment laws on sexual orientation
have been inserted into these regulations. That is
completely inconsistent with the declared aim of
creating equality of protection for all categories of
persons.

Part IV, article 31, paragraph 5(a) of the Fair
Employment and Treatment (Northern Ireland) Order
1998 provides broad exceptions for schools. However,
the Equality Act (Sexual Orientation) Regulations
(Northern Ireland) 2006 set down blanket anti-
discrimination and harassment laws for educational
establishments. Clearly, there is a contradiction
between those two laws.

These regulations are far reaching. They will impact
on many areas of life, and, therefore, will affect people
in all areas of society in Northern Ireland — in education,
business, the public sector, and especially those in the
religious life and in religious organisations.

The Churches have spoken out very clearly on the
issues. For example, in an article in ‘The Catholic
Herald’ on 1 December 2006, the Roman Catholic
Church in Great Britain warned the Government that if
the regulations are implemented on the mainland, the
Church will close the nine adoption agencies it runs,
rather than be forced to place children for adoption
with homosexual couples.

The role of the Churches in adoption, in social life
and in civil society will be seriously undermined by
these regulations. People in Northern Ireland depend
on the Churches. The Churches provide support at
community level and they are involved in the social
life of our community. Nonetheless, these regulations
have the capacity to undermine that involvement. Who
will take up that work in the future?

In the Anglican Church, the Bishop of Rochester,
the Rt Rev Michael Nazir-Ali, warned the Government
that the regulations would certainly affect a great deal
of charitable work done by the Churches and others,
and that it will be the poor and disadvantaged who will
be the losers.

The Presbyterian Church in Ireland has described
the regulations as a worrying intrusion of legislation
into the affairs of faith.

The Methodist, Baptist, Free Presbyterian and Elim
Churches, and many other denominations, have
expressed similar concerns. The Evangelical Alliance
has made representations to the Government to press
for the withdrawal of the regulations, and the Christian
Institute is preparing a legal challenge in the event that

the Secretary of State decides to proceed with
implementation from 1 January 2007.

In his letter to my right hon Friend Rev Dr lan
Paisley, the Secretary of State confirmed that:
“These Regulations have not arisen through European law,

unlike those relating to discrimination on the grounds of sexual
orientation in employment;”

He went on to say that:

“if a re-established Assembly wished to revoke the Regulations,
legally I believe they would be entitled to do so.”

Surely, Madam Speaker, that is a tacit acceptance
that the Assembly has the right to consider and to
determine this legislation, yet the Secretary of State
seeks to deny Members that right.

The issue before hon Members this morning is that
for the above reason, and all the others that I have
outlined, the Secretary of State should withdraw these
regulations and leave the issue to be determined by the
Assembly upon restoration. I call on all parties in the
Assembly to support the motion, and, in doing so,
uphold its right to legislate on issues that quite
properly are the concern of many people across the
community in Northern Ireland.

Madam Speaker: [ remind Members that the
Business Committee agreed that this would be a two-
hour debate. I already have more than enough Members
to allow for a two-hour debate, and if every Member
takes the full 10 minutes we will be over time. However,
I do not want to restrict the speeches of any Members.

Ms Ruane: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann
Combhairle. At the third session of the United Nations
Human Rights Council, Norwegian Ambassador Wegger
Strommen, speaking on behalf of 54 states including
18 members of the Human Rights Council, said:

“At its recent session, the Human Rights Council received
extensive evidence of human rights violations based on sexual
orientation and gender identity, including deprivation of the rights

to life, freedom from violence and torture ... We express deep
concern at these ongoing human rights violations.”

Ireland and Britain were two of the states that signed
that communiqué.

I welcome the fact that the House is having a debate
on sexual orientation, but it is the wrong debate. lan
Paisley and Martin McGuinness as First Minister and
Deputy First Minister designate, and Arlene and I as
human rights and equality spokespersons, should be
sitting together to work out a comprehensive
programme for the gay, lesbian, bisexual and
transgender community. We should be talking about
how to protect people who suffer as a result of
homophobic attacks. There has been an increase of
175% in reported attacks — how many do not get
reported? We should be talking about how to resource
the organisations that work for the welfare of the gay,
lesbian and bisexual community. We should be talking
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about how to link human rights and the equality sector
to bring about change. Everybody should have the
same rights and legal protections — there is no
halfway house. You cannot have equality for some.

Ba choéir go mbeadh na cearta céanna agus an
chosaint dhlithitil chéanna ag gach duine. Ba choir
comhionannas a bheith ann do chadch — ni féidir
idirdhealtl a dhéanamh.

Despite what Jeffrey Donaldson said, the DUP is
using homophobia for political gain. It is attempting to
whip up homophobic sentiments that lead to
discrimination and violence. It is setting the context for
gay bashing and the human rights violations that the
United Nations referred to in its communiqué.

This motion comes from a party that has a track
record on gay and lesbian rights. In 2004, DUP
councillor Arthur Templeton was found guilty of
harassment and fined after making homophobic taunts
against a council candidate. In November 2005,
another DUP councillor, Maurice Mills, shared other
pearls of wisdom when he described hurricane Katrina
as having been sent by God to punish gay and lesbian
people. Tan Og, probably not wanting to be outdone,
said in relation to the gay marriage of former UUP
adviser Steven King:

“Most people in Northern Ireland find homosexual relationships

offensive and indeed obnoxious and I say that from the position of
research I have done.”

That is serious stuff. Although members of the DUP
wring their hands and say: “Of course we are for law
and order”, and “We abhor any crime against anyone”
and “People should go to the police”, they fail to take
responsibility for actions that may arise from their
words. By failing to provide leadership, they are part
of setting the context for an attack on a young man in a
club or a park. Martin Luther King said:

“Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere.”

Madam Speaker: Order. | remind Members of my
earlier statement about criticising Members of other
legislatures, or councillors, who are not in this House
to defend themselves. I also ask Members to exercise
caution so that they do not misrepresent other Members’
comments. [ draw the attention of the House to the
rulings recorded in the ‘Northern Ireland Assembly
Companion — Rulings, Convention and Practice’,
pages 81-82:

“no Member may make an interpretation of what another

Member said ... To quote a Member as having said something that
he or she did not say is unparliamentary.”

That applies not just to Ms Ruane, but to whoever
speaks in future. Members should be careful about
how they interpret each other’s remarks.

Mr Paisley Jnr: On a point of order, Madam
Speaker. Will you confirm that some of the DUP
members that the Member indicted have been expelled

for actions of a criminal nature? Will you also confirm
that comments, supposedly attributed —

Madam Speaker: That is not a point of order, Mr
Paisley. You have made your point, which will be
recorded in Hansard, but it is not a point of order. Mr
Hussey is not in the Chamber otherwise he could help
me. [ remind Members that, when they raise a point of
order, they must cite the relevant Standing Order. A
point of order, or a point of information, that does not
relate to a Standing Order will not be accepted.

I apologise, Ms Ruane. You will be compensated for
the loss of time.

Mr Maskey: Could you perhaps get a bit of order,
Madam Speaker?

Madam Speaker: Are you challenging my ruling,
Mr Maskey? I try to give all Members an opportunity
to speak. In every parliamentary institution, there will
always be talk across the Benches. That constitutes
good debate. I will stop anything that impedes good
debate practice, as I have done up to now.

Ms Ruane: It is a smokescreen to say that it would
be better for the regulations to be passed in this House
rather than Westminster. The real issue is that there
should be no delay in bringing forward legislation. The
gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgendered community is
protected in the South of Ireland, and these regulations
will provide protection in the North of Ireland. That is
to be welcomed, and there should be no delay.

What are the effects of gay bashing? What are the
effects of delaying the implementation of rights?

Mr Donaldson: What about the rights of
Christians?

Madam Speaker: You should address your remarks
through the Chair, Mr Donaldson, but please let the
Member speak.

Ms Ruane: The findings of all reputable research
into the effects of homophobia show that the gay
community is disproportionately affected by suicide
and self-harm. Ireland — North and South — has one
of the highest suicide rates in Europe. It is a poor
excuse for politicians to say that they are defending the
rights of Christians to discriminate. Many Christians
support the legislation and do not believe in
discrimination.

There is much hysteria and misinformation about
this legislation. Opponents claim that primary schools
will be forced to actively promote civil partnerships to
the same extent that they teach about the importance of
marriage. They also claim that a printing shop run by a
Christian will be forced to print flyers promoting gay
sex. They claim that it will force a family-run bed-and-
breakfast establishment to let a double room to a
transsexual couple, even if the family think it in the
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best interests of their children to refuse to allow that
couple into their home.

Let us debunk some of those myths. Printers will
not be forced to print flyers promoting gay sex — or
any other form of sex. They will, however, not be
allowed to hang up a sign saying: “No gays served
here”. Regulation 9 simply prohibits educational
establishments from refusing to accept students on the
grounds of sexual orientation.

Regulation 7(2)(a) provides that anyone providing
accommodation —

Madam Speaker: I must interrupt you once again,
Ms Ruane. If Members wish to ask another Member to
give way, please do so. However, this loud barracking
must stop.

Mr P Robinson: On a point of order, Madam
Speaker. Is it possible for you to extend your previous
ruling on the misrepresentation of what Members say
to include the misrepresentation of the regulations?

Madam Speaker: Not at this stage, Mr Robinson.

Mr Maskey: On a point of order, Madam Speaker.
You correctly reminded Members about the context in
which they should cite the previous remarks of other
Members. Could you advise the House under which
Standing Order you have ruled that Members may
interrupt willy-nilly when they feel like it without
challenge? You have challenged Members only twice
so far.

Madam Speaker: The Speaker’s ruling in all
matters is, as the Member has probably gathered, final.

Mr Maskey: On a point of order, Madam Speaker. |
accept that entirely. However, some Members are
continually interrupting. You expressed a view to me
privately that that is how Members from that party
participate in debates. However, I do not accept that
this is the proper way for a sitting to be chaired.

11.00 am

Madam Speaker: As I said before, Mr Maskey,
when you commented about order in the Chamber, all
parliamentary institutions have cross-Chamber
comments. [ will stop loud comments that interrupt the
Member who has the Floor.

I do my best to keep order. The fact that this Chamber
is smaller than those in comparable institutions has a
bearing on that. However, I ask Members to allow
whoever has the Floor to have his or her say. Members
can ask the Member who is speaking to give way. I ask
Members not to conduct loud conversations that
prevent me from hearing what is being said by the
Member who has the Floor.

Mr Maskey: I would like to receive a written ruling
from Madam Speaker on the matter, showing the basis
on which the ruling is being made. I am hearing an

invitation for Members to have a free-for-all as long as
they keep it below a certain level.

Madam Speaker: I thank the Member and I
appreciate his concern. However, my ruling is final. If
the Member wants to challenge my ruling, there are
other ways to do that.

Ms Ruane: I will just have to get a louder voice and
speak over the interruptions. [Interruption.]

Are you finished, George? I wish to pay tribute to
the gay and lesbian community for its courage and
bravery in standing up for its rights, and to the other
groups that are supporting it. I call on all groups who
are fighting for rights to stand alongside them because
they should not stand alone.

The motion is part of yesterday’s agenda — part of
the bad old days of the past. Members should move on
and show leadership. The days of second-class
citizenship and hiding our identities are gone. How
does the motion fit in with our equality briefs?

The DUP talks a lot about law and order and respect
for the law. I hope that it is going to uphold section 75
of the Northern Ireland Act 1998 and these regulations
when they come into effect in January 2007. Is the
DUP’s support for law and order selective; does it only
support its idea of law and order? Let us move from
the dark ages to the light of the twenty-first century.
There is no room for discrimination in this century, and
where it happens Sinn Féin will challenge it. No one
should stand alone and suffer discrimination — the
people who should stand alone are the discriminators.

Members should read the results of the recent Mori
poll, which asked 1,100 people if they believed it was
right for businesses to discriminate against gay, lesbian
and bisexual people. An overwhelming 88% said no,
showing that attitudes among young people are the
most progressive on gay and lesbian rights. Gay
bashing is not even a vote winner. The DUP should
stop digging a hole for itself and join the rest of us to
support anti-discrimination legislation that protects
everyone. One never knows when it might be needed.
Go raibh maith agat.

Mr Nesbitt: Madam Speaker, I shall endeavour to
help you by keeping to the motion, which is primarily
procedural. It asks where authority resides in the
decision-making process with respect to Northern
Ireland legislation. That authority should be in the
Northern Ireland Assembly and not in a process that is
taking legislation through Westminster for January
2007. The primary element in the motion is legislative;
however, I recognise that the regulations will have an
impact on communities in Northern Ireland.

Let me deal with those two points. I heard Ms
Ruane from Sinn Féin talking on the radio this
morning about the importance of respecting
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international law. [ am conscious that Sinn Féin at
almost every turn refers to the rights and equality of
the people in, as it says, the “North of Ireland”. I am
also conscious that the Government, at every turn,
refers to rights and equality. Indeed, the Government,
in their latest commentary on Northern Ireland, the St
Andrews Agreement on 13 October 2006, made
reference to rights on the first page of the document:

“ equality and human rights at the heart of the new dispensation
in Northern Ireland”.

The Ulster Unionist party asks for rights and equality.

I am a citizen of the United Kingdom, and I expect
the same rights that are afforded to its other citizens —
I expect parity of esteem with them. The United
Kingdom Government must remember that, through
the Council of Europe, they have signed up to and
ratified a convention that dictates that political discourse
of this nature is to be applied equally throughout the
United Kingdom.

The Government have also signed up to and ratified
measures to the effect that we, as a region of the
United Kingdom, should have effective participation in
the decision-making process. However, not one of
those standards that the Government have ratified, and
which they are supposed to endorse, is being applied in
their actions with regard to The Equality Act (Sexual
Orientation) Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2006. Mr
Donaldson dealt with that matter fulsomely, so I need
not go into that in any great detail.

The rest of the United Kingdom was given three
months in which to respond to the consultation on the
regulations, but Northern Ireland was allowed two
months. Why was the rest of the United Kingdom
given a longer time in which to consult on the
regulations? That does not represent equality and
parity of esteem in the political process that the
Government have signed up to.

By their own volition, and by the decisions that they
have made in introducing the legislation, the Government
are denying all Members the same rights that others
will have. The Government need not say, as they have,
that they will change the Order-in-Council system to
make it a legislative process. That will not give us true,
effective participation.

Therefore the Government have failed on the
process, which represents the substantive part of the
motion. The Government have failed to live up to the
standard that they announced; they have failed to
uphold what they signed up to through the Council of
Europe. Therefore, they have failed the citizens of
Northern Ireland by the manner in which they have
adopted The Equality Act (Sexual Orientation)
Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2006.

Madam Speaker, you said that Members should be
brief in their contributions so that every Member who

wished to speak would have time to do so. I will
endeavour to do that.

The second element of substance is not inconse-
quential. Sinn Féin has spoken of homophobia, and has
said that the motion is gay bashing. Mr Donaldson has
said that that is not so. I concur that it is not gay bashing,
as does the Ulster Unionist Party. We respect the law,
which permits gay and lesbian relationships, and civil
partnerships.

Mr Campbell: Will the Member go further and agree
that the House should condemn any attacks on anyone,
and that that condemnation should be unequivocal?
Does he agree that if every political party in Northern
Ireland did that, we would be much better off?

Mr Nesbitt: It goes without saying that we condemn
any attack from wherever it comes and regardless of its
motive. People should operate, at all times, within the
law and subscribe to it.

The issue of rights is central to the debate. The law
states that the gay and lesbian community has rights,
and we subscribe to those rights. Christian
denominations also have rights. Certain questions must
be addressed, and I am not fully satisfied that that has
been done. Mr Donaldson went into those questions in
detail, and I will remind the Chamber of a couple of
them. If a Christian organisation wishes to found an
adoption society, it can do so, and if it wishes that
those for whom they will furnish a child are in a male-
female relationship, it may say so. Should the gay and
lesbian community be allowed to challenge that wish,
and thus ensure that its rights are allowed to infringe
the rights of the Christian community? There are two
rights competing in that example, and they must be
addressed.

Caitriona Ruane said that printers would not be
forced to print flyers that advocate gay practices. If a
Christian bookshop has books of a Christian ethos
including Christian principles — Members know what
they are, so I need not repeat them — and a gay or
lesbian person comes into the shop, picks up a book
and disagrees with what it says, does that person feel
harassed, and will that bookshop, therefore, from 1
January 2007, be breaking the law? Those are funda-
mental questions.

This afternoon, the Northern Ireland Human Rights
Consortium is holding a seminar to celebrate Human
Rights Day. The date of 10 December is a hallmark
day for the International Society for Human Rights; it
was the date in 1948 when the Universal Declaration
of Human Rights was agreed by the General Assembly
of the United Nations. Sinn Féin mentioned the UN in
its address this morning.

It is worth examining the fundamental freedoms that
were agreed on 10 December 1948, which, along with
two other covenants, formed the International Bill of
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Human Rights. Article 16 of that declaration is
interesting. The words that it uses are important:
“Men and women ... have the right to marry and to found a

family ... The family is the natural and fundamental group unit of
society and is entitled to protection by society and the State.”

I quote from the UN, not from Ulster Unionist Party
policy.

I am not saying that a declaration that was written in
1948 is sacrosanct today, because there have been
changes in the law since then. The law changes in order
to reflect changes in society. Members often quote
from Hansard; remember that Mr Hansard went to jail
because he took information from Parliament. Imagine
if today people were put in jail for taking documentation
out of the Chamber. As society changes, the law changes.

Nonetheless, Madam Speaker, certain fundamental
issues must be addressed. The process by which the
Government are putting the regulations through not
only denies the proper process of equality in the
treatment of the law throughout the United Kingdom,
it denies the rights of people who duly feel concerned
and are mindful of what the UN’s Universal Declaration
on Human Rights says about the importance of the
family: the family must be protected.

Ms Lewsley: I oppose the motion. Let us be clear
about what the regulations do: they protect people
from discrimination. They ensure that gay, lesbian and
transgender people have the same basic rights as the
rest of us. Just as it is illegal to refuse to serve
someone in a bar because of their religion, it will be
illegal to refuse to serve someone because of their
sexual orientation; just as it is illegal to deny people
access to accommodation on the grounds of their race
and nationality, it will be illegal to do so because of
their sexual orientation. All that the regulations do is
afford gay and lesbian people the same protection that
is enjoyed by women, the disabled and ethnic
minorities, for example.

The same protection has existed in the South for the
past six years under the Equal Status Act 2000. If we
would not accept, “No Dogs, No Irish”, why should
we allow, “No Dogs, No Gays”? If we demand
equality for some, should we not extend it to all? Let
us be clear about the terrible extent of the poisonous
effects of tolerating discrimination and harassment.
One of the key areas covered by the regulations is
education. A 2002 Department of Education survey of
young people who identified themselves as gay,
lesbian or transgender in Northern Ireland found that
44% were bullied at school because of their sexuality,
29% had attempted suicide, and 26% had self-harmed.

In those circumstances, can anyone seriously argue
against a prohibition on discrimination and harassment
at school? It is only by getting serious about tackling
harassment that we can change those appalling figures.

11.15 am

Mr Donaldson: Surely the introduction of these
regulations will create the possibility that teachers in
schools, and others, can be harassed because of their
religious beliefs? Surely two wrongs do not make a
right. If it is right to introduce the regulations, why
does the hon Lady think that the Minister in Great
Britain is delaying their implementation?

Ms Lewsley: I take on board the Member’s points.
The Member has said that the regulations will prevent
teachers from teaching against homosexuality in
school. That is untrue — all that the regulations will
prevent is discrimination and harassment, not the
teaching of religious doctrine. Harassment occurs only
if there is unwanted conduct that has the purpose or
effect of violating dignity or creating an intimidating,
hostile, degrading, humiliating or offensive environment.

In opposing these regulations, the DUP is showing
itself to be the “Discriminating as Usual Party”. The
DUP wants to deny gay and lesbian people equal
rights. That is just wrong, especially when we consider
the profound effect of intolerance on young people.

There has been much misrepresentation on the part
of the DUP in its attempt to justify its stance. The DUP
claims that the regulations attack freedom of religious
belief. That is just not true. Nothing in the regulations
means that religious doctrine cannot be taught in
schools, nor will the regulations cover properties such
as church halls or retreat houses, the main purpose of
which is not commercial. The proof is that the South
has had similar laws for the last six years, which have
not created any bother or surprises. Provided that clear
and sensible guidance is issued, the SDLP does not see
why there should be problems in the North. However,
should any such problems arise, it would be a simple
matter to review the regulations.

For those reasons, the SDLP opposes the DUP’s
motion. Equality is a basic human right and the
regulations vindicate that principle. The regulations
have been laid before Parliament and should become
law. I therefore oppose the motion.

Mr Ford: The Alliance Party supports the regulations,
and it commented in favour of them during the
consultation process. It is essential that there should be
equality of opportunity, equality of access, equality of
treatment and equality under the law for every citizen
in this society, regardless of any groups to which they
may or may not belong, or of their sexual orientation.

Mr Donaldson’s principal complaint this morning
was that the regulations have been held back in Great
Britain, but are proceeding in Northern Ireland. He
also complained about the length of the consultation
process. I note that even he admits that there were 673
responses during the consultation period. The
consultation process was undoubtedly shorter than the
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ideal, but it covered all of the main religious groupings
in Northern Ireland and all of the key groups that have
an interest in the area of sexual orientation
discrimination. I am not sure that the response would
have been any different had there been another four
weeks — or 14 weeks — of consultation. To simply
suggest that the timescale was the major problem does
not seem to be going very far.

If the regulations are ready to go forward in
Northern Ireland, the Alliance Party believes that they
should go forward — bureaucratic engagement in
Great Britain is no excuse for doing otherwise here.

Mr Poots: Does the Member support the views of
the judge in the case taken against the Secretary of
State by the General Consumer Council for Northern
Ireland about the length of the consultation on water
charges?

Mr Ford: I thought that the Member’s intervention
would be more relevant than that, Madam Speaker.
Discrimination, homophobic bullying and violence
exist today, and they must be dealt with today. If the
Member cannot see that that is rather more significant
than the timescale for the water charging consultations,
I am afraid that he is in the wrong debate.

If the implementation of the regulations were left to
a Northern Ireland Assembly, the attitude of the DUP
suggests that it would do all that it could to block
these, or similar, regulations. In the wider community,
those who oppose the regulations are the same people
who opposed the decriminalisation of homosexual acts
a few years ago; they are merely fighting another battle
further down the line. That is why, whatever their
motivation, or whatever they claim their feelings to be,
they are seen as being merely homophobic. This
Assembly should not support a stance that can be
interpreted in such a way.

Existing laws cover elements of discrimination
against people on grounds of sexual orientation, but
currently they fall far short of the provisions that apply
for other categories of discrimination where offering
goods and services is concerned. There are many cases
in which it is legal to discriminate on the grounds of
sexuality but not, for example, on the grounds of race
and religion. The legislation that is being discussed
this morning is a way to deal with that. I find it sad
that exaggerated fears are being whipped up to suggest
that the regulations go much further than any rational
reading of them would reveal.

Although many people, particularly those who are
members of religious groupings and denominations,
are concerned about their position and the rights that
are necessary for them to maintain their formal stance,
they have all said that they oppose discrimination. It is
perverse to whip up those fears and to suggest that
discrimination is being applied in a reverse way.

Mr Donaldson: Will the Member give way?

Mr Ford: No. I have given way already for a fairly
inconsequential intervention.

Madam Speaker, clear examples have been given
that have been disproved by the fact that exemptions
for churches and religious practice in Northern Ireland
are actually wider — not narrower, as has been
suggested — than those that are being proposed for
Great Britain. Indeed, it will still be possible to
discriminate in some areas against gays in a way that
will not be possible in other areas.

Mr Donaldson’s dismissal of concerns about
harassment worried me. If he opposes the introduction
of legislation against harassment, he could be interpreted
as supporting harassment. That is a serious point, so |
shall give him a few seconds to answer it.

Mr Donaldson: On that point, Madam Speaker,
may I quote from the Secretary of State’s letter to my
right hon Friend Dr Paisley? On the issue of harassment,
specifically in relation to Christian bookshops, which
was an issue that we raised, the Secretary of State said:

“Whether or not an environment is ‘hostile, degrading,
humiliating, insulting or offensive’ is a matter for the court. In this
untested area it is impossible to predict whether a hypothetical book

or poster could be considered ‘hostile’ etc. by a ‘reasonable man’ in
all the circumstances, which is the basic test.”

In other words, this has not yet been tested. The hon
Member may find that, when it comes to the courts, I
am right and he is wrong.

Mr Ford: Madam Speaker, it may have to come to
the courts to test that.

However, the suggestion that displaying Christian
books in a Christian bookshop amounts to harassment
is far beyond any example from any other area. When
Mr Donaldson uses phrases such as “homosexuality is
a sin”, he is actually suggesting that discrimination
against the sinners is justifiable. That is the danger in
the civil society in which we live.

Madam Speaker: Mr Ford, I remind you of my
comments regarding misrepresentation of other
Members’ comments. Thank you.

Mr Ford: [ am sorry, Madam Speaker; I thought
that that was a direct quotation.

The sorts of examples that were given earlier that
suggested that a minister explaining his church’s
position in a charitable and counselling way could be
interpreted as harassment stretches the interpretation of
instances of harassment way beyond anything that is
credible under normal understanding of the common
law. Harassment requires abuse and malice. An honest
explanation of a theological position, given in love,
cannot conceivably be regarded as such. To whip up
fears that suggest that that would be the case seems to
be taking an entirely unreasonable attitude to the
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regulations. Similarly, a number of Members have
referred to adoption regulations.

Mr Nesbitt: May I ask a quick question? Madam
Speaker, with respect to sexual harassment, the
perception of the offended, not the person who commits
the harassment, will cause problems. Therefore it is not
what the bookshop might or might not do; rather, it is
whether a person perceives harassment to have occurred.
The Member has not addressed that fundamental point.

Mr Ford: The Member said that he would be quick.

Mr Nesbitt: I have raised a fundamental aspect of
this matter that Mr Ford has not addressed.

Mr Ford: No. Weight may be given to perception,
but interpretation is not solely based on perception;
there must be an interpretation that goes beyond a
simple perception. That perception must also be honest
and reasonable. Those matters may need to be decided
in the courts, but to suggest that there should be a
blanket allowance for anything to be done — lest a
matter be tested in the courts and turn out not to be to
the liking of unionist Members — is surely not where
we want the law to be.

Reference has been made to adoption regulations as
though, somehow, there are large numbers of children
about to be shipped off to be adopted by gay partners.
The reality, as anyone with my background in social
work knows, is that very small numbers of children are
adopted, and the principle in adoption is that the needs
of the child come first. To suggest that adoption is
being treated in the way that has been suggested in this
Chamber this morning is an utterly unreasonable
perception of what is happening.

Mr Donaldson said that this Assembly should have
the right to decide. Of course, this Assembly has no
rights to decide anything — this is the Transitional
Assembly. However, it seems that, if there is to be
devolution and if this Assembly will have to take
decisions in areas such as this, the comments made so
far by Mr Donaldson, and the sedentary comments of
some of his friends, suggest that there are real reasons
for concern. Given their opposition to the regulations, I
really wonder what guarantee society as a whole would
have that members of the DUP, given power, would
live up to their obligations on equality and a shared
future in respect of all of our citizens.

Mr Shannon: I support the motion standing in the
name of my colleague Jeffrey Donaldson. On Friday
24 November — a epic day in more than one sense, as
we all remember — not only was much happening in
the halls of Parliament Buildings, but the halls of
Westminster were not silent either. While the eyes of
our elected representatives were focusing on securing a
future for our Province, The Equality Act (Sexual
Orientation) Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2006 were
being forced through.

I am sure that all Members are fully aware of the
implications for the people of Northern Ireland of that
piece of legislation being pushed through behind
closed doors. It is the clearest sign that those behind
that underhanded manoeuvre were aware that the
legislation was something that our constituents on, |
believe, both sides of the divide, would not wish to be
made law in this Province.

The matter should have been left until April 2007,
when legislation is to be introduced in the rest of the
United Kingdom, after the careful consideration period
of nine months. At that time, the Members of this
Assembly who are willing to follow through on their
obligations will be deciding on the issues that directly
impact upon Northern Ireland. Would it not have been
better to do it then?

Northern Ireland has been cited as a test-bed region
for laws that the Government feel are controversial for
the mainland — the rates evaluation procedures are a
perfect example. The push to implement the legislation
here, with, subsequently, a lesser chance of adverse
publicity, was a clear boon for those who have the
agenda of promoting this form of positive discrimination,
which is not wanted, or even needed, in the huge
majority of cases in Northern Ireland.

Indeed, the consultation process in Northern Ireland
showed overwhelmingly that these regulations were
not wanted as they stand, never mind with the addition
of the amendments concerning the illegality of so-called
harassment that appeared in the final document. The
document that was released for consultation expressly
stated that there would be no law on harassment.
However, a mere six weeks later, that had been added
to the regulations and approved, dramatically
expanding the ambit of the law.

The regulations make it illegal to harass someone on
the basis of their sexual orientation. That seems to be
fair enough on the surface, but one does not have to
scratch too deeply to find that the reality is not so
shiny as the surface implies. There is no clear-cut
definition of what exactly constitutes harassment.
Harassment is entirely based on the perception of the
person who feels that they are the recipient of that
harassment, which is defined as a violation of dignity,
a hostile or insulting environment, and degrading or
humiliating treatment. Surely, that is all in the eye of
the beholder and, were that beholder to possess a
prejudice against a member of the community with
values opposed to their own, surely a hostile environ-
ment or an insult to dignity could be found in many
situations. Is that equality?

11.30 am
One of Ruth Kelly’s aides has said:
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“Peter [Hain] is doing what is right for Northern Ireland, where
there is a different history and system. We will do what is right for
Great Britain.”

There is one thing that is undoubtedly true about
that statement: we do have a different history and
system in Northern Ireland. There is a decidedly
stronger Christian influence in the Province; it is the
Bible Belt of the UK. To try to enforce this legislation
on us without consultation or the consent of elected
representatives — without even an opportunity to
debate or amend it, as is proper and right in a democracy
— is a disgusting act of dictatorship. No thought or
consideration has been given to the owners of
businesses, who have always proclaimed their right to
refuse admission.

We are assured that Churches will be protected and
allowed to retain the freedom to preach their own
morals. However, let me outline the consequences of
this law should it be passed as it stands now. A man
may hear in church the Bible clearly outlined, telling
him to stand for what is right. At work the next
morning, he may be asked by a group to illustrate the
cover of a book of dubious nature, which goes against
the beliefs he holds dear and the make-up of the person
that he is. He will no longer be allowed to refuse
politely, for fear that it may lead to a claim under the
new legislation. Should he go against the person that
he is, or follow the rigours of a law that clearly
discriminates against his belief system? This new law
protects a person’s beliefs on Sunday but discriminates
against them on other days of the week. Should he
have to face a choice between his job and his integrity?
There is plenty of freedom in the market, so why
should those who will lose revenue from their businesses
be further persecuted by the spectre of a fine?

Christianity is not merely a one-day wonder; it is a
way of life. This legislation goes against freedom of
religion and the right to form one’s own beliefs that is
secured in the Human Rights Act 1998, which Labour
and Peter Hain have been so anxious to promote.
Surely there is a right to protect the biblical foundations
that established this nation. Queen Victoria, when
asked the secret behind the greatness of England, lifted
her Bible and replied that God was great and that she
believed that he was the foundation of England. Were
she to be asked that question today, she would need to
be sure that it was a Sunday and that she was in
church, on the off chance that someone might find that
she was supporting biblical principles.

There is a factor missing from the calculation of this
legislation: Christians do not want to discriminate
against homosexuals. I would not refuse to sell to
someone because of his or her sexuality, race, creed or
colour, and I would not withhold constituency support
from anyone for those reasons. However, that does not
mean that [ should actively encourage and promote

homosexuality in my home or in my children’s school
education, or by hiring out my church hall for a rally
or by putting advertising in my window. To be forced
to promote that impacts adversely on my freedom, and
it is unacceptable. It is also unacceptable to the people
who support the DUP.

There are 7-3 million evangelistic Christians in
England. That does not take into account the five
million Roman Catholics, as well as Jews, Muslims
and mainstream church-goers, who are opposed to this
regulation in its very definition. That number far
outweighs the number of those in favour, including the
6% of the population who make up the gay community.

There has been some talk of surveys this morning.
In an independent survey in England, 70% of the
10,000 adults questioned stated that they believed that
any law requiring people to promote homosexual
practice should be applied selectively, in order to
ensure that people with strong religious beliefs are not
forced to act against their conscience. Furthermore,
66% stated that the law should not discriminate against
religious groups in order to promote gay rights. Clearly,
a large proportion of the population is opposed to this
legislation.

The majority of people interviewed agreed that the
Government should do more to promote traditional
family and marriage values and less to promote gay
and lesbian lifestyles. This was not a survey of church-
goers but of people on the street. If that was the finding
in England, how much greater would be the response
in Northern Ireland? Yet this view was never taken into
consideration. The only view that was considered was
that of the loud minority who are goaded on by
Labour, whose agenda seems to be to devalue the
family and to break the Church.

The vast majority of people in the Province have no
desire to withhold a cup of coffee in a café from
someone who is homosexual; they just do not want to
be forced to actively promote homosexuality, whether
in the workplace, in their own businesses or in the
education of their children. As a parent, I want my
boys to learn about and value the importance of
individuals in society and to respect all people.

However, that individual respect is not to be
confused with condoning something that is contrary to
God’s law. My boys need to learn that; they do not
need to be taught that anything and everything goes,
when it does not.

I am no man’s judge; I can be responsible only for
my own actions and for my own conscience. My
conscience does not allow me to remain silent and
permit the implementation of these unfair and
discriminatory regulations to proceed unchallenged.

Dr McCrea: Is it not already clear from the debate
that the Secretary of State is forcing the regulations
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through because parties in this Assembly have made
representations to stop any future Assembly from
making that decision? That is the reason that the
Government are forcing them through now.

Mr Shannon: I thank the Member for his
intervention, and I endorse his point.

Those who seek to implement the regulations in
Northern Ireland have done so in a distinctly
underhand way while at the same time proclaiming
that they are being introduced in the hope of finding
equality. Where is the real equality? A chief executive
of the gay lobby group Stonewall has been appointed
as a commissioner to the new Commission of Equality
and Human Rights (CEHR). A gay printer can refuse
to print Christian literature, but a Christian printer can
no longer refuse the tender of a gay magazine. Where
is the equality in that?

Peter Hain talks about equality, and Colin Hart from
the Christian Institute said that he should:
“read his own regulations, which elevate gay rights above all

other rights for religious people ... It is a preferential status which
will drive a coach and horses through religious liberty.”

I support the motion, which calls for the withdrawal
of the regulations, thus leaving the issue to be determined
by a Northern Ireland Assembly. The voices of the
hundreds of people who have already registered their
condemnation of the rushed way in which the legislation
has proceeded, and its subsequent repercussions,
warrant proper consideration. We need to ensure that
the Secretary of State listens and does not continue to
ride roughshod over the firmly held beliefs of the
majority of people in Northern Ireland. Every business
owner should retain the right to politely refuse business
for whatever reason, and it is none of anybody else’s
concern why they do so, as long as there is a free and
open market that will provide goods and services.

I do not intend to discriminate against any faction of
society; I wish only to ensure that there is no positive
discrimination, which is just as unsavoury, unnecessary
and every bit as unacceptable.

Mr Maskey: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann
Combhairle. I oppose the motion. I take up Dermot
Nesbitt’s point about the position that the UN adopted
in 1948. I remind him that, as of 1 December 2006,
which was less than two weeks ago, a statement on
behalf of 54 countries called for the UN to integrate
modern thinking on discrimination. That thinking
prevents discrimination on the grounds of sexual
orientation. I remind the Member that Ireland and
Britain were signatories to that statement.

The motion argues that the introduction of the
legislation be deferred on the grounds that the process
behind it has been flawed. Those who support the
motion have argued that the regulations are being
introduced in advance of the introduction of their

equivalent in Britain. They also argue that they support
rights for all in our society, including those of the
lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgendered communities.
They talk about the rights of those whose religious
beliefs the regulations would offend.

Several Members who have already spoken have
indicated their personal opposition to the substance of
the regulations. I accept that, under party discipline,
and in recent times, disciplinary action has been taken
against some DUP members. However, it is fair to say
that, for many of us, the history of the DUP — and
perhaps, even more so, that of the Free Presbyterian
Church — will lead many of us to believe that a strong
homophobic strain runs through that strand of our
society. Many of us believe that, and our belief is
based on the experience of seeing many years of strong
campaigns that were headed by the leader of the DUP,
who is sitting on the Benches opposite. It is his public
right and privilege to be able to do that.

We could defer the legislation on the basis of a
flawed process, given that people say that they oppose
the process behind the legislation. However, they
actually oppose the substance of the regulations.
Deferring the legislation to an Assembly would worry
people such as ourselves because we know in our
hearts — and this is the key thing for many of us —
that many of those who want this matter to be deferred
want it to be so in order that they can oppose the
substance of the regulations in the future.

I can understand that people believe that the
introduction of these regulations may invite harassment
claims or lawsuits against people in certain professions.
However, I do not believe that that will be the case. As
has already been spelt out, the regulations provide a
number of exemptions — people are entitled to preach
and to promote their own arguments, religious or
otherwise. People are not allowed, however, to
discriminate on grounds of sexual orientation against
people who wish to access goods or services. That
important point must be made.

It is also very wrong to say that, because the
introduction of the regulations could hypothetically
lead to a harassment claim being made against a
person, no change should be made to the law. In fact,
my party and I believe that the burden of ensuring that
people who have no rights must outweigh the burden
of protecting people who may be subject to future
harassment cases. Ultimately, those in whose name the
motion stands have put forward hypotheses as arguments.

We are dealing with people from the lesbian, gay,
bisexual and transgender community, who are
suffering from physical attacks, verbal harassment,
actual discrimination and other forms of abuse day and
daily. Many of those people in our community are
living in fear of their lives every day —
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Madam Speaker: Order. I ask that there be less
conversation while the Member is speaking.

Mr Maskey: They certainly live in fear of being
discriminated against on a practical basis every day of
the week. Their health —

Madam Speaker: Order. Just a moment, Mr Maskey.
Did Members not hear what I said? Obviously not
everyone did, because certain Members were still
talking among themselves. Members, please desist
from carrying on conversations when a Member is on
his or her feet.

Mr Maskey: Thank you, Madam Speaker. On my
party’s behalf, I oppose the motion. To defer the
introduction of the regulations because the process is
considered to have been flawed is a false perspective.
In fact, many of those Members who are opposed to
the introduction of this legislation are opposed to its
substance. We would have no confidence in putting the
rights and entitlements of people from the lesbian, gay,
bisexual and transgender community into the hands of
people who are avowedly opposed to that community
having those rights.

I want to underline what is the very important issue:
the hypothesis that an individual, group, Church or
teacher, or whoever or whatever else, may face
harassment charges in future is far outweighed by the
need to protect under the law people right across our
society, today, tomorrow and from here on in. At
present, those people are being discriminated against
and are the ones who have been suffering violent
attacks. There is no hypothesis to be made there —
those people are suffering directly daily. We want to
support legislation that comes into operation sooner
rather than later, in order to ensure that those people
have the same rights and entitlements as everybody in
this Chamber wants for themselves, their friends, their
families, and those whom they represent.

Dr Birnie: Whatever one thinks of the outcome of
this piece of legislation, it is pretty clear that there
have been substantial defects in the process that
resulted in the regulations. I submit that those defects
should be sufficient for Members from a range of
parties, regardless of their views on the substance of
the sexual orientation regulations, to vote for the
motion. The defects in the process have already been
quite adequately rehearsed, but, in brief, they are
threefold.

First, the consultation period was much shorter than
normal Cabinet Office guidelines would recommend.
Secondly, there were only about two months between
the closing of that consultation and the drafting of the
regulations. That strongly suggests that the Westminster
Government had begun to write this piece of legislation
before they had done the Northern Ireland public the
courtesy of reading and analysing their thoughts on the

questions in the consultation. Thirdly, I make the obvious
point that similar regulations have been delayed until
at least April 2007 in England and Wales, whereas they
are to come into operation on 1 January here.

In short, therefore, the Government are rushing
ahead with legislation in Northern Ireland but holding
back in England and Wales. That prompts the question:
why? Why are we being treated differently? Is
Northern Ireland becoming a test bed? Have the
Government cynically determined that, if they can pass
this type of legislation in Northern Ireland, they will
subsequently try the same trick in England and Wales?

11.45 am

There is also the question of why — and the report
in ‘The Independent’ last week has been mentioned —
the Secretary of State, Mr Hain, has come into conflict
with the Cabinet’s equality Minister, Ruth Kelly, and
has simply decided to overrule her. We can only
speculate on whether that all plays into the contest for
the deputy leadership of the Labour Party.

Our unhappiness at the manner in which this piece
of legislation has been processed increases as one
considers the complexity of the matters that the
regulations concern. In general, and my colleagues
accept this, the question is one of rights. I submit that
the issue in the regulations is that the rights of one
group — those who practise or advocate a homosexual
lifestyle — are being privileged over another group —
those who object to such a lifestyle choice on moral
grounds.

That brings in the question of the religious exemption
— it is there, but it is certainly narrow. In practice,
religious exemption is being qualified in two crucial
ways. It will not apply to any church or religious body
that is in a contractual relationship with the state,
hence the example of adoption agencies, which were
mentioned earlier. There is also the qualification that
any such body could fall foul of the harassment
provision.

My fellow Members and I are not advocating
harassment, but the regulations have been drafted very
broadly as far as a so-called offensive environment is
concerned — and here I quarrel with the hon Member
for Lagan Valley Ms Lewsley. As my colleague Mr
Nesbitt said, the definition is subjective. Regulation 52
states that the burden of proof rests with the accused,
and that is a dangerous precedent.

Madam Speaker: Before I call the next Member to
speak, I think that we have all been treated equally
today — we are all cold. I have checked and I hope
that the Chamber will be heated soon — in addition to
the hot air. I call Mr Pat Ramsey. I hope that you will
be all right, Mr Ramsey.

Mr P Ramsey: I hope so too.
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This debate is hugely important. The SDLP under-
stands the sensitivities around some of the principled
points made by those from the Church sectors.
However, the SDLP is committed to the promotion of
human rights and equality, which is why we fought to
make equality a key part of the Good Friday Agreement.
We need to ensure that the agreement’s promise on
equality and human rights is there for all. That is why
the SDLP is opposing the motion.

Good debates were held last week on the review of
public administration and how certain sections of the
community — whether Protestant or Catholic — feel
about marginalisation, alienation and ensuring that
people are not discriminated against. We are aiming, as
best we can, to ensure that everyone in our society is
part of the shared future that is so important to the
Government.

Some of the objections to the regulations, such as
those made by Jim Shannon, mentioned the forcing of
churches to open up parish halls to gay groups. That is
misleading. Regulation 16 clearly exempts organisations
based on religion or belief from a charge of discrimination
provided that they are solely religious, and not
commercial, organisations. Therefore, the objection
has already been covered.

Discrimination of any type should be outlawed.
These regulations go some way towards ensuring that
people are not discriminated against on grounds of
sexual orientation in respect of the allocation of goods,
services, accommodation, education, and availability
and access to public authorities.

Why should any person be treated less favourably
because he or she has, or is perceived to have, a
particular sexual orientation? That is unfair and unjust,
and it should not be allowed to continue. Passing this
legislation will ensure that — just as it is illegal to
refuse to serve someone on the grounds of religion or
gender — it will be illegal to refuse to serve someone
on the grounds of sexual orientation. This is about
equality for all.

The current situation that permits injustice on the
grounds of sexual orientation is unacceptable and
damaging not only to lesbian, gay and bisexual people,
but to the whole of society.

To quote Dr Martin Luther King when he was in
Birmingham jail in 1963:
“Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere.”

I have heard people criticise the legislation, stating
that it will violate freedoms. That is not true. Contrary
to what has been claimed, regulation 16, which is
comprehensive and detailed, provides certain specific
exemptions on the grounds of religious beliefs.

The legislation will enshrine in law the principle of
equality for everyone, regardless of sexual orientation.

It will provide safeguards for everyone, including
everyone in this Chamber, against that type of
discrimination, and it will provide a legal remedy for
anyone who has been treated less favourably on the
grounds of sexual orientation. The regulations cannot
make people respect homosexuals or cherish them as
part of our society, but they can prohibit discrimination
against them.

Equality either exists or it does not — there is no
halfway house. A situation in which discrimination
against a fellow human being continues to be lawful
does not make it right. Nor does it make for a fair and
equitable society.

Why should we hold up this important piece of
legislation any further just because it is being
introduced in advance of equivalent legislation in
Great Britain? The matter needs no further delay. The
current situation that permits injustice on the grounds
of sexual orientation is unacceptable and damaging not
only to homosexuals, but to society as a whole.

The legislation should be allowed to come into force
to guarantee that everyone is subject to equal treatment,
regardless of sexual orientation.

Mr N Dodds: Is there not a fundamental issue at
stake for parties such as the SDLP and others that
advocate devolution? We are told that we should have
devolution so that local parties and local politicians
can make the decisions. However, in this one area,
because they do not like the particular outcome that
may arise, they demand that the Government go ahead
and ram this legislation through the House of Commons.
There is a fundamental dichotomy in all of this that is
surely embarrassing for the hon Gentleman. Does he
feel no embarrassment about that at all?

Mr P Ramsey: | do not, and I am sure that the hon
Member will have every opportunity to make his own
speech and address some of the matters that have been
raised, such as the objections to the owners of bed-
and-breakfast accommodation being able to refuse
entry to gays. No one in a commercial operation
should refuse entry to anyone. We used to see signs
saying: “No Irish need apply” or “No British need
apply”. We do not want a situation in which gays are
totally discriminated against.

A point was made about a prohibition on teaching
against homosexuality in schools. That is untrue. The
regulations are to prevent discrimination and
harassment — not the teachings of religious doctrines.

I spoke to the Rainbow Group, an organisation that
promotes and advocates the rights of gays across
Northern Ireland. Homophobia is a serious problem
across Northern Ireland and in my constituency. The
PSNI, along with most parties in the city, brought
forward protocols aimed at addressing and reducing
the level of homophobia. Those measures were
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successful, and all political parties contributed to that.
A recent study among lesbians and gays revealed that
harassment and violence are serious problems.

In total, 82% of respondents have experienced
harassment, and 55% have been subject to homophobic
violence. It is expected of us as civic leaders to try to
ensure that we are creating a society in which everyone
is equal; no one is marginalized; no one is alienated;
and all people can participate in the shared future that
we all agreed upon.

Mr Ervine: Madam Speaker, I rise to oppose the
motion. Equality is equality is equality. If we refuse
any human being the entitlement to equality, we deny
ourselves proper equality. It is either for everyone or
for no one. The Democratic Unionist Party has made
great play of the fact that the Secretary of State is
determining that the Assembly should have this
legislation stuffed down its throat. He may well be
doing us a favour.

In fact, he may also have done us favours in the
past, and I have not heard too many raucous comments
from Members of that party about them. For instance,
he just declared that there would be an election, having
previously said that one would not take place until
2008. I did not hear any raucous complaint about that.

Mr Donaldson: We asked for it.

Mr Ervine: I know that you did — so you do not
mind an Order in Council when it suits you —
[Interruption.]

Madam Speaker: Members will please address
their comments through the Chair.

Mr Donaldson: Will the hon Member give way?
Mr Ervine: No, I will not.

We have the option to live in a modern, decent society,
and if we choose to have equality, it must be for
everyone. This is a nice country with a great opportunity,
but it is a bit like the beautiful girl who goes to a
beauty salon and comes out with warts on her nose.

There are jobs at hand. It is not just about Catholics
and Protestants; our ethnic minorities are having
nightmarish experiences, and we must have some
sense of leadership that creates a condition in which
the circumstances that happen on the ground are
perceived to be absolutely intolerable. I certainly
perceive that young people do silly things because it is
on behalf of the DUP. That is the mindset that is out
there. We must have leadership that guarantees the
circumstances in which everyone is equal and equally
protected under the law.

I was not fast enough to my feet earlier to respond
to a couple of DUP Members. They said that it would
be better if every human being were free from violence
and harassment. However, no one told Daphne Trimble

that. No one told Ken Maginness that when he was
being kicked. In other words, the DUP can have a
sweet and wholesome view on harassment, but in
effect, when its members are in a massed gang in a car
park in Portadown, they do not behave in quite the
same way — [Interruption.]

Mr Donaldson: What about John Allen in
Ballyclare? And the Quinn children? And Raymond
McCord?

Madam Speaker: Order.

Mr Ervine: It seems that any defence mechanism is
to be used to cover up one thing. Not only is the DUP
not split on this issue; it is not split from the Catholic
Church on it either — [Interruption.]

A Member: That is correct.

Mr Ervine: I know. The DUP makes interesting
bedfellows when it suits.

[Laughter.]
Madam Speaker: Order.

Mr Ervine: There are a number of factors at play,
which we might address instead of playing the DUP’s
game. What is so harrowing is that the DUP operates a
process of clairvoyance — and it is never good news.
As the saying goes, every Prod knows the future but it
is never good news. There is legislation coming and it
cannot be bad enough. It will be terrible. The DUP is
over-egging the pudding.

In reality, there are human beings who struggle to
come through life with the realisation that they are
different. It is a horrific condition for a young man or
woman to realise that they are out of step with the rest
of society. It brings immense pressure.

Let me give you some examples of things we could
be talking about. Northern Ireland has the highest
teenage suicide rate; one of the highest teenage pregnancy
rates; the highest rate of heart defect; and the lowest
levels of educational achievement in Europe.

Yet here we are, talking about ensuring that we
guarantee that those ogres in the gay and lesbian
community do not get equality.

Mrs Foster: That is rubbish.
12.00 noon
Mr Ervine: That is effectively what you are doing.

Let us be realistic: in terms of how a person sleeps,
eats, does a day’s work or functions as a human being,
treating a gay or lesbian person as an equal will do
them absolutely no harm and will not, in any way,
diminish them as a human being.

I worry about the concept of homophobia. I know
that we are pressed for time, Madam Speaker, and I
appreciate being called to speak. I will not take up that
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much of your time. However, it is worth highlighting
research that was done in the United States. Overtly
homophobic people were wired up to electrodes and
shown heterosexual images and then homosexual images.
This is a true story, Madam Speaker. Lo and behold,
you will never guess what inspired them most. I do not
mean that personally against any human being here.

People who are confirmed in their own sexual
orientation are probably less frightened than those who
are not. It seems that some people display an over-the-
top reaction to those who are different. Many young
working-class men will express it through a sense of
superiority, whether it is over an ethnic community or
those whom they perceive as abnormal.

The sentiments and attitudes of people such as those
in the DUP — and the DUP is surely not alone — is
that it is OK to treat those people as inferior. They are
not inferior; they are equal, and they should be equal in
all aspects of life as far as it is earthly possible for us
to deliver. Northern Ireland has the opportunity to
deliver that equality. The Secretary of State is doing us
a favour by passing these regulations because, if such a
circumstance were to come before this Assembly, we
would end up with a horrible gridlock. The Secretary
of State has done things before. I do not mean to be too
unreasonable, but some people say that staying out of a
devolved Assembly for long enough would allow the
Secretary of State to get all the nightmare stuff in place
so that we do not have to do it.

For those Members who are absolutely serious
about the upset that these regulations will cause in the
odd bookshop — never mind that porn can be bought
from any newsagent’s top shelf — the reality is that,
had they taken the responsibility that was offered to
them, they could have made all kinds of changes. They
could have had the opportunity in the Assembly to pass
these regulations.

When this motion is defeated, or goes nowhere,
perhaps those Members’ constituents, for whom they
fight great battles, will realise that, had those Members
taken the opportunity in the first place, they could well
have had a voice in what society would be like. The
jury is out on how they would reform equality, certainly
for those people who have suffered indignity, hurt and
horror for many years.

Mrs Foster: I sometimes wonder whether Members
take the time to read the motion on the Order Paper
before entering the Chamber. The Member who has
just spoken did not do so; otherwise he would not be
talking about equality for homosexual people. Nobody
is saying anything about that in respect of this motion.

The motion concerns two things: the role of law in
addressing issues in society and the manner in which
the regulations are being introduced. Do not let the
truth get in the way of a good story, David Ervine.

Fundamentally, I am not opposed to equality, but
these regulations are. When did anyone expect Sinn
Féin to call for a matter to be decided at the
Westminster Parliament — out of the control of the
Irish people, as that party would see it? The headlines
from this issue can be summarised thus: “Hain does
not trust local politicians to take decisions”, and:
“Republicans support British rule”. That is a slightly
bizarre situation, I think you will agree, Madam Speaker.

Colleagues have spoken about democratic deficits,
and my friend George Dawson will touch on that when
he winds up the debate. I want to consider the proper role
of the law in dealing with such matters as social change.
Parliament should be very careful when legislating in
such an area. Rather than producing the kind of liberal,
tolerant society that we all want, the regulations are in
danger of stoking up grievances and making life more
difficult for those whom they seek to help.

I am concerned that lawyers will be the only people
who will benefit from these regulations — and I say
that, given that I have a vested interest. The problem of
using the law to change society is that it is necessarily
a blunt instrument that will create many unintended
and undesirable consequences. Given the timescale,
there is not even an adequate opportunity to consider
such matters in detail.

There is a saying in the law that ignorance of the
law is no defence. I hope that my friends will read the
Protection from Harassment (Northern Ireland) Order
1997; if they do, they will have no defence for what
they have said today. The 1997 Order says that:

“a person shall not pursue a course of conduct —
(2)
(b)

which amounts to harassment of another; and

which he knows or ought to know amounts to
harassment of the other.”

Harassment legislation already exists, ladies and
gentlemen. Article 3 of the new regulations defines a
new offence of harassment on the grounds of sexual
orientation, which, as Mr Nesbitt pointed out, is tested
subjectively, not objectively. That provides an extra
protection for the gay and lesbian community above
that which is given to the rest of us. People do not
realise that legislation for protection from harassment
already exists. It protects us all; if we want equality,
that is the way that it should be.

Much has been said about homophobic attacks,
especially by Sinn Féin’s human rights spokesman —
if there is such a thing. If she supported the PSNI and
the Policing Board, she would do much more to deal
with all hate crimes, be they homophobic, sectarian or
racist. Of course, her party chooses not to join the
PSNI or to support the rule of law. Sinn Féin should
not lecture us about the rule of law when it cannot
itself support the rule of law. I wonder whether Sinn
Féin will expel any of its members who are found
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guilty of criminal offences, as my party has done in the
past in relation to homophobic attacks.

Mrs Long: I believe that freedom of speech —
[Interruption.]

Madam Speaker: Order.

Mrs Long: Freedom of speech and freedom of
religion are important and fundamental freedoms, and
I am sure that all Members want to see them protected.
The right to express my faith and beliefs openly and
honestly in a temperate fashion is one that I value
immensely and want to see defended for all people.
However, those are not the only freedoms and
protections that are important in society. Those of us
who enjoy those particular rights, protections and
safeguards should be those who most wish to see them
extended to all people.

We should surely want to see the freedom to live
free of harassment and intimidation and to receive
equal treatment under the law in matters of the
extension of goods and services to all people. Equality
and human rights are not fixed quantities. Extending
them to others does not diminish one’s own; in fact,
creating a more equal, open, honest and fair society
actually strengthens all our positions and rights.

The motion raises a number of issues, most notably,
the differential between our situation and that in
England and Wales, the reasons for any deferral and
the effectiveness of the consultation. It is my
understanding, having researched the issue and spoken
to those who were involved in the decision to defer the
legislation in England and Wales, that it was simply
impossible for the 3,000-odd consultation responses
that they received to be processed in advance of the
November deadline. I also understand that there is a
long-standing agreement between Government and
business that legislation that affects businesses will be
advanced only at two times of the year — November
and April. On those grounds, these regulations could
not have been brought forward in advance of the April
deadline. No one to whom I have spoken has the sense
that the Government have gone cold on the legislation
in England and Wales.

Furthermore, in relation to the effectiveness of the
consultation, I accept Jeffrey Donaldson’s point that
the consultation period was short and perhaps not as
well timed as it ought to have been.

However, it is clear from the number of detailed
responses received that all the substantive issues have
been raised with the Department. Furthermore, the fact
that exemptions granted to religious bodies have been
strengthened during the process means that the
consultation has affected the legislation. Therefore
consultation has been effective in taking account of
representations made during the process; many

consultations in Northern Ireland do not result in
changes to legislation. That must be recognised.

The legislation contains grey areas, which will be
tested in court, as happens with all legislation. On the
basis of common sense, a judge will decide whether
those grey areas can be sorted out properly. It is not
possible to legislate for each individual situation; that
is a fact with all legislation.

The Member for Strangford Mr Jim Shannon — and
I hope that I am not misrepresenting him — argued
that a businessman should retain the right to refuse
business politely from a gay person. If the hon
Member for Strangford had suggested that it would be
acceptable for a businessman to refuse business,
politely or otherwise, from someone with a disability, a
Muslim, a Jew, a Chinese person, a black person, a
woman or a Christian, it would have been a complete
affront to the House. We must be very careful about
saying that people should have the right to refuse
business simply on the basis of people’s beliefs,
lifestyles, or who they are. That is not acceptable, and
it does little to convince people that the motion is not
driven by prejudice.

Some Members have suggested that the legislation
would impose a duty to promote homosexuality:
nowhere in the legislation is there a demand to
promote a homosexual lifestyle. That claim has been
made in the House this morning; Members can read it
in Hansard. The legislation contains no duty to
promote or defend a homosexual lifestyle: the duty is
to treat people with respect.

Mr Donaldson: Will the Member give way?
Mrs Long: No, [ will not give way at this point.

I have discussed these issues with people who have
lobbied strongly to find protections for those with
Christian principles. It is my understanding that there
is not an issue with regard to bed-and-breakfast
accommodation, homes for the elderly, and so forth.
The legislation does not preclude Christian owners of
guest houses or old people’s homes from applying
their Christian principles against all people who are in
sexual relationships outside marriage and saying that
they will accept only people who are single or married.
The legislation simply states that a person cannot
accept an unmarried heterosexual couple but refuse an
unmarried homosexual couple. That is quite right. If
this concern stems from genuine Christian principle
rather than prejudice, the law provides protection for
people to take those decisions.

It has been suggested that simply stating one’s belief
that homosexuality is a sin could lead to a charge of
harassment, but there is no evidence that that is the
case. Repeated and intemperate remarks targeted
maliciously at an individual would constitute
harassment. I question whether any Christian would
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wish to target his or her views repeatedly at an
individual in an intemperate manner, because I would
question whether that person is a good witness.

12.15 pm

On a personal note, it grieves me, as a Christian,
that those of us who profess a personal Christian faith
are so often seen to be in the heel-dragging section of
the population when it comes to issues of human rights
and equality. We ought to be at the forefront of the
movement to extend to everyone the same rights that
we enjoy. We should extend protections and safeguards
under the law to all people, thereby reflecting the
inherent dignity, worth and value of every human
being, as it is my belief that we are all created in the
image of God.

[Interruption.]
Madam Speaker: Order, order.

Mr Dawson: | have no hesitation in saying that I
approach these and other regulations and laws from the
standpoint of Christian morality. That is my world
view. It is my right to have, defend and express that
world view. It is my right to allow that world view to
influence my decisions, my life and my actions. I share
that view with many hundreds of thousands of people
across Northern Ireland.

The DUP’s approach to the regulations is not simply
based on the fact that it does not like them — although
it does not. The regulations are a direct attack on the
right to hold, express and manifest a religious belief.
They are an attack on freedom: on freedom of speech
and freedom of religion.

Mr Poots: Has such an attack not already taken
place in the Chamber this morning? Mr Maskey attacked
both the DUP and the Free Presbyterian Church. Perhaps
Members are aware of Cardinal Ratzinger’s statement
that homosexuality is:

“a more or less strong tendency ordered to an intrinsic moral evil,
and thus the inclination itself must be seen as an objective disorder”.

Madam Speaker: Mr Poots, I draw your attention
to what I said at the start of the debate. You must be
careful not to misrepresent the remarks of other Members.

Mr Poots: I do not think that I have misrepresented
anyone thus far.

Madam Speaker: Are you taking part in the debate,
Mr Poots?

Mr Dawson: | had given way to Mr Poots.

Madam Speaker: You have given way for quite
some time, Mr Dawson, which eats into the time that
you have to speak.

Mr Dawson: The interventions from Sinn Féin
Members today have convinced the DUP, yet again,

that they have no commitment to the principles of
democracy.

I too am aware of the current Pope’s comments on
homosexuality, as quoted by Mr Poots. I am sure that
the Members from both the SDLP and Sinn Féin will
brand the current Pope as homophobic for making
those remarks.

The regulations fly in the face of opposition from
both Protestants and Roman Catholics and are being
implemented for the benefit of a tiny, vociferous
minority. They are a charter for the persecution of
anyone with a moral conscience. Anyone who reads
the national newspapers will have seen page after page
of comment and criticism from the Churches. The Roman
Catholic Archbishop of Birmingham, the Most Rev
Vincent Nichols, has accused the Government of an:

“aggressive reshaping of our moral framework”.

The Catholic Church in England and Wales has
warned of a rebellion in schools and charities. Those
people are not foot-draggers — they have a clear moral
conscience. The Bishop of Rochester, the Rt Rev Michael
Nazir-Ali, warned the Government that the regulations:

“will certainly affect a great deal of charitable work done by the

churches and others. It is the poor and disadvantaged who will be
the losers.”

It is hard to see how the equality agenda will be
advanced when the poor and the disadvantaged are the
ones that suffer. In recent meetings with my party
leader, both the Catholic Archbishop of Armagh and
the Church of Ireland Archbishop of Armagh have
raised these issues. That demonstrates the concern
about the regulations felt by the religious community
in Northern Ireland. The Presbyterian Church has
described the regulations as a:

“worrying intrusion of legislation into the affairs of faith.”

I have spoken to the clerk of the general assembly
about the matter and am aware of his concerns about
the regulations.

This is bad law. It will result in the harassment of
Christian people.

However, to summarise the main points; first, there
has been inadequate consultation on the regulations.
The facts are as follows: eight weeks’ consultation
time was given, with four weeks of that time being in
the holiday season, in contrast to the Government’s own
recommendation of 12 weeks. Six weeks of consideration
was given to the local responses, while in the rest of
the United Kingdom the responses are still being
considered. Are we to believe that the issues raised here
are of less importance than those raised in the United
Kingdom, or are we to believe that the Secretary of
State and the Northern Ireland Office are of a higher
intelligence, so that they can deal with the issues in a
better way than the rest of their GB colleagues?
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The Government published the consultation responses
after the proposals were laid in Parliament. Perhaps it
was because consideration of the proposals had not
been completed until the additional three weeks had
elapsed. Going further than that, however, the
consultation misled the public. In paragraph 4.15 of
the consultation document, it specifically states that:

“On the basis of the complex arguments put forward we are

minded to accept that it is not appropriate to legislate for
harassment within these regulations.”

Yet there is a harassment provision in the regulations.
The Government, while stating that they were not
going to include such a provision, have gone back on
what they said, and there has not been adequate
consultation on the harassment provisions.

Mrs Foster: Is the Member aware that the juris-
prudence on the term “harassment”, under the Protection
from Harassment (Northern Ireland) Order 1997, is
given the widest possible meaning when it comes
before the courts, because that is what happens?

Mr Dawson: I thank the Member for her intervention.
There has been quite a number of barrack-room lawyers
in the House today, but none of them has been accurate
in what they have said. However, I appreciate the
comments from a lawyer.

Mrs Foster: Legal aided. [Laughter.]

Mr Dawson: Not only has there been inadequate
consultation on the matter, the regulations create
inequality rather than equality. The European
Convention on Human Rights states that the right to
hold religious belief is absolute. Consequently, the
Government cannot penalise those who for religious
reasons hold that homosexuality is wrong or sinful.
The Government, and Members opposite, may not like
that view, but we have the right to hold it and not to be
persecuted for holding it.

As my hon Friend, Mr Donaldson, has said, the six
major world religions are opposed to homosexual
practice. Judaism, Islam and Christianity all teach that
homosexual practice is sinful. Bible teaching affirms
that the only legitimate context for sexual relations is
within a monogamous, heterosexual marriage. Further-
more, the exemptions in the regulations do not provide
adequate protection for religious people, and that is
particularly true of the harassment section that my hon
Friend has already referred to.

Regulations 9 to 11, for example, lay down blanket
anti-discrimination and harassment laws for education.
There are no exemptions in relation to education. It will,
therefore, be argued by some people that the regulations
should apply in the content of the curriculum. A gay
rights activist, for example, could say that a school that
uses novels in relation to heterosexual love must also
use novels with a theme of homosexual love. A similar
argument could be used to justify equal treatment of

homosexual and heterosexual sex in sex education
lessons.

That is not, as some have said, scaremongering. The
gay and lesbian lobby has already targeted schools in
Canada, forcing books onto the curriculum against the
views of teachers and parents in that jurisdiction. In
2002, the Chamberlain case in the Canadian Supreme
Court struck down the decision of a British Columbian
school board to refuse approval for three kindergarten
schools to promote homosexual views in the
classroom. That is not scaremongering; that is what is
happening, and what happens across the Atlantic today
will happen in Northern Ireland tomorrow.

These regulations violate the consciences of
Christian children and their parents, and those of
people in other religions as well. The regulations go
further than any protection that there is for religion in
Northern Ireland. The Fair Employment and Treatment
(Northern Ireland) Order 1998 provided broad
exemptions for schools, but these regulations do not.

One can therefore sue in order to put homosexuality
onto the curriculum in Northern Ireland, but one cannot
sue to remove it from the curriculum or to protect
children against the teaching of homosexuality. That is
what these regulations will do. The ‘Getting Equal’
consultation stated that that would not be the case. On
page 2, it states that the regulations’ express aim is:

“to bring protection from sexual orientation discrimination into

line with existing legislation that prohibits discrimination on the
grounds of ... religious belief”.

However, the regulations on sexual orientation go
much further than those that protect religious belief in
Northern Ireland.

Madam Speaker, I am coming to the end of my
speech. In the history of this island there were laws
that were known as the penal laws.

Madam Speaker: You have gone over your time,
Mr Dawson.

Mr Dawson: I require just two seconds Madam
Speaker; grant me some latitude for the winding-up
speech.

Madam Speaker: That is fine.

Mr Dawson: The penal laws excluded non-Anglicans
from positions of authority in business and politics.
The sexual orientation regulations have the potential to
exclude from business life and other aspects of society
those who hold Christian moral views. That new secular
ascendancy will penalise and exclude all those —

Madam Speaker: Thank you, Mr Dawson.
Question put.
The Assembly divided.: Ayes 39; Noes 39.
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AYES

Billy Armstrong, Norah Beare, Roy Beggs, Billy Bell,
Paul Berry, Esmond Birnie, Thomas Buchanan, Gregory
Campbell, Wilson Clyde, Robert Coulter, Leslie Cree,
George Dawson, Diane Dodds, Nigel Dodds, Jeffrey
Donaldson, Reg Empey, George Ennis, Arlene Foster,
Samuel Gardiner, Paul Girvan, William Hay, David
Hilditch, Danny Kennedy, Nelson McCausland, William
McCrea, David McNarry, Stephen Moutray, Dermot
Nesbitt, Robin Newton, lan Paisley Jnr, lan R K Paisley,
Edwin Poots, George Robinson, Peter Robinson, Jim
Shannon, David Simpson, Mervyn Storey, Peter Weir,
Jim Wilson.

Tellers for the Ayes: Jeffrey Donaldson and
Edwin Poots.

NOES

Gerry Adams, Alex Attwood, Dominic Bradley, Mary
Bradley, Francis Brolly, Willie Clarke, John Dallat,
Pat Doherty, David Ervine, Sean Farren, David Ford,
Tommy Gallagher, Carmel Hanna, Davy Hyland,
Dolores Kelly, Gerry Kelly, Patricia Lewsley, Naomi
Long, Alban Maginness, Alex Maskey, Fra McCann,
Kieran McCarthy, Raymond McCartney, Alasdair
McDonnell, Barry McElduff, Philip McGuigan,
Mitchel McLaughlin, Eugene McMenamin, Francie
Molloy, Conor Murphy, John O’Dowd, Pat O’Rawe,
Tom O’Reilly, Pat Ramsey, Sue Ramsey, Margaret
Ritchie, Caitriona Ruane, Kathy Stanton.

Vote on vacancy in Membership [Michael Ferguson
(deceased)]: Gerry Adams.

Tellers for the Noes: Eugene McMenamin and Sue
Ramsey.

Question accordingly negatived.

Madam Speaker: Order. I remind Members that,
under Standing Order 18(f), if the votes in a Division
are equal, the amendment or motion shall not be
carried. Therefore the motion is not carried.

The sitting was suspended at 12.43 pm.

On resuming (Madam Speaker in the Chair) —
2.00 pm

Fire and Rescue Service
Draft Integrated Risk Management Plan

Madam Speaker: The Business Committee has
allowed two hours for the debate. The proposer of the
motion will have 15 minutes to speak, and all other
Members will have 10 minutes.

Mr McGuigan: I beg to move

That this Assembly notes the ‘Draft Integrated Risk Management
Plan consultation document 2007/08’ prepared by the Fire and
Rescue Service and calls for any conclusions and recommendations
to ensure that present standards are maintained and that the safety of
our citizens is paramount over any other consideration.

A Cheann Combairle, I have an engagement sim-
ultaneous to this debate. I will have to make my
contribution and then leave, for which I apologise.
However, I will be back before the debate is finished.

I acknowledge and welcome the amendment proposed
by Mervyn Storey and Peter Weir of the DUP. The
sentiments expressed in the amendment are implicit in
the motion, so I have no difficulty in supporting the
amendment. This is an important debate, and it should
not be constrained by party lines. It involves social and
safety issues.

The Fire and Rescue Service published its draft
integrated risk management plan (IRMP) for 2007-08
on 1 November 2006. The consultation period will end
on 31 January 2007. I urge all Members to ensure that
they participate fully in the consultation process.

The Fire and Rescue Service integrated risk
management plan for 2006-07 states that:

“A fast response to incidents can make the difference between
life and death. The Fire Service Emergency Cover (FSEC) process

therefore concentrates on the effect of attendance times as the
primary driver for reducing risk to life by operational means.

It is also important that the correct number of firefighters attend
each incident to enable firefighting operations to be conducted in a
safe and effective manner. Collectively this response is known as
the ‘speed and weight of attack’.”

I do not think that any Member will find any difficulty
in supporting that assertion. However, we now face the
difficulty that, contained in the new draft integrated risk
management plan, there are proposals that counter that
statement. There is a proposal to cut the number of fire
engines from two to one in 12 towns across the North,
including two towns — Ballymoney and Ballycastle
— in my constituency.

Integrated risk management planning is the technology
used by the Fire and Rescue Service in the strategic
deployment of resources within a brigade area. There
have been three previous integrated risk management
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plans in the North; the subject of today’s debate is the
fourth. The consultation document contains a lot of
technical jargon. However, for the ordinary layman or
laywoman, it would be a straightforward assumption
that response times for fire engines reaching the scene
of a fire are crucial in saving lives.

The new figures for response times introduced by
the Fire and Rescue Service to high-, medium- and
low-risk call outs reflect that fact. For example, in a
medium-risk call out, the first appliance should arrive
within 12 minutes of the call being made. In all call
outs, the second appliance should arrive within three
minutes of the first appliance’s arrival. It should be
remembered that, in many house fires, a second
appliance is critical to ensure safety. Indeed, in the
case of a call out where a person is reported trapped in
a house, the Fire and Rescue Service currently sends
three fire engines.

Those attendance times are the core of the argument
that the Fire and Rescue Service is wrong to even
consider the removal of 12 engines from the 12 towns
in the North. The three-minute time lag is crucial to the
safety of firefighters and the public. Statistics show
that, of all fire incidents, house fires still claim the
lives of most people or cause the most injuries.

I quoted earlier from last year’s integrated risk
management plan:

“A fast response to incidents can make the difference between
life and death.”

Is that quote not as true today as it was last year?

The quote goes on:

“It is also important that the correct number of firefighters attend
each incident to enable firefighting operations to be conducted in a
safe and effective manner.”

A Cheann Combairle, these points were accurate on
1 April 2006; they remain accurate now, and they will
be accurate in the future. If any fire engines are
removed from those 12 towns and their surrounds, the
Fire and Rescue Service will not make its own response
times, and lives will be put at risk. In Ballycastle in my
constituency for example, if the second engine were
removed, a second fire engine would not be in
attendance within the required 15-minute timescale;
and the three-minute time lag between the first and
second engines arriving, so crucial in circumstances of
serious house fires, could be massively exceeded.
Typically, distance times will be 20 to 25 minutes and
greater.

The bottom line, a Cheann Combhairle, is that no
matter where people live, they have the right to equal
access to essential services. Current standards must be
maintained, and the safety of citizens and firefighters
must be paramount. The proposals contained in the
draft IRMP consultation document jeopardise those
standards and must be removed.

Go raibh maith agat.

Madam Speaker: I have received one amendment
to the motion, which is published on the Marshalled
List of Amendments.

Mr Storey: I beg to move the following
amendment: Leave out “notes” and insert “condemns
the proposals contained in”, and leave out all after
“Service” and insert

“to remove the second fire appliances from twelve towns in

Northern Ireland, thus endangering the safety of both firefighters
and the public.”

The process of consultation has already come in for
some criticism in this House — and rightly so. The
IRMP consultation over the past three years could not
be described as widespread or well informed. If the
imperative is to have a public consultation process, an
equal imperative is that that process be transparent and
accountable. The Fire Brigades Union describes the
process to date as a sham, used to endorse strategic
decisions that have been taken in advance of
consultation by senior Northern Ireland Fire and
Rescue Service (NIFRS) managers. If that is the case,
it is to be regretted, and it is something that this House
should not endorse.

As a former member of the Fire Authority for
Northern Ireland, I can say that we should be proud of
the local Fire and Rescue Service. Too often it is the
Cinderella of the emergency services and fails to get
the recognition and resources that it deserves.

This issue should not be used as a political football.
It is an issue that should unite all the parties in this
House, because the Northern Ireland Fire and Rescue
Service has, throughout the difficulties that the
Province has faced, been at the forefront of ensuring
the safety of residents. I wish to place on record our
appreciation of the work of the Northern Ireland Fire
and Rescue Service through 35 years of terrorism
wreaked upon the Province and supported by some
Members in the House. We welcome the fact that,
belatedly, those Members are coming to support it.

The proposals in the draft IRMP will lead to fire
cover by postcode. The costs are, as yet, unquantified
and the proposals are unwarranted and unsafe, not only
for firefighters, but for the public of Northern Ireland.

The Member for North Antrim referred to the Fire
Authority for Northern Ireland’s acceptance of the
emergency response standards. Those standards set out
the requirement for the attendance of fire appliances
and, in particular, for the attendance of a second fire
appliance.

I remind Members of the fire stations at risk:
Ballycastle, Ballyclare, Ballymoney, Castlederg,
Clogher, Holywood, Kilkeel, Lisnaskea, Maghera,
Newtownhamilton, Portstewart and Rathfriland.
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Members should also remember that not only are the
stations listed in the draft IRMP for 2007-08 at risk; it
is also proposed to review cover for the city of Belfast.
Members cannot suppose that stations in their
constituencies are not under threat, simply because
they are not mentioned.

I trust that the proposal is not a cynical attempt by
the board of the Fire and Rescue Service to change the
provision of service delivery. If so, it should declare
that openly and transparently. It should put the precise
proposals about those stations on the table.

Computer software — the Fire Service emergency
cover system — is used to analyse historical incidents,
and census data is used to identify risks in the Fire and
Rescue Service area in order to determine the appro-
priate response standard. That methodology indicates
that in Northern Ireland — as in the rest of the United
Kingdom — most fires, fatalities and injuries arise
from fires in homes. When standards are met, fire
crews are able to function within safety systems and in
the knowledge that they can ensure people’s safety. In
all risk categories, there is a maximum of a three-
minute time-lapse between the arrival of the first and
the second appliance. That is to ensure that the
response time and the weight of attack are adequate for
the risk in all circumstances. That three-minute time-
lapse is at the core of the contention.

The IRMP proposals are flawed and dangerous. If
the proposals to remove the second appliance from the
12 designated locations are realised, it will not be possible
to have a second appliance in attendance within the
stipulated time in those areas that have been targeted
for cuts. Ballycastle has been mentioned; to that I add
Ballymoney, in my own constituency. If those towns
have to depend on a second appliance coming from
Coleraine, it will take more than the time stipulated in
the approved emergency response standards.

In Northern Ireland, all stations reach that response
time on 75% of occasions. Those stations that currently
lag behind and that fail to meet response times on 25%
of occasions will now have those 12 stations added to
their number. Instead of an enhanced service providing
improved delivery, these proposals will have a
detrimental effect on the Fire Service. The IRMP
proposals undermine the dwelling-fire-risk assessment
that underpins the response standards published and
approved by the Fire Authority for Northern Ireland in
April 2006. It is not true to say that there are fewer call
outs. In certain circumstances, there are fewer
mobilisations of fire appliances because of the
authority’s decision to reduce attendance to automatic
fire alarms. However, it is disingenuous to assert that
there are fewer fires. In the light of the ongoing threat
from dissident organisations — if there is such a thing
as dissident republicans — we must ensure that fire
cover and response times are adequate.

The proposals are not costed, and no figure has been
put on any saving. All Members are in favour of
efficiency, but that should not be achieved at the
expense of the safety of firefighters or citizens.

2.15 pm

Any savings will be minimal. The focus of the IRMP
should be to enhance the safety of our community. We
all, at some time, have had to depend on the Fire Service;
I doubt whether there is one Member who has not had
to call out the Fire Service. It would be a terrible tragedy
if any of us in the Assembly or any of the citizens of
Northern Ireland had need of the Fire Service and found
it inadequate or incapable of delivering. I commend the
amendment to the House and ask each party to support
it and the Northern Ireland Fire and Rescue Service.

Mr Cree: Colleagues get many consultation doc-
uments; some relate to change in operation and others to
improvement in services, whereas some are not interested
in improving services but are more concerned with
reducing costs and the number of employees. Studying
the Northern Ireland Fire and Rescue Service’s draft
integrated risk management plan, I find that it does not
address any of the foregoing points. Rather, it attacks
the service’s capacity to meet its own standards for
response times. At first glance, the document appears
innocuous; however, on closer examination, its
proposals appear fundamentally flawed.

Throughout my comments, [ wish to refer to the fire
station in Holywood, but they apply equally to the
other 11 stations. There are two front-line appliances
based in north Down, in the station in Holywood.
Under this plan, one of them would be removed and
the station downgraded. No savings are contemplated.
The recent investment there of £40, 000 in the training
of 10 new firefighters would have been totally wasted.
That is ironic, as Holywood is one of three centres of
excellence in Northern Ireland, and it provides NVQ
learning standards to new recruits. Holywood station
covers a wide area, from the Knocknagoney Road to
the Devil’s Elbow, including a development at Kinegar
Exchange that will include the new IKEA store. It is
also part of the emergency response plan for the
George Best Belfast City Airport. Moreover, it services
huge depots in the harbour estate, Palace Barracks and
significant fuel storage at Kinegar.

The consultation document is based on a review of
the usage of second appliances and does not appear to
consider actual demand. For example, at the time of this
review, Holywood’s manning levels were 50% of its in-
tended establishment, due to staff shortages. This seriously
compromised Holywood’s ability to mobilise its two
appliances in 2005, and therefore the figures in the
document do not represent reality. In the document tables,
Members will see that in the years before 2005, Holy-
wood’s response was exactly three times the ideal figure.
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The proposals from the service’s consultation doc-
ument envisage replacing the second front-line appliance
with a small fire safety unit, whatever that may be.
That would seriously compromise the service’s ability
to provide adequate cover. It is difficult to see how the
Fire Service could guarantee us predetermined response
times. The second Holywood appliance has been in use
for many years and has probably been fully depreciated.
All the staff work part-time, and the volunteers
represent no standby cost at all. Why dispense with
such an economic and valuable service?

In summary, Madam Speaker, the loss of a second
appliance would be a waste of staff resources in the
light of the recent recruitment in Holywood, and it
may compromise response times as laid down in the
‘Northern Ireland Emergency Response Standards and
Integrated Risk Management Action Plan 2006/07°,
which was published in April 2006. That loss will also
cause considerable concern and criticism in the public
arena, as has already been evident.

Mr Kennedy: Will the Member confirm that his
concerns are for all the stations mentioned — including
Holywood — but, particularly, for Newtownhamilton
in Newry and Armagh?

Mr Cree: I thank the Member for his intervention. I
am concerned about Newtownhamilton, and all of the
others on the list.

The small fires unit would represent an additional
cost — not a saving — to the Fire Service, and it
would restrict current operational resilience. The
current manpower level at the Holywood fire station
offers a flexible pay-as-you-go resilience for its
surrounding areas in times of seasonal and political
demands, and its strategic location and manning levels
offer a cost-effective opportunity for extra resources in
the greater Belfast area. I support the amendment.

Mrs Hanna: Public safety is paramount, and it is
essential that fire and rescue services are maintained to
excellent standards. The SDLP will be making a
comprehensive response to the draft consultation on
the integrated risk management plan. We are aware of
the vital role that the Fire Service has played over
many years and through the Troubles, when there were
often added risks beyond those associated with
rescuing people and extinguishing fires — and I in no
way wish to oversimplify the role of the fire officer.
The ongoing attacks on the emergency services and on
Health Service personnel must also be proactively
addressed and removed.

The draft consultation document is part of a regular
exercise, and it is useful in anticipating long-term
development. However, I fully understand local
concerns about each fire station in the ongoing con-
sideration. Public safety must be uppermost in our minds,
and integrated planning for all of the emergency services

to come together effectively and efficiently is crucial
in all situations from the smallest kitchen fire to a
major incident. Many of those services come under the
umbrella of the Department of Health, Social Services
and Public Safety.

Some of the arguments are, naturally, local, and my
SDLP colleagues will provide an all-over view, from
the local to the big picture. Some arguments are
concerned with the question of what is local and what
is regional, and with what measures are required to get
the most efficient and effective system and the best
value for money. Those requirements must be looked
at in conjunction with what is best for the wider
community, as would be done in a regional Assembly.

I would have preferred the draft consultation
document to have contained a lot more information. It
would have been helpful to have seen the annual report
of the chief inspector of the Fire Service referenced to
proposals in the draft, and I also would have liked to
have seen more details on training and the planning of
the geographic workload. The document should also
have recommended that the Fire and Rescue Service
have the ability to exercise more local control and a
greater flexibility of staff and resources. Additional
details on costing, risk assessments and analysis would
also be of benefit; they are very important. If the Fire
and Rescue Service is considering the removal of
pumping, a risk analysis must be carried out, and the
public must have more information on the risks to
them if that happens.

There also needs to be a greater explanation for the
reduced number of call outs. Is that due to better
education on how to reduce the risks of fires — be it
through carelessness with a cigarette or a chip pan? Or,
might it be related to the end of the Troubles — as we
know it — and reflective of a more tranquil society?
We need more information before we can make an
adequate response.

Mr McCarthy: [ want to take this opportunity to
praise the courage, dedication and hard work of all the
staff of the Northern Ireland Fire and Rescue Service
in ensuring the safety of people throughout Northern
Ireland. For years, Fire Service personnel have put
their lives on the line daily to save others. That must be
recognised.

I am pleased that the Fire and Rescue Service’s draft
integrated risk management plan includes a proposal to
conduct risk assessments of buildings that were not
included in the 2005-06 plan. I welcome that initiative
and hope that it will help to raise safety standards and
save lives. With regard to proposal 3 — the location of
fire stations and resources in Belfast — I understand
the need for a review of facilities in the light of
changes in demographics. However, the review must
enhance the service and ensure better protection for the
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people of Belfast. I hope that, given the increase in
population in the city, the Fire Service will consider
providing additional appliances in order to save life
and property.

Mr Storey: We must be under no illusion that this is
about the provision of additional locations for fire
stations. Page 12 of the draft proposals clearly
identifies current resources and names the stations in
the city of Belfast. There is no provision for that to be
expanded. Members must be sure that they understand
clearly what is being proposed.

Mr McCarthy: I thank my colleague for his
intervention. I understand exactly what is being
proposed.

Proposal 4 of the draft document looks at the viability
of second appliances in many towns in Northern Ireland.
Removing second appliances could place the safety of
local people at risk. We must do all in our power to
prevent their removal. There must be no cost- or corner-
cutting measures where people’s lives are involved.

I want to raise a massive problem that faces local
firefighters. In recent years, there have been many
attacks on Fire Service staff trying to go about their
work. It beggars belief that misguided young people —
usually children — should launch attacks on
firefighters, who are often trying to save the lives and
property of people in their own areas. I appeal to
parents and guardians to ensure that their children are
not engaged in that shameful and reckless activity. |
welcome the recent advertising campaign aimed at
stopping such behaviour. Those who are caught
attacking local firefighters must be dealt with severely
by the police and the courts, as they endanger the
safety not only of firefighters but, indeed, of the wider
community. The issue must be tackled head on. Fire
Service staft should not have to run the gauntlet of
hatred when they are trying to save lives and property.

I strongly condemn the proposed removal of second
appliances from 12 towns across Northern Ireland,
including Holywood and Newtownhamilton, which
were of concern to another Member. I suggest that,
rather than decreasing the number of appliances, we
must maintain whatever is required in order to provide
the best Fire and Rescue Service for everyone in
Northern Ireland. I am happy to support the motion
and the amendment.

Mr Hay: [ am glad that, as a public representative, |
have the opportunity to speak about such an important
issue on behalf of the wider community. I always
worry when I see consultation documents, from
wherever they may come. They are always concerned
with reducing resources in Northern Ireland. I believe
that the risk management document goes a long way
towards doing that.

My town of Londonderry was not one of the towns
that were named in the document. However, the
important point is that at some time in the future, it
could be. My hon Friend from North Antrim Mervyn
Storey has already described a situation that could
occur in Belfast. Therefore we all should be careful,
because these recommendations could have a snowball
effect across Northern Ireland.

2.30 pm

As many Members have already mentioned, it is
important that we recognise the service that all our
emergency services have provided, especially through
the difficult years here. Many members of those
services have made the supreme sacrifice — none
more so than those from the Northern Ireland Fire and
Rescue Service. It would be wrong if the House did
not recognise the great sacrifices that have been made.

It is tragic that all our emergency services,
especially the Fire Service, have experienced difficult
times. We can all recall that, a few years ago, members
of the Fire Service had to stand on picket lines to try to
get a reasonable salary for the difficult job that they
do. Everyone in the House at the time supported their
actions and what they were trying to do. That action
was about getting recognition for what they provide
for all citizens in Northern Ireland from the
Government and from the Fire Service.

The bottom line is that any reduction in resources to
the Fire Service must be condemned. I am glad that the
Member who proposed the motion has accepted the
amendment, which makes the motion a lot stronger. It
goes a long way towards sending a clear message to
the Government and to the Fire Service that they must
keep their hands off the Fire Service and make
absolutely sure that there is no reduction in the resources
that it needs to do its job. That clear message must be
sent today.

Mr Storey: Does the Member agree that there is an
urgent need for the Northern Ireland Fire and Rescue
Service to establish the training facility that has been
on the long finger since I was a member of the Fire
Authority for Northern Ireland? I understand that an
imminent announcement may be made about the
location of that facility. However, a number of fire
stations across the country still require new premises.
In particular, there has been an attempt over the past
three or four years to find a suitable location for the
fire station in my constituency of Ballymena.

Does the Member also agree that it is contradictory
that the draft plan contains a proposal for a reduction
in the number of second appliances when, in January,
the Northern Ireland Fire and Rescue Service will look
for additional recruits, even in those locations from
which it proposes to remove a second appliance?
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Mr Hay: I certainly agree with those comments. As
I said, my greatest fear is that this is the start of a
process that could lead to total and absolute disaster
for the Fire Service in Northern Ireland.

I also agree with the hon Member that quite a
number of the Province’s fire stations do not meet the
standards that they should. Many fire stations also
need to be relocated, and that has created difficulties.

This House must send a loud and clear message to
those who want to tamper with any of our emergency
services: it cannot and should not happen.

We should be building on our emergency services,
especially our fire services and resources, which are
very much needed. I support the amendment.

Madam Speaker: Before I call the next speaker, |
wish to bring to the attention of Members that this will
be the first occasion that the Assembly will hear from
Mr Willie Clarke, when he will be making what can be
described as his maiden speech. As Members know,
the convention is that such a speech is made without
interruption.

Mr Clarke: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Comhairle.
In supporting the amendment I wish to stress the vital
importance of ensuring that there is adequate emergency
fire cover, particularly in isolated rural areas. It is clear
from the response that Sinn Féin has been receiving
across the Six Counties that there is widespread
opposition to the proposals contained in the annual
integrated risk management plan.

The board of the Fire and Rescue Service has
recently reiterated the message that the safety of the
general public and firefighters across the North
remains its number one priority. Those are worthy
sentiments, which, sadly, have little or no basis in fact.
There is growing concern about how the review will
impact on towns and villages across the North.

In my constituency of South Down, the recommend-
ations outlined in the review will result in the removal
of one fire appliance from each of the fire stations in
Kilkeel and Rathfriland. That will mean that there will
be insufficient cover to provide the minimum level of
protection that all communities should be entitled to
when an emergency occurs.

The review mentions that specialised fire units will
replace existing fire units, without specifying in any
detail what exactly those units are, or how they are
going to provide cover for local communities or indeed
the wider population. There will also be specialised
appliances housed in Rathfriland but kept on standby
to be sent to calls all over the North, meaning the pool
of the available staff in Rathfriland will be significantly
reduced and less able to deal with local emergency call
outs, such as house fires.

The existing large firefighting units can attend both
small and large fires and will therefore provide the
necessary flexibility that allows them to deal with a
wide range of incidents. The smaller units are designed
primarily to deal with small fires, but there is no mention
of their capacity to deal with large fires or any other
type of emergency call such as car accidents. Therefore,
the proposals represent a reduction in the levels of
equipment available to deal with all but the most minor
of incidents.

The Fire and Rescue Service is in the process of
creating full-time crews and fire stations in places such
as Portadown and Newtownards. Contrast that with
what has happened in rural areas such as Kilkeel,
Rathfriland and Newtownhamilton and, just as
importantly, the surrounding hinterland — the logical
conclusion is that those rural areas are being down-
graded significantly in order to pay for the upgrade in
larger towns.

Given the areas in which the improved cover is
being proposed, one might be forgiven for thinking
that the people making the decisions are being highly
selective about where they are improving facilities. |
strongly believe that certain geographical areas are
going to lose out as a result of the review. The view in
my own constituency is that rural areas across South
Down are being penalised and placed at risk in order to
ensure a first-class service elsewhere.

How do the changes tally with the board’s claims
that it would not compromise the safety of the public
and firefighters, nor the ability of firefighters to deal
with emergencies? In reality, the Fire and Rescue
Service is peddling empty rhetoric in an attempt to put
a positive spin on what are unacceptable cuts to our
emergency services. Having a second fire appliance is
of vital importance and is needed in order to meet the
standard required to deal with house fires. Will a
householder, whose home is engulfed by fire, be
expected to wait in the hope that a tender will make it
in time as it travels from a major town many miles
away, presuming, of course, it is available at the time
of the emergency?

My constituency has one of the worst road infra-
structures in the North. In Down district there is not
one millimetre of dual carriageway. The Fire and
Rescue Service is distorting and minimising the level
of risk in places such as Kilkeel and Rathfriland in
order to justify cuts to the fire stations in both towns.

Allowing for an arrival time of 21 minutes, instead
of the existing 12-minute call out time, would place
people at unacceptable risk. Local firefighters, who
provide a wonderful service, and constantly put their
lives at risk serving the community, may be placed in
the position where they are forced to act against legal
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guidance, if, for example, they attack a house fire
without waiting until a second appliance arrives.

Will those firefighters be placed in the impossible
position of having to ignore the pleas of families,
friends and neighbours to tackle the fire because they
need a back-up crew to protect them in case the fire
spreads and they risk their lives unnecessarily? Will
the senior persons responsible for reducing the numbers
of machines simply blame the local crews and say that
they should have known the risk or should have waited?

The local provision of machines and people should
provide a reasonable safety net for the local community.
This reduction in large firefighting machines will
significantly undermine the safety of communities. If
the number of calls is to be the only yardstick used when
making these decisions, the safety of the community will
be compromised. People will be penalised and left
with less protection. On the occasions when something
unforeseen happens, the Fire and Rescue Service
argues that the number of calls attended to is not the
only factor on which its policy is based. However, it
has yet to mention any other criteria, such as risk.

This is not just a question of pounds and pence; the
bottom line is that the Fire and Rescue Service must be
able to provide an effective response to all local
emergencies. In rural areas there is a very real concern
that communities will be left exposed to unacceptable
risk. No matter where people live, they have an
absolute entitlement to equal access to services. We
have given assurances that Sinn Féin will not back any
proposals that will result in the withdrawal of fire
appliances and endanger people’s lives. Firefighters on
the ground — and I have spoken to those in my
constituency of South Down — are clearly opposed to
any withdrawal of appliances. I urge the Assembly to
support the amendment. Go raibh maith agat.

Mr Elliott: Madam Speaker, | have been told that
the sound is extremely bad in this corner of the
Chamber. I suggest that there is some sort of organised
situation to prevent the Ulster Unionist Party from
being heard. I just want to clarify that that is not the
case. [Interruption.]

Perhaps some Members are interested but do not
want to hear what I have to say. That is fine.

Emergency services — the Fire and Rescue Service,
the Ambulance Service and even the Police Service —
are coming under increasing attack from the public.
That is not acceptable in this community, and I want to
make that absolutely clear from the outset.

All of this appears to be rural apartheid. Most of the
towns that have been targeted serve isolated rural
areas. That is the case in my constituency of
Fermanagh and South Tyrone. I am concerned about
the continued centralisation of services, which is a
worry to my constituents, who feel increasingly

isolated. We have seen in recent weeks that fire, whether
deliberate or accidental, has the potential to kill and
seriously injure and to damage property. It can happen
within seconds and minutes. Those seconds and minutes
are vital; services need to be at the scene quickly.

In particular, I want to cite Lisnaskea in County
Fermanagh. If the first appliance is already attending
an incident and a call comes in about an emergency in
Rosslea, for example, the nearest appliance will be 26
miles away in Enniskillen. That is, at minimum, a 45-
minute journey. In that time a property could be
devastated, and it could mean life or death for people
in or near that property. If there were a serious
accident, people could die before the Fire and Rescue
Service reached them. That is one of the biggest
concerns for me and for my constituents.

In a house fire, noxious fumes and smoke can
overcome the occupants before they have time to raise
the alarm. An arson attack on retail premises can cause
millions of pounds’ worth of damage in a very short
time — almost instantly. That is why it is vital that
these services remain close at hand.

Mrs I Robinson: Does the Member agree that this
Government have told us ad nauseam that less is better?
We have seen the absolutely disastrous effect of that:
less policing has meant more crime; fewer beds have
meant longer waiting lists; and now fewer fire and
rescue services will mean greater potential for loss of
life and increased waiting times for fire appliances to
arrive at the scene of road accidents, at which their
equipment is needed to cut victims from vehicles.

2.45 pm

Costs cannot be the driving force for our emergency
services. We must all support the amendment if we are
to send a clear message to Government that less is bad.

Mr Elliott: I thank the Member for her intervention.
I certainly cannot disagree with her comments, sentiments
and interpretation of what the Government believe.
That is the point that I have been trying to make.

I am aware that the Government are also having an
internal review of ambulance services, which are equally
critical to this community. In recent discussions on the
location of health services, various stakeholders widely
used the notion of the “golden hour” to attempt to
justify where accident and emergency services should
be sited. When the Fire and Rescue Service attends
fires or other emergencies, seconds and minutes are
important.

Therefore cost-cutting for the sake of cost-cutting is
not desirable in this community or in any other
community, whether here or on the mainland. It is a
false economy on the Government’s part.

Like the Fire Brigades Union (FBU), I am
concerned by the proposal to remove the second fire
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appliance from the 12 designated locations. I fear that to
do so will negatively impact on the entire community
and on the safety of many, not only in isolated rural
areas, which obviously I am more prone to support, but
in areas such as Ballymoney and Holywood, which are
in key locations. Their removal will compromise
firefighters, who have a significant job to do in this
community. They will be hampered in doing their job
successfully if the draft IRMP is implemented.

I do not want the public, or firefighters themselves,
to be put at risk for the sake of money. Financial costing
is required in every organisation, but there is a tipping
point at which safety becomes the overriding issue.
That may have to be achieved, even though I do not
accept that it should be achieved for financial reasons.

The arrival of a fire appliance in the first few minutes
of a fire, road traffic accident or other emergency is
vital to minimising the damage to life or property. |
note with interest that the FBU, in its briefing paper,
has reservations about the way in which the previous
three IRMP consultations were carried out. The FBU
has raised an issue that other Members and I regularly
raise: even when we respond to consultations, and
experts respond to consultations, our responses are
often not listened to. The Government think that they
know better than the experts, but the Government are
often wrong.

Ms Lewsley: I also wish to add my words of thanks
to our firefighters in Northern Ireland for the courage
and bravery that they have shown, and I extend that
thanks to the rest of the emergency services. It is
important to point out that the Assembly gave the first
special Assembly award to our firefighters. That is a
true reflection of our recognition of all their hard work.

It is important that we note that this is the fourth
integrated risk management plan consultation that the
Northern Ireland Fire and Rescue Service has conducted.
Each consultation is followed by an action plan, which,
in theory, is informed by the responses that have been
received. The three previous consultations were not
widely responded to; for example, only six written
responses were received to last year’s consultation.

Mr Weir: There have been concerns at times at the
way in which the responses have been counted. There
has been a slightly dubious quality to the way in which
that has been done. I know of at least one occasion
when perhaps hundreds of responses from serving
firefighters that were received were counted as one
response because they contained a similar point of
view and used similar language.

I would take some of the figures that appeared in the
responses to the consultation with a small pinch of salt.

Ms Lewsley: I thank the Member for that intervention.

It is often said that we in Northern Ireland are
subject to consultation overload, which has already
been mentioned. However, this is one consultation that
we must not ignore, because there is a real danger that
untested, untried and un-costed cuts in fire cover will
be the result.

To understand the problem with the Fire and Rescue
Service board’s draft IRMP, we must understand the
present standards stated in the motion. Evidence
confirms what many firefighters already know: most
fire-related fatalities occur in the home. Only last
April, the NIFRS announced its emergency response
standards; in other words, the number of fire engines
and firefighters to be mobilised to any type of incident.
The Fire and Rescue Service has set itself the target of
meeting those response standards on 75% of occasions.

That methodology is accepted as the appropriate
means of determining standards across the UK. In fact,
the process has identified that, because of growing
traffic congestion, the Fire and Rescue Service has
difficulties in meeting attendance-time targets, part-
icularly in Poleglass and Lagmore in my constituency.
However, measures are being considered by the Fire
and Rescue Service to address this failure. In the short
term, the Fire and Rescue Service will have a fire
engine on standby in Dunmurry. In the longer term,
there will be a new fire station with the sole purpose of
ensuring that attendance times can be met. There can
be no doubt that the appropriate attendance in respect
of “weight of response” and “speed of attack” must be
seriously considered if lives are to be saved in
dwelling fires.

The 12 fire stations highlighted for review during
the consultation have been designated as being in
medium-risk areas. The Fire and Rescue Service’s
standards state that, for a house fire, the first engine
must attend within 12 minutes and the second within
15 minutes. Many Members have highlighted those
times during the debate.

The nub of the issue is that, if the Fire and Rescue
Service board’s review of usage of second engines in
those locations results in any decision to remove or
replace them with another type of fire appliance, it will
no longer be possible for fire crews to meet the
attendance times for dwelling fires, simply because the
second engine will have to be mobilised from a
neighbouring town and will be unable to attend the
incident within the stipulated 15 minutes.

For well-founded safety reasons, firefighters operate
within rigid standard operating procedures. Firefighting
must be organised and disciplined, otherwise people get
hurt. The Fire and Rescue Service’s standard operating
procedures require that the range of incidents that it
deals with be approached in a methodical manner.
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Imagine a house on fire with a family trapped on an
upper floor. The first fire engine arrives, and the fire-
fighters have a number of questions to answer instantly.
Do people need immediate rescue? How many water
jets will be required to extinguish the fire and stop it
from spreading to adjacent premises? Is a water supply
available? Will firefighters need to enter the burning
building wearing breathing apparatus? Will it be
necessary to put a ladder up to the upper floor? Do any
casualties require immediate first aid? Those are just
some of the immediate decisions that firefighters are
faced with in a life-threatening situation.

There will be five firefighters on that first fire engine.
They, and the unfortunate people who are trapped by
the fire and smoke, depend on the second fire engine
arriving within the next three minutes. Any delay will
have a significant impact on a fire and rescue officer’s
decision-making process in the critical initial stage of
an incident and on whether there will be a successful
outcome. If the draft IRMP goes through unchallenged,
that second fire engine will be more than three minutes
away, and the consequence will be that lives that could
have been saved will be lost.

There are three key points that Members must grasp.
The first is that the Fire and Rescue Service is proposing
to consider whether an alternative specialist appliance
would be more appropriate at the 12 locations.

Members must not be duped into believing that any
specialist appliance will be an adequate replacement
for a traditional fire engine.

The term “specialist appliance” refers to aerial
platforms, command and control vehicles, and rescue
tenders for dealing with road traffic collisions. They
are designed, and intended, for specific purposes, and
do not carry either the crew or the equipment to deal
with house fires. Therefore, whether the Fire and
Rescue Service decides that it might be appropriate to
locate a turntable ladder in Kilkeel or a rescue tender
in Ballymoney, the need still remains for a traditional
fire engine and crew to deal with dwelling fires in
those areas within the emergency response standards
attendance time.

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

The second point is that the Fire and Rescue Service
has set a target of meeting its emergency response
standards on 75% of occasions; that target is arbitrary.
Other fire and rescue services in the UK have set
targets higher than 75%. That constitutes fire cover by
postcode lottery, and our community deserves better.

The third point is that the proposal to replace the
designated fire engines has not been costed. The Fire and
Rescue Service does not intend to reduce attendance at
dwelling fires. The problem is that the attendance of
the second fire engine will be slower and less effective.
The same costs will still be involved: the fire engines

have already been paid for, and the firefighters are
already employed. The proposal will result only in
later attendance times, and that will be past the point
when they could have had any positive impact in a
life-threatening situation.

The question must be asked: what does the proposal
achieve? A cynic might deduce that the proposal is
someone’s bid for the post of Chief Fire Officer, by
impressing figures in the sponsoring Department. The
proposal is certainly not in the interests of the Fire and
Rescue Service’s effectiveness and efficiency, and it is
most certainly not in the interests of safety.

Mr Deputy Speaker, it is the duty of elected repre-
sentatives to oppose any cuts in the Fire and Rescue
Service that will increase the risk to our community.
The Fire Brigades Union is encouraging all parties to
respond in writing to the consultation, highlighting the
dangers. As Carmel Hanna has already said, the SDLP
will be doing that, and I encourage other Members to
do the same. I support the amendment.

Mr Shannon: I am glad to see that we are all on the
same wavelength on this issue.

We are told that the proposal for up to 12 fire stations
to lose their second appliance is an attempt to streamline
the Fire and Rescue Service. A table of usage has been
published, which I presume is meant to illustrate how
usage of those appliances has decreased in those 12
locations. However, there are some problems with the
table; one is immediately apparent to me, as [ am sure
it is to other Members.

I want to use the example of Holywood, which my
colleague the Member for North Down Mr Cree has
already mentioned, because it is close to my constituency.
Holywood may lose its second appliance because of a
decrease in its usage. However, the second appliance in
Holywood is used more often than the first appliance
in Castlederg; I know that my colleague Mr Buchanan
will have something to say about Castlederg. There is a
similar situation in places such as Newtownhamilton and
Rathfriland, where usage is slightly down. If Holywood
is taken as an indicator of intent, Castlederg may not
only be in danger of losing its second appliance but
also its first appliance. That is the logic of that table.

How does that achieve the aim of the integrated risk
management action plan? The aim is stated as:

“working towards ... community safety ... to reduce injuries and
deaths across a wide range of life threatening emergencies”.

The proposed action plan does not make sense in
fulfilling that objective. In 2005, Holywood’s second
appliance was used in 57 life-threatening situations. In
2004, the figure was almost treble that, at 147 life-
threatening situations. We cannot look at one year’s
reduction, one year’s victory, and place the lives of the
people under the remit of that brigade in danger by
jumping the gun and taking away a vital service
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provision. We cannot cut corners. Anyone who has had
the misfortune to be a victim of a fire, or even to have
witnessed a fire, and experienced the speedy response
and life-saving actions of crews working in tandem
knows that the removal of that option lessens the chance
of survival. Not only is there a danger to the general
public but there is a danger to the brave men and
women of our Fire and Rescue Service, who rely on
one another for their very lives and the lives of others.

They move as a very well-oiled team. To take away
a section of the team is to disrupt the system, piling too
much pressure on one team, and leading to a higher
chance of a tragic outcome. This is not scaremongering:
fewer firefighters equals greater risk. I fully comprehend
the need for streamlining and increased efficiency, but
this attempt to cut back in these circumstances is
incomprehensible. If the Fire and Rescue Service is to
gain control of fires and to save lives and properties, it
must do so at full strength.

3.00 pm

I do not wish to be facetious. However, if it were
suggested that the oxygen tanks carried on firefighters’
backs should only be half-filled in an attempt to save
money, on the premise that, on average, a full tank of
air is not used each time, people would be up in arms.
They would be exasperated at the idiocy of the
suggestion, yet they are faced with a lifesaving
resource being shunted to save money. That is
unacceptable.

I am not advocating that two teams should always
be in the fire station on the off chance that there might
be a fire. However, it was invaluable to have the
engine and back-up available to respond to the 57
situations that required assistance in Holywood. I
could understand a cutback if the vehicle had never
been used, but as it has been used once every two and
a half days in recent years, and once a week last year,
the proposal seems nonsensical. I cannot fathom the
rationale behind these plans. Try telling the 57 victims
of the fires attended by the back-up team working
alongside the first engine that that back-up was
unnecessary, despite it having saved their livelihoods
— even their lives. If the Fire and Rescue Service is to
provide the required response, it must do so with every
conceivable aid at its disposal. To attempt to cut down
on that cannot be sensible and should not be supported.

Northern Ireland has many fire stations with a large
number of staff at the full-time stations and a large
number of full-time and retained staff at the other
stations. There is also a voluntary station. Those teams
are responsible for 660,000 homes. Statistically, 2-5
people live in each home, and it is the job of
firefighters to ensure that their lives will be saved
should the unthinkable occur.

We must also consider the possibility of a factory
fire similar to the one that an English fireworks
company suffered recently, in which two fire officers
lost their lives. If several brigades were to respond at
once to such a fire, they might leave the constituents of
the Fire and Rescue Service’s home remit unprotected
in the event of a fire or a road traffic accident. That is
where the added security of a second appliance is
priceless. Although Holywood would suffer the initial
loss of a back-up team, Ards, Bangor, Castlereagh and
neighbouring towns, which have relied upon that back-
up and have been secure in the knowledge that it was
there, could also feel the effect of its loss.

Decisions such as this affect not only one station or
brigade; they can have a ripple effect. Like a stone
thrown into a pond, the ripples can be far-reaching
depending on the weight of the stones thrown. This
document suggests that the stone is a weighty one indeed.

Therefore I support the amendment to the motion. I
urge that the recommendation to remove these 12
appliances be taken no further and that the consultation
process and our full support be pledged to the sustenance
of these much-used and essential pieces of equipment
and team members. To do other than that is to
endanger the lives of the men, women and children of
the Province and to heap potentially even more danger
and destruction on the men and women of the Fire and
Rescue Service, who sacrificially serve us.

The bottom line is that if funding is needed to support
this, it must be found. Funding can always be found
for abstract, less worthy and less essential causes, and
it must be found in this case. Money is the driving force
behind these absurd regulations. I can think of no other
reason to attempt to cut back the number of appliances.

It is not up to the Fire and Rescue Service to choose
between saving lives and saving money. In fact, that
should never register as a choice. Fire and rescue
services should not be diminished or decreased; on the
contrary, they should be enhanced and expanded. To
make that happen, all Members must support the
amendment.

Mr Berry: I support the motion and the
amendment. The amendment, in Mr Storey’s name,
strengthens and enhances the motion. I do not say that
from a political perspective, but because an important,
clear and concise message must be sent to the Minister,
the Chief Fire Officer and the chairman of the Fire
Authority for Northern Ireland.

I served on the Health, Social Services and Public
Safety Committee during the period of devolved
government — I know that other Members in the
Chamber today also served on that Committee — and
we continually sent a clear message to the Department,
the Minister, the Fire Authority for Northern Ireland
and the Chief Fire Officer that services needed to be
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maintained and strengthened, not reduced. Time after
time, they came up with all of the concoctions of the
day to reduce services, and the current IRMP
document is another part of that agenda.

Some of those people are a law unto themselves.
Everyone involved must receive a clear message from
the Chamber today. Much that has been said in the
debate has been helpful to the firefighters across
Northern Ireland, and I place on record my gratitude to
them for their tremendous work and dedication over
the past 35 years or more.

It is a shame that we, as Assembly Members, have
to plead with the Department and the Minister for
present standards to be maintained. Shame on the
Minister, the Department and all of their officials that
Members have to make such a call today. As the
motion states, and many Members have affirmed:

“the safety of our citizens is paramount”.

I, like other Members, condemn the proposed
changes and the removal of second appliances from 12
towns across Northern Ireland. One of those towns,
Newtownhamilton, which is in my constituency of
Newry and Armagh, sits right on the border. It is a
shame and a disgrace that the Department and the Fire
Authority for Northern Ireland are even considering
removing appliances from rural areas. The Chief Fire
Officer must sit up and listen to what is being said.

Although Members mentioned individual fire stations,
the bottom line is that regardless of whether one fire
appliance is removed from one station, or each of the
12 stations loses a fire appliance, the loss of one is one
too many. It is disgraceful that they are considering the
removal of one fire appliance, never mind 12.

The proposed reduction in services is nothing more
than a cost-cutting exercise. I commend the Fire
Brigades Union, which has continually lobbied strongly,
not for its own agenda, but for the firefighters and all
citizens across the community. Members must ensure
that they send a strong, clear message that any reduction
in service is uncalled for and totally opposed and that
any reduction to the current service is unacceptable.
Time after time, in my experience, the Fire Service’s
senior officials have come up with plans on how to
reduce services. The bottom line is that no party will
accept the reduction of services in the Northern Ireland
Fire and Rescue Service.

Again, I put on record my support for the motion
and the amendment. The Minister, the Chief Fire
Officer and the chairman of the Fire Authority for
Northern Ireland must receive a clear and concise
message today.

Some Members: Hear, hear.

Mr Buchanan: I too support a worthy motion that
has been well debated in the Chamber today. The loss

of 10% of Northern Ireland’s firefighting appliances,
as proposed in the draft IRMP document, will
undoubtedly have serious and detrimental consequences
for communities across Northern Ireland. They expect
and deserve a service that is fit for purpose and that can
be called upon whenever an emergency arises. When a
member of the community calls the Fire Service, it is
because of a life-threatening emergency or the danger
of property being destroyed.

There are two key factors in making safe and
effective responses. The first is attendance time — the
time it takes for a fire engine and crew to arrive at an
emergency incident. The second factor is the number of
fire appliances and firefighters needed to deal with the
emergency in hand. However, the proposals in the draft
IRMP document will undermine those key factors and
will undoubtedly result in lives being lost.

In April 2006, new Northern Ireland emergency
response times for the Northern Ireland Fire and
Rescue Service were clearly highlighted in the IRMP
document. However, those times cannot be met if there
is to be any cut in appliances at the 12 threatened fire
stations in Northern Ireland.

I want to refer specifically to Castlederg fire station,
where there is a proposal to cut back from two engines
to one. There is no doubt that that will pose a major
threat to safety in that rural community. Castlederg is
20 miles from Omagh and 15 miles from Strabane. It
would take up to 25 minutes for a second engine and
fire crew to come from Omagh or Strabane to Castlederg.
To go from Castlederg into the rural community,
wherever in that community the emergency might be,
could take up to another 10 minutes. That is far beyond
the stipulated requirement laid down in the emergency
response standards. A fire emergency or road traffic
accident will result in certain death or destruction.

The threat posed to the already dwindling emergency
services cover in rural west Tyrone, one of the largest
rural areas in Northern Ireland and an area of high
deprivation and poor roads infrastructure, is outrageous
and creates a life-threatening situation. Such penny-
pinching and money-saving proposals run contrary to
the provision of sensible and effective fire cover. They
are ill-judged, ill-timed and downright dangerous. Not
only will the lives of the public be placed in greater
danger, but so will the lives of the fire crews who so
courageously deal with emergency incidents.

Rather than improving this invaluable emergency
service, the proposals in the draft IRMP document, if
carried through, will result in its destruction. I
condemn any cuts in the Fire and Rescue Service
throughout Northern Ireland. I support the amendment.

Mr D Bradley: Go raibh mile maith agat, a
LeasCheann Combhairle. T4 mé iontach buioch diot as
an deis seo a thabhairt domh labhairt ar an least don
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run. Sa chéad dul sios, ba mhaith liom mo mheas ar na
seirbhisi ¢igeandala a chur in iul: an tseirbhis
poilineachta, an tseirbhis otharchairr, agus an tseirbhis
doitedin.

I am grateful for the opportunity to speak, and I add
my voice to those in favour of the amendment. First, I
wish to place on record my admiration for the work of
all the emergency services — the Police Service of
Northern Ireland; the Northern Ireland Ambulance
Service; and the Northern Ireland Fire and Rescue
Service. Quite often they operate under very difficult
circumstances and show incredible courage and bravery
in the face of frequent life-threatening situations.

3.15 pm

I am sure that every Member of the House will join
me in condemning those who attack members of the
emergency services as they go about their important
business of life-saving and protecting public safety.

Just as we expect the emergency services to come to
our aid when the safety of the public is under threat, we
have a duty to go to their aid and to support them when
their safety and their ability to uphold public safety is
threatened, as it is by these draft proposals. Some of
the proposals in the draft IRMP document will threaten
the safety of firefighters and the general public.

The document opens up the possibility of replacing
the second fire engine in 12 towns throughout the
North of Ireland, one of those being Newtownhamilton
in my constituency.

Newtownhamilton is an isolated community that
occupies a pivotal position in relation to Newry,
Armagh, Keady and Crossmaglen. It is hilly country
where the road system does not allow easy or speedy
access. This is an area where there are frequent gorse
fires during the summer and where a second fire
engine is absolutely necessary. The Fire and Rescue
Service tells us that in some cases second fire engines
may be replaced by specialist vehicles.

However, specialist vehicles are by definition of
limited use and in no way serve as an adequate replace-
ment for a second fire engine. By its nature, fire
requires a speedy response if life and property are to
be protected. The removal of a second fire engine from
those 12 stations will mean that response times in those
areas could become longer, with the effect that the
health and safety of the public will be placed at risk.

If the proposals are adopted, an outbreak of fire will
require a second fire engine, and there will be an
increased response time, which will put the public and
the firefighters at risk. For this reason, it is clear that
any proposal to remove second fire engines from the
12 stations will place the public and firefighters at risk.
I call on all parties and members of the public to
oppose the proposals. I commend the motion to you.

Mr Hussey: I apologise for my absence when the
motion and the amendment were being moved during
the earlier part of the debate. I understand that the
amendment has been accepted, which [ welcome. My
constituency colleague, Mr Buchanan, has referred to
one of the areas that is a particular concern of mine in
my home town of Castlederg.

However, Members should remember that it is not
that long since the Fire Service was renamed the Fire
and Rescue Service. The rescue ability depends on what
is described as the “speed and weight of attack” of the
particular emergency that the service has to deal with.

Furthermore, there are other emergencies apart from
fires. Fire appliances turn out frequently to road traffic
accidents. It is totally irresponsible of the relevant
authorities, whose prime responsibility should be
safety, to put forward a proposal that will diminish the
effectiveness of a public service.

The new proposal will put lives at risk. [ am
particularly concerned that it will endanger lives in my
constituency. I am sure that other Members have
highlighted their particular concerns.

We are talking about an integrated emergency
service. The appliances were not located randomly;
they were placed in those areas to serve the needs of
the surrounding communities. To remove any of that
cover now or in the future is totally irresponsible, and I
welcome the motion and the amendment.

Standards of emergency response are based on the
current distribution and logistical arrangements that
the Fire Service operates under. The three-minute time
lag, which is how long it takes for the second appliance
to arrive after the arrival of the first, is based on the
current layout of where our appliances actually are.

I referred earlier to the “speed and weight of attack™
towards any incident that the Fire Service deals with.

That weight is based on the number of firefighters,
as well appliances, who attend an incident. The safety
of those who arrive on site with the first appliance would
be compromised if they did not have the appropriate
weight of attack — or weight of support — when they
arrive at a situation, and the safety of crews must be
considered.

When crews arrive on site, they are concerned about
the safety of the public, and saving and maintaining
the integrity of property and other assets. That cannot
be compromised. I wholeheartedly support the motion
and the amendment, as accepted. I hope that those
responsible will remember what it is that we are
talking about — a Fire and Rescue Service. Let us not
compromise that.

Mr P J Bradley: I apologise for my non-attendance
at the earlier part of the debate. [ was at a meeting
about a meeting about a meeting. [Laughter.]

118



Monday 11 December 2006

Private Members’ Business:
Fire and Rescue Service Draft Integrated Risk Management Plan

I am confident that the Members who spoke before
me were critical of any attempt to reduce the level of
service provided by the local fire stations in the 12 towns
referred to in the draft integrated risk management plan.

Coming from South Down, it is only natural that [
am concerned about the proposed 50% reduction in
services in Rathfriland and Kilkeel. I recently met
with, and listened to the concerns of, representatives
from the Rathfriland station. I wish to go on record in
support of their opposition to the proposed reductions.

Kilkeel and Rathfriland fire stations cover an extensive
rural area, a very large tract of which is mountain area
with gorse, farmland and hill land. Indeed, when gorse
fires break out, I have often witnessed through my
window the apparatus coming out immediately from
Rathfriland, sometimes backed up by those from Newry.
That second appliance can be key to fighting a mountain
or gorse fire, and any attempt to do away with that
would defeat the whole purpose of firefighting.

I referred to my meeting with representatives from
the Rathfriland station. Rathfriland is a two-pump
station, with a firefighting team of 20 members: three
teams of six and two reserves. I imagine that that is the
picture at most of the other 11 stations designated for
cutbacks. We must listen to and take our brief from the
people that man the fire stations. They are the pro-
fessionals, and any attempt to think differently from
them would be wrong. Members need only look at the
threats to services. Since the Assembly first met,
threats to services have often been discussed in the
Chamber: threats to the Health Service, education, the
Planning Service, the Water Service and the Ambulance
Service. It is now proposed that the Fire and Rescue
Service — Mr Hussey reminded Members of its dual
role — be added to that list.

The Assembly must go forward. I do not often say
such words, but those listening to this debate must
ensure that this service is not be allowed to come under
threat — especially in rural areas. We must listen to the
Fire and Rescue Service and to those on the ground
who fight the fires, rather than Ministers who do not
know the countryside in this part of the world.

Ms Ritchie: I apologise to you, Mr Deputy Speaker,
and to Members of the House, for not being in the
Chamber at the beginning of the debate. I was a party
delegate at the Programme for Government Committee.

One of the fundamental requirements for any rural
or urban community is a well-equipped, well-staffed
and adequate integrated Fire and Rescue Service. The
proposals in the draft plan will not provide that, and
they will leave rural communities in danger and peril.
A cursory examination of the published consultation
document — the subject for discussion today —
reveals that the real intention of the Fire and Rescue
Service is to reduce the service to the community

through the proposed withdrawal of the second fire
tender from 12 fire stations, many of which are located
in extremely rural parts of Northern Ireland.

Questions immediately arise as to the rationale and
purpose of such restrictive proposals. What is the real
purpose of the consultation document?

Why does the Fire and Rescue Service propose to
remove the second fire tender from those 12 stations,
including two in South Down — one in Kilkeel and
the other in Rathfriland? Why put the knife into rural
communities? Why does it want to undermine services
to rural communities and put the people there at risk
and in grave jeopardy?

Is it not the case that the Fire and Rescue Service
faces difficulties recruiting part-time firefighters in
some areas? A campaign is to be launched in the new
year for certain parts of the rural community. Would it
not be better to adopt a more positive approach to the
Fire and Rescue Service, rather than that of the knife
and the proposed implementation of cuts? Where in
this document does the Fire and Rescue Service
express concern for isolated rural communities?

I encourage young people to join this worthy
profession and continue the good work undertaken by
their forefathers, who protected this community
through some difficult and trying times and put their
own lives in danger to afford safety to others. Their
work should be applauded, and the best way to do that
is for young people to be encouraged to join up and
fight to protect rural communities. The recruitment of
young part-time firefighters must be on a fair and
equal basis. No restrictions must be placed on where
full-time, part-time or senior officers reside — reports
in previous years have indicated that that practice was
promoted by the Fire Authority for Northern Ireland.

Mr Hussey: Surely, with regard to part-time
retained officers in particular, where they actually live
is important?

Ms Ritchie: I agree with the hon Member, but it has
been the case that full-time senior fire officers have
been dictated to as to where they reside. That is wrong,
because their expertise could be required immediately
in emergency situations, and my comments probably
bear out what the Member previously said.

The Fire and Rescue Service must withdraw its plan
to remove the second tender from the 12 fire stations.
Looking at my own constituency, Kilkeel and
Rathfriland are isolated rural communities, as Mr P J
Bradley has already pointed out. Members probably
know that themselves. The fire station in Kilkeel
services a distinct mountainous rural community where
speedy responses are vital in emergency situations.
The needs of local communities, and the seasonal
demands of the tourist and fishing industries, must be

119



Monday 11 December 2006

Private Members’ Business:
Fire and Rescue Service Draft Integrated Risk Management Plan

taken into account to ensure that, in those cases, the
second tender is retained.

3.30 pm

Accessibility, adequacy, availability and community
requirements are the central criteria to measure any fire
and rescue service. If the service does not match those
requirements, then the Fire and Rescue Service must
ensure that they are met through the retention of the
second fire tender and the improvement of the service
throughout Northern Ireland. We have fought long and
hard for essential services for rural communities, and
one of those essential services is a sound and equitable
fire service. If necessary, this matter should be referred
to the Programme for Government Committee for full
and detailed discussions to ensure an adequate Fire and
Rescue Service.

Mr Dallat: I am the seventeenth contributor to this
debate, so most issues have been covered — or have
they? Perhaps not. Each Member has spoken with great
affection about his or her own area and the loss of the
second pump, and I agree with that. However, it is only
when one looks at this daft idea with a more holistic
approach that one begins to realise how serious it is.

Mr Storey drew attention to the potential losses in
his constituency of North Antrim. There are losses in
east Derry as well and in Mid Ulster. In the tourist area
of Ballycastle and Portstewart, where the population
quadruples in the summer time, the loss is serious.
Twenty miles inland, Maghera fire station services a
large rural area where there is a lot of forestation. Parts
of that area are also subject to flooding. Members
referred earlier to road accidents; God knows there are
enough of those. When one considers all these factors,
the picture becomes even more serious. That area is
also on the north Atlantic air route. No one wishes to
predict another Lockerbie or Pan Am disaster, but
emergency planning must take all factors into account.
Had it not been for the work of the Scottish Fire
Service after the Lockerbie disaster, many more would
have lost their lives. That too is a consideration.

All this is about cost effectiveness. From my
experience on the Public Accounts Committee, I can
assure the House that financial problems relating to the
Fire and Rescue Service’s board and the Fire and
Rescue Service have nothing to do with the brave men
and women on the ground who fight fires. I have no
wish to embarrass Mr Storey, but the problems are
with the Fire and Rescue Service’s board itself, its
predecessor, and how it spent money. Mr Storey made
reference to the Boucher Road training centre. What
sensible fire agency would have bought land and spent
millions of pounds on it, only to discover that fires
could not be lit there? That is madness. Other matters,
such as credit cards and so on, we can pass over.

After the debate, what will happen? There are some
people listening in the Public Gallery, but I doubt
whether any of them are members of the Fire and
Rescue Service’s board. If Members are sincere and
genuinely concerned about the 12 fire stations
threatened with the loss of a second fire appliance,
they should redouble efforts to ensure that the
Assembly continues. It must take responsibility for
emergency services, ensuring that communities are not
threatened by the bureaucrats and well-paid consultants
who take millions of pounds out of the public purse
every year but come up only with daft ideas over
which the public have no influence. Thousands of
people have already signed the petition against the
proposals in this consultation document. Members can
lend support to local communities by working together
to ensure that the Assembly continues in order to stop
the madness that has gone on, not only in the Fire and
Rescue Service, but in every other aspect of life.

Mr Weir: I wind up in support of the amendment. I
am glad that for once the Assembly speaks with one
voice. The Member who moved the motion accepts the
amendment, and all parties support the motion as
amended.

Only a limited number of points need to be dealt
with, but I wish to deal with them briefly before I
move on to the substance of the amendment. Carmel
Hanna pointed out a lack of clarity in the consultation
document. I believe that to have been a deliberate
attempt to obfuscate the need for adverse comment, to
try to — forgive the pun — pour cold water over the
report and try to ensure that the level of public concern
is reduced. I agree with Kieran McCarthy and others
who called for stiffer penalties for those who attack the
emergency services.

I join with all of those Members who paid tribute to
the emergency services, particularly the Fire and
Rescue Service.

I take issue to some extent with the remarks of Willie
Clarke and Tom Elliott — both of whom obviously
have concerns about their own communities — who
saw the report as a question of rural interests against
centralising urban interests. It is a question of services
being withdrawn across Northern Ireland. One has
only to look at proposal 3, which implies a direct threat
to the future cover of Belfast. That should be something
that unites us: it is not just a threat to rural interests but
to rural, urban and suburban interests. At risk are small
towns across Northern Ireland, rural areas and inner-
city areas. We must all speak with one voice.

Patricia Lewsley graphically indicated the practical
ramifications of the recommendations. Like her, I
question the motivation behind the report. Jim Shannon
mentioned the “ripple effect”; that issue needs a strong
focus. John Dallat highlighted the impact that seasons
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have on a number of fire stations, but that point has not
been considered. However, I disagree with him slightly
about consultants. Unfortunately, and to its great
shame, the report comes from within the Fire and
Rescue Service itself, rather than, for once, being
produced by outside consultants. That makes it more
worthy of condemnation.

There are a great deal of weasel words and ambiguities
in the report, and the purpose of the amendment is to
deal with those. At no stage are reductions, job cuts, or
increased threats to safety mentioned. The report uses
euphemisms and talks about review of services, and on
one occasion weasel words such as “review resource
usage” are used. If that is not code for cutbacks, I do
not know what is.

Therefore it is important that Members, by way of
the amended motion, send out a clear signal to the Fire
and Rescue Service that parties are united in their
opposition to the proposals.

Mr Storey: Does the Member agree that there is a
serious issue regarding the timing of the proposals?
The report clearly states that after 31 January the Fire
and Rescue Service:

“will review our proposals in light of all the comments received”.

Those decisions will be made at a meeting of the
board of the Northern Ireland Fire and Rescue Service
in February 2007. The report does not refer to any
further consultation on the final proposals that will
emerge from this document.

Mr Weir: That highlights all our concerns as to how
real the consultation should be. It is only by sending a
clear signal from this Assembly that Members can put
a spoke in the wheel of the process.

The previously mentioned principal proposals are
based on the consultation document’s fourth proposal,
which deals with and names 12 towns throughout
Northern Ireland. According to the document, the
intention is to review, replace or reduce the number of
fire appliances from two to one in each location and to
replace them with small fire units.

The Fire and Rescue Service needs to be asked a
range of pertinent questions about those small fire
units. For example, will they be able to offer the same
level of cover as the existing appliances? If they are
replacements for current front-line appliances, will the
Fire and Rescue Service guarantee appropriate cover
from other areas within the agreed response times? If
two major fires are reported at the same time in the
same area, what will be the potential for those units to
attend? Will they lead to a reduction in manpower?
Will they offer the same opportunity for strategic cover
as the existing appliances?

Leslie Cree highlighted a range of issues. The
proposals run contrary to many of the actions that the

Fire and Rescue Service has already taken. Forty-
thousand pounds were invested in recruitment in the
past 18 months in Holywood fire station; however, that
investment runs contrary to what actually happened in
that station. That is not a unique case, however.

The response times of the second fire appliance will
be the key issue. As indicated, where there is a house
fire that does not threaten anyone’s life, or no life is
reported as being at risk, a minimum of two fire
appliances are required to attend. Patricia Lewsley
perhaps understated the situation in her example of
people being trapped upstairs; when that type of
information is known, three fire appliances should be
present. With the best will in the world, and even if a
fire appliance were being driven at breakneck speed,
there is no way that any fire engine