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Northern Ireland
Assembly

Monday 21 November 2011

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

Members observed two minutes’ silence.

Ministerial Statement

Single Farm Payments: Disallowance

Mrs O’Neill (The Minister of Agriculture and Rural
Development): Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Combhairle.
With your permission, a Cheann Comhairle, | wish to make
a statement on the issue of financial correction by the
European Commission and the programme of work that the
Department is taking forward to address that.

First, | thank my colleague junior Minister Anderson for
stepping into the breach last Monday when members of
the Committee for Agriculture and Rural Development
debated a motion on the issue. | am grateful for the
Committee’s interest in the issue and would like to reassure
its members that it has been my intention for some time

to make a statement in November to give them an update
on developments since Michelle Gildernew’s statement

in September 2010. Although | do not want to go over

old ground that was well covered at that time, given the
complexity of the issue and to avoid any misunderstanding,
it is important that | put the issue into context, explain the
problem, quantify the amount of disallowance and explain
how we are funding that and reassure the Assembly that we
are solving that problem.

I will take the problem first. As a paying agency, the
Department of Agriculture and Rural Development (DARD)
is responsible for the payment of around €300 million a
year to the agriculture industry. DARD is accountable to the
European Commission for ensuring that that €300 million is
paid accurately and in a timely fashion to those entitled to
receive it. That means that the various scheme rules have
to be complied with by those claiming the subsidy and that
DARD, as a paying agency, has to be able to demonstrate
that compliance through its administrative checks and on-
the-spot controls.

Since the single farm payment was introduced in 2005,
European Commission auditors have audited DARD on a
number of occasions, commencing in 2006. The Commission
has found fault with the controls operated by the paying
agency, resulting in disallowance. In their visits here in 2006,
2008 and 2009, Commission auditors raised concerns
about the control of the single farm payment scheme. In
2006, they advised that our mapping system was not good
enough; that our farmers were not telling us of changes to
their fields; that our on-the-ground controls by inspectors
were not sufficiently rigorous; and that our approach to
sanctions and penalties was too lenient. Those concerns
were reiterated during further audits in 2008 and 2009.

Also in 2008, the auditors highlighted that our approach of
permitting two farmers to use the same parcel of land to
support two separate schemes — for example, the single
farm payment scheme and the countryside management
scheme — was not, in their view, in line with regulations. In
addition to those area aids audits, in 2008 the Commission
examined how we had allocated single farm payment
entitlements in 2005. Those entitlements are an essential
requirement for a farmer to make claims. A farmer must have
one entitlement for each hectare of eligible land claimed.
Concerns were raised about a number of policy issues.

The Department’s response in the early years was under-
standably one of challenge, particularly because, at the
outset, there was little or no evidence of other countries
facing a similar problem. The Department also considered
that the scale of the disallowance was manifestly
disproportionate because the payments were based

on entitlements that had an historic as well as an area
component, and the Department thought that, at the very
worst, the rate of disallowance should have been applied
to the area component only. It is important to add that the
Department did not have the benefit in 2006 of knowing
that other countries were going to be visited with similar
audit findings.

The Commission system is not particularly transparent,

but, once disallowances began to roll out across more and
more countries, it became clearer that the Commission

was embarking on a course from which it would not easily
resile. So, when the question is put whether the Department
was wrong to challenge for so long rather than to seek
immediately to comply with the Commission’s findings at an
earlier stage, it is clear with the benefit of hindsight that it
should have sought to comply sooner.

As highlighted in last week’s debate, the Commission’s own
processes contributed to these matters being protracted.
Members were right to note that the first area aids audit
was in July 2006, yet the final decision on that was not
announced until July 2010, which was a full four years after
the audit. In 2009, although DARD still believed that the
Commission’s approach was heavy-handed, it recognised
that it had to move to satisfy the Commission’s concerns
on maps or face continued and probably increased
disallowance. Also in 2009, my Department moved to
make its own estimate of the risk to the fund so that it

had some hard figures to take to the Commission, and a
risk assessment exercise was taken forward, the aim of
which was to estimate the risk to the fund resulting from
claims on ineligible land. A sample of 400 farm businesses,
which is 1% of the claimant population, was selected, and
the corresponding aerial photography was carefully viewed
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to identify and measure ineligible features. The results of
that exercise showed that the error rate was 2-72% for
ineligible areas claimed and 2-05% for incorrect payments
made. However, the Commission maintains that penalties
that would be applied to individual farmer claims for
overdeclaration of land must be included in the calculation.
So, when that is done, the risk to the fund increases from
2-:05% to 5-19%. Those figures are with the Commission
and are likely to inform decision-making with regard to 2009.

In summary, our problem falls into three parts: mapping,
inspection and penalties. That problem has been
compounded by a legalistic and slow procedurally based
approach by the Commission.

I will now discuss the amount and how we will fund it. Two of
the audits — the area aids in 2006 and the entitlements in
2008 — have now worked their way through the Commission
processes and have resulted in the publication of a financial
correction or disallowance. We have been advised that the
Commission is also proposing a disallowance in respect of
area aids for the 2007 and 2008 scheme years and in respect
of entitlements for the 2008 and 2009 scheme years. To
complete the picture as we know it, we have been advised of
what may be a €1 million correction in respect of pre-2005
bovine and ovine claims. We are also awaiting the Commission’s
proposals on the 2009 area aids audit, a compliance audit
in 2009 and a rural development audit in 2010.

We are certainly not alone in this. Many paying agencies
have experienced disallowance, and the timing of the
announcement of disallowance can be highly variable. |
know that that is a concern for Members, but the process
for determining disallowance has been unpredictably

slow. Indeed, although disallowance has been confirmed

in relation to various concerns from 2004 to 2007, the
Department has, as yet, not had to make an actual payment
with regard to disallowance. Members have, understandably,
expressed concerns about the impact of those corrections
when they eventually arise, but the Department has made
careful provision in its accounts to accrue — that is, to treat
as already spent — the relevant amounts for disallowances
up to and including the 2009 scheme year. That means that
the arrival of any of those confirmed disallowances will not
impact on the spend of the Department or the Executive in
the year in which it eventually materialises. | know that that
will reassure Members, but that leaves the important matter
of future disallowance.

The timing of the announcement of future disallowance
decisions cannot easily be predicted, but it is expected that
decisions on area aids in 2007 through to 2009 and on
the ovine and bovine schemes will be announced at some
point. | will return to the accounting arrangements for that
in @ moment. First, it is important to note that, although
the previous area aid audit that we received was in 2009,
we cannot rule out the possibility of further audits for the
2010 and 2011 single farm payment scheme years, and
there have been audits on rural development and on cross-
compliance where we await feedback from the Commission.
It would be unwise for the Department to speculate in
advance of those audits what the findings might be or what
account the Commission might take of what has already
been done. Of course, Members are free to use the figures
to date to make such predictions, but, as Minister, | cannot
be drawn into that unhelpful discussion. Only last week,
officials were involved in lobbying the Commission at a

senior level on disallowance, the programme of work that

is under way and the scope that there might be for the
Commission to send some positive signal to the paying
agency on the progress that we have made so far. | do not
want the House to send a message to the Commission

that further disallowance might be in order for the North. Of
course, there remains a risk of further disallowance, and we
are doing all in our power to mitigate that problem.

I now turn to the way in which my Department is managing
the disallowance problem to seek to avoid problems for the
North. The Department is required to prepare its accounts
on what is known as an accruals basis. For disallowance,
that means that liabilities are recorded and expenditure is
scored in the financial year in which the obligation to pay
the disallowance arises, not the year that the payment of
the disallowance is made. In other words, the money is
treated as being as good as spent as soon as the liability is
recorded in the accounts.

| confirm that £69-4 million has been accounted for in my
Department’s 2009-2010 and 2010-11 audited resource
accounts for disallowance covering the single farm payment
scheme years up to and including 2009. The Department for
Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA) has accounted
for another £11-2 million of disallowance that relates to the
North. That is a total of £80:6 million. DEFRA holds that
£11-2 million for us, and the balance has been met at the
North of Ireland block level. As a consequence, there will be
no further budgetary pressures on either my Department or
the block for scheme years up to and including 2009. The
funds used to meet the disallowance pressure could not, in
the main, have been reallocated by the Executive for other
purposes within the block. Finally, | should point out that the
EU has not yet sought the cash from us for disallowance,
and the payment of that cash will not create any additional
pressures.

The moneys that have been accrued are sufficient not only
to cover the confirmed disallowances that | mentioned but
to take into account disallowances to be confirmed in the
future about which we have sufficient certainty now. | will be
clear: that comprises the area aids disallowance up to and
including 2009, entitlement disallowance up to and including
2007 and the one-off ovine and bovine disallowance. |

have provided the Committee for Agriculture and Rural
Development with a table that attempts to summarise the
position at present as accurately and clearly as | can.

The Commission has carried out an audit of our 2009 risk
assessment exercise, and, although its initial feedback on
how it was carried out was positive, it has not yet finalised
its position on the 2009 area aids audit. However, given that
the overall risk to the fund was assessed to be 5-19%, it is
unlikely that the disallowance imposed for 2009 will be less
than the 5% flat rate correction that has been applied in
previous years. It is on that basis that the Department has
made provision on an accruals basis for that year. The funds
used to meet the disallowance pressure could not have
been used for other expenditure in the North, so there has
been no impact on DARD or other Executive services. The
position has been built up over several years. Although that
is, | hope, welcome, it remains my top priority to tackle the
issues that could cause future disallowance, and it is to that
work that | now wish to turn, and | will talk about how we are
solving the problem.




Monday 21 November 2011

Ministerial Statement: Single Farm Payments: Disallowance

12.15 pm

| have said that the problem identified by the Commission
is mainly in three areas: mapping, inspection and penalties.
| will deal with the last issue first. We have always
encouraged and required farmers to claim only for eligible
land, and we have repeatedly increased our communication
effort. We have evidence that farmers are claiming on

less ground overall than in previous years, which seems

to signal that ineligible land is being removed from claims.
That is positive and reflects the responsible nature of
most farmers. In a large population, however, there always
will be a small number who turn a blind eye to the rules

of the scheme and seek to get away with it. | have a clear
message for those farmers: the Department is reviewing
its approach to penalties and will, in line with Commission
demands, seek to increase its use of intentional penalties
when those are justified.

The Department is examining a number of 2010 inspected
cases. If, in any of those, intentional overdeclaration is
determined, the application of the Commission’s penalty
framework will mean that no single farm payment will be
made for the 2010 scheme year. It is possible that, in some
of those cases, that will also affect other years’ claims. We
will also consider how that impacts on the 2011 inspected
cases. Farmers who wilfully claim on land containing
bungalows or on scrub will be vulnerable to much higher
penalties, so my clear message to farmers is that they
should be active and alert to the need to update their maps
and claim correctly. It remains the farmer’s responsibility to
ensure that only eligible land is included in the claim, and,
since 2005, we have issued detailed guidance explaining
that. Throughout the period for which disallowance has
been imposed, my Department has been criticised for
being too harsh on farmers, but the Commission has been
saying exactly the opposite. Although | will ensure that my
Department acts reasonably in these matters, it must be
clearly understood that that will be within the context of the

EU regulations being fully complied with. | have no other option.

As for inspection, between July 2006 and now, the DARD
inspectorate has made significant progress in dealing with
areas that were criticised by the auditors, although it is
important to emphasise that the discrepancies found by
EU auditors were generally very minor. DARD has looked
carefully at the areas of concern and engaged with the
auditors and the Commission’s Joint Research Centre to
make improvements in the correct interpretation of the
regulations in relation to land eligibility and the correct
assessment and measurement of eligible land in the field.
Inspectors have received enhanced training and additional
support resources, and quality checks have been deployed.
The most up-to-date field computer equipment is now used,
and inspectors have all the available information relating to
the claim, including aerial photographs of the field and its
features. Those changes were acknowledged and welcomed
by the Commission auditors in their recent visit here.

Our present mapping system is delivering a claim

accuracy of between 97% and 98%. It is only when the
overdeclaration penalties are added that the risk to the fund
rises to over 5%. Although an accuracy level of 97% to 98%
may be acceptable in other spheres, it is not in this case,
and we have to increase it to around 99-5% if we are to end
disallowance on area aids. That means that we have to pay
attention to the finest detail, even in very small areas, down

to 0-01 of a hectare and, in some cases, areas smaller even
than that.

Last year, my Department embarked on a project to remap
all 750,000 agricultural fields here. That project, which

is funded through the invest-to-save initiative, has been
undertaken in partnership with the Department of Finance
and Personnel's (DFP’s) Land and Property Services. As
Members will appreciate, it is a huge and complex task, but
| am pleased to advise that the first of the maps will issue
within days. The initial maps will form part of a test, and
the Department will interrupt the map issue as necessary
to make corrections and adjustments to the process. It is
planned to have all maps with farmers in time to inform their
2012 single application form returns.

The maps are based on all land declared by a farm business
on its 2011 single application form; namely, all land

owned, leased or taken in conacre. Field boundaries and
the ineligible features that we identified and assessed this
year are superimposed on aerial photographs. The field
boundaries have been determined by Land and Property
Services, which is our mapping authority. As Land and
Property Services uses accepted mapping standards,

it establishes field boundaries on the basis of physical
features, for example hedges, fences and walls. Where
those do not exist or are not apparent from the aerial
photography, field boundaries will change. That will mean
that the information shown in those maps may be different
from information shown on maps in the past. It also means
that, if fields are being used by more than one farmer — for
example, on a shared grazing basis — only the boundary of
that field will be shown. We will write to any farmers affected
in that way to explain the situation and to advise on the
action they should take.

Given the importance of this work, it has been decided

that we will use the first phase of around 200 to 300

maps issued to test the accuracy of the revisions and to
check that our systems are robust enough to deal with any
queries that may result. If that test proves successful, the
remaining maps will begin to issue during December and
through to February 2012. To accompany the maps, we have
produced a data table, which provides additional details

of the features shown on the map, and an explanatory
guidance booklet. Staff will be available in DARD offices

to discuss any changes that are required to the maps. For
example, changes could be required if something is built

in a field after the date of the aerial photograph or if an
area of scrub has been removed. It is vital that, once they
receive them, farmers check their maps and contact DARD
about any changes that are required. Maps will be available
to view online after they have been issued to farmers. We
plan to extend the online facility in the future to make it
more interactive. We will explore, for instance, the scope for
farmers to report map changes to us online.

A number of Members stated last week that farmers expect
the Department’s maps to be correct, and | do not want to
mislead farmers in any way. The map will be correct only
once the farmer has checked it against what he knows to
be the current situation on his farm. If Members make any
suggestion to a farmer that he or she should rely on the
DARD map without checking it, they are doing that farmer a
disservice and putting him or her at risk of penalties. It is
not possible to do a mapping exercise of this scale without
there being corrections to make, and it is only with the
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willing co-operation of the farming community that we will be
able to correct the maps to the Commission’s satisfaction.

We believe that our current approach will resolve the
problems and, importantly, provide an accurate and robust
basis for the implementation of CAP reform in 2014. As
Members will appreciate, this mapping project is only

one element — albeit a major one — of a comprehensive
programme of work that is under way in the Department to
ensure compliance with the EU regulations.

We continue to develop for both farmers and inspectors.

In March this year, we issued the ‘Guide to Land Eligibility’
booklet, along with an aerial photograph, to all single
application claimants for 2010. The booklet clarified many
eligibility issues and set out the standards that inspectors
now use to assess land eligibility. It builds on a long
engagement with the European Commission and the Joint
Research Centre in Italy to ensure that we understand as
well as we can what the Commission’s expectations will be
for detailed eligibility rules.

We have introduced new computer software for assessing
and processing field information, using global positioning
equipment and information databases. Although those
developments have initially slowed the progress of
inspections, as they become established they will yield
considerable benefits in the speed of inspection completion
and will enable inspectors to provide a fair and accurate
assessment of land eligibility more easily. In addition to the
new software, work is under way to introduce technology to
allow the use of satellite imagery for some inspections in
2012. That will enable us to check claimed parcels remotely
and, in time, should speed up payments significantly.
Moreover, that approach will help to ensure increased
consistency and standardisation of on-the-spot checks,
which the Commission sees as a critical factor when
applying the scheme rules.

Since 2005, my Department has provided a facility for
farmers to submit their single application electronically —
online — and | am pleased to report that there has been a
steady year-on-year increase in online applications. This
year, the number of online applications has risen to 5,880,
which is around 15-5% of all single applications received in
2011. The online facility for the single application is an
important customer service initiative, offering farmers and
my Department significant benefits. My Department continues
to work closely with industry stakeholders and representatives
to refine and improve the service further. We will seek to
ensure that their valuable feedback is taken into account in
its future design and operation. | encourage all farmers to
use the service and, if they have not yet registered, to do so
now in readiness for next year’s scheme. The online facility
is available around the clock throughout the application
period. It is easy to use, automatically checks many aspects
of the claim as information is entered by the farmer and, as
stated, has associated online benefits, such as access to
maps and aerial photography. By submitting their
applications online, farmers can reduce the potential for
error when completing their claim forms and thus avoid
potential delays at a later stage.

As part of my Department’s commitment to engage with the
Commission, we gave an undertaking early this year to carry
out, in line with a Commission guideline, a voluntary audit
of random inspection cases from 2011. The audit, which

the Audit Office is undertaking, has commenced, and a
report will be submitted to the Commission by 1 September
2012. The report will present evidence gained during the
audit on whether the amounts found eligible for payments
as established by DARD, recorded in its databases and paid
are free from material misstatements and on whether the
control statistics reported to the Commission are correctly
compiled and reconciled to the database by DARD and

are free from material misstatements. It is hoped that a
satisfactory report will provide assurance to the Commission
that the corrective actions being undertaken by DARD are
effective. That could reduce the risk to EU funds and, in
doing so, reduce any further disallowance that may be
applied. In addition, on 10 November, the DARD permanent
secretary met the deputy director of DG Agri in the European
Commission to update him and his colleagues on the
programme of work that is currently being undertaken in
DARD. The meeting went well, and the Commission was
encouraged by the actions that we are taking.

In September 2010, the Department lodged a case with
the European Court that challenged the approach used by
the Commission when it applied the 2006 disallowance.

It involves a very technical matter concerning the
interpretation of EU regulations on how overdeclaration
penalties should be calculated. We await the court’s
considerations on the matter. If successful, we expect a
substantial reduction in our disallowance, although the exact
amount would be dependent on the detail of the court’s
judgement. In the meantime, the Commission continues

to follow its processes. Should our case be successful,
however, it will have to reconsider the position regarding the
disallowance that was applied in that year and others.

DARD, in recognition of the need to take a disciplined

and co-ordinated approach to this work and as part of

its governance arrangements, has set up an EU audit
compliance programme board. The board will ensure the
effective progressing of a range of projects, some of which
| have mentioned. It is designed to ensure compliance
with Commission audit recommendations. The programme
reports directly to the change management board, which is
chaired by the head of the paying agency.

| hope that that comprehensive account provides the who,
when and where asked for during last week’s debate. |
have provided an accurate account of the confirmed and
proposed disallowance. | have highlighted the importance
of the maps, and | reiterate that it is essential that we get
help from farmers to make those as accurate as possible.
Although we will make a lot of progress during the next
few months, it will not be a perfect process; nor will it be
painless. Farmers will, in some cases, be unhappy with
the maps that they receive, and work will be required to
correct them. The Department will be challenged in regard
to its payment timelines. However, in working through that
together, we will be able to demonstrate very significant
progress towards having a stable set of data in our land
parcel identification system (LPIS).

We are working with all parties, including the farming
unions, farmers and the Commission, to resolve as many
of the issues as we can. | appreciate the support given by
those parties, my Executive colleagues and Members of the
Assembly, particularly the Committee for Agriculture and
Rural Development. It is only by recognising the issues and
working together to resolve them that we will satisfy the
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Commission that our controls are effective and that this
level of scrutiny and disallowance is no longer required.

Mr Frew (The Chairperson of the Committee for Agriculture
and Rural Development): | thank the Minister for her
statement. | am glad that she recognises the work of

the Committee on this issue. | am sure that her officials
examined carefully the debate that we had last week on the
Committee’s motion.

Does the Minister agree that, whereas the Committee’s
motion sought clarity on the extent of the fines and
disallowances, the position is far from clear? Will she
accept that we are not really that much wiser as a result

of her statement? Very little or nothing was said about the
Comptroller and Auditor General’s report, and there was no
detail whatsoever on the disallowance or penalty fines issue.

In September 2010, in the House, the Minister’s
predecessor, who is from the same party, promised actions
to minimise disallowance by bringing in new measures

and through negotiations with the Commission. If the
Department is continuing to calculate fines or disallowances
at a rate of £15 million or £18 million year on year, does
the Minister not agree that that suggests that the new
measures have been ineffective or have not been brought
in at all and that the Department’s negotiation with the
Commission has borne no fruit whatsoever? The most
important issue is how that will impact on the current
wave of farm inspections for single farm payments. The
Department has been notoriously slow up to this date.

Mrs O’Neill: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Combhairle. | do
not agree. | think that | tried my best in that very lengthy
statement to clarify the position around the fines and the
disallowance. | have clearly said that it is £80-6 million, £69
million of which has been accrued in the accounts and £11
million of which DEFRA holds. | cannot be any clearer about
that; that is the figure that is being audited. It is on the
Department’s accounts; it is clear for everybody to see.

I will pick up on the Comptroller and Auditor General and the
issue of irregularity, which you raised during the debate last
week. The Department is well aware of its obligations to me
and the Assembly. The Comptroller and Auditor General has
qualified his audit opinion of the Department’s 2009-2010
resource accounts. In his opinion, the amounts that are due
to be paid to the EU in respect of financial correction are
irregular. | respect the right of the Comptroller and Auditor
General to inform his opinion on the treatment of items

in the accounts. However, | argue that the expenditure is
not irregular. The view has been noted in the Department’s
annual reports and accounts. Again, those are open for
anybody to view.

The concept of regularity is set out in ‘Managing Public
Money’. Expenditure is regarded as being irregular if it falls
outside the legal powers of the Department, Assembly
consents or DFP delegations. | know that that sounds very
technical but that is the reality. The Department believes
that the European Communities Act 1972 and the Assembly
budgeting and Estimates process provide the requisite
authority and consents to ensure that the liabilities are
within the Department’s delegated authority. That is why we
disagree with the Comptroller and Auditor General when it
comes to regularity or irregularity.

12.30 pm

As to the difference on the ground, we envisage that we will
start our regular process of issuing payments. Our target is
to have 80% issued by December, and, at this stage, we are
still on track to move forward with that. Again, 95% is the
target for June, and that is a regular year-on-year issue.

As for what has been done to date, action has been taken.
We took a three-pronged approach, and the legal challenge
is still ongoing. We do not know what the outcome of that
will be, but if we are successful, that will bring down the
disallowance. Securing that would be a win. Remapping is a
massive piece of work and will not be done overnight. It has
taken some time to get that right, but | will issue the new
maps over the next few days.

So, there has been action over the past number of years.
We have to be mindful and put the whole thing in context.
The Commission’s process for dealing with disallowance

is so slow. There were four full years between its first
audit and its official confirmation that there would be
disallowance. That is the process that we are dealing with
and that makes things challenging for the Department. The
Department initially entered into a process of conciliation
with the Commission, and it went on for three full years. You
have to deal with very long processes in Europe. However,
we are on target to improve things and to introduce the
new mapping system; that was the main concern of the
Commission. So long as we are able to address that and
communicate that message, we hope to be able to bring
down any potential future disallowance.

Mr W Clarke: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Combhairle.
| thank the Minister for her statement. Who is to blame
for the disallowance issue? Is it the Department, the
Commission, farmers or a combination of all those
stakeholders?

Mrs O’Neill: | thank the Member for his question. It would
be simplistic to blame one party for the disallowance but
that is not to say that the various parties are not at fault.
In relation to the Department’s responsibilities, | preface
my response by saying that some of the issues are very
technical. The Department had issues with the maps that
it issued, the Commission delayed the whole process and
operated a system that made everything a lot slower and
harder to deal with and then some farmers claimed for
ineligible land — it was only some farmers; the majority of
farmers are responsible and claim appropriately.

I am not running away from blame, but you need to look at
the matter in the round. All three of those areas need to be
considered. Our job is to work with farmers to ensure that
the maps are fit for purpose, to continue to communicate
with the Commission, and to move forward with LPIS and
our remapping process so that we can bring down any future
disallowance.

Mr Swann: | thank the Minister for her immediate answer
because | was slightly worried. | read the 58 points in her
statement and | can see where the Commission and the
farmers fell down but | cannot see where the blame goes
back to the Department. That is something that has to be
recognised, Minister; the Department was majorly at fault
for the delivery of this system. Your statement emphasises:
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“discrepancies found by EU auditors were generally very
minor.”

If your Department has made very minor errors that led you
to accrue £80-6 million of disallowance, | would hate to
have seen what would have happened had your Department
made major errors.

Your statement outlines your intention to use satellite
imagery for some inspections in 2012, which will enable
remote inspections. Does that also mean that farmers
can expect remote penalties as well? Your Department
will move to meet the perception already out there that

it is a Department solely based in ivory towers in Belfast
and one that has no interaction with the farming or rural
communities. Your Department needs to address that in
order to deal with some of those problems and get out on
the ground —

Mr Speaker: | encourage the Member to come to his question.

Mr Swann: You have to encourage your Department to get
out on the ground to work with the farmers who it is meant
to support.

Mrs O’Neill: | thank the Member for his question. | have not
for one minute tried to escape from or take the Department
out of any blame situation. The Department’s maps were
not fit for purpose. That was identified by the Commission.
At the time, the Department felt that the maps were

correct. It thought that it had a good case and could make a
challenge. With the benefit of hindsight, it could have moved
more quickly and went to a remapping system. However,
hindsight is a wonderful thing. At the time, it thought that

it could genuinely challenge Europe. The fact that we took
on the court case and took legal advice on it shows that we
thought that it would be successful.

My departmental officials are very much out on the ground
with farmers. We work with the farming unions. | was
recently out and met all the policy heads of the farming
unions’ various groups. We will continue to do that.

No one person can fix this. DARD will have to issue the

new maps. Only in partnership with the farmer can we get
them up to standard and be sure that they are correct. You
have to remember that the maps that were issued back in
2005 and 2006 led to compliance rates of 97% to 98%. The
Commission wants a 99-5% compliance rate. That is what
we are working to address, and | hope that we can do that.
We will issue the new maps in the next few days and get
things moving. By 2013, we hope to be in the position that
we have a fit-for-purpose, 100% ready-to-go mapping system.

Mrs D Kelly: | refer to the statement made to the House by
the Minister’s predecessor and party colleague this time last
year. Minister Gildernew said that it was:

“wrong to simplistically blame the Commission” —
[Official Report, Bound Volume 55, p225, col 2].

for what has happened. That remains the case, despite the
scattering of blame to the Commission.

We obtained figures on the disallowance in the South of
Ireland. Last week, the Committee for Agriculture and Rural
Development met a Committee from the Oireachtas, and
there is a 5% disallowance. Members need to realise that
part is disallowance and part is fine. Yet, with the UK, the

figure is 49% as a total of the area disallowance. Those are
approximate figures. In the North, per head of population,
we are being asked to repay or to pay a fine that is 20% of
the UK total fine, with only 2:9% —

Mr Speaker: | am being very patient with Members. Let us
try to come to the question.

Mrs D Kelly: It is on this basis, Mr Speaker. If the
percentage of the total UK population that lives here is
2-9%, but the fine and disallowance is 20%, what is the
Minister doing or what reassurance can she give to the
people of the North that we will not be disproportionately
fined for the ineptitude of her Department’s use of its
resources and the decision of the Commission?

Mrs O’Neill: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Combhairle. The
first point that | want to make is around disallowance in
general. We were the first area to be out of the traps, if you
like. We are first in the queue to be dealt with. The fines
from Europe have increased dramatically over the past four
or five years. We are not alone in facing fines. Many paying
agencies right across Europe are grappling with disallowance
for similar reasons. The most recent Commission decision
affecting us announced our fine to be just over £4 million
and also announced that 13 other countries were to be
fined.

The disallowance for the South of Ireland has not been
confirmed yet. There has been no definite confirmation. It
is the same with many member states, and we need to be
mindful of that. We might be facing this issue now but we
are being dealt with first.

As to reducing the disallowance: that is what the whole
remapping process and talking to the Commission regularly
is about. We are trying to bring down the figure for the
future. We have been fined up until 2009. We know what
the correct figures are and about the £80-6 million. That is
everything dealt with until 2009. For the future, if we cannot
stop the disallowance, we are trying to at least bring it down.
We have so many systems in place to try to improve things.

Mr McCarthy: Last week, | referred to this as a debacle and
said that it is outrageous and shocking that the Department
will have to pay up to £100 million in disallowance fees. The
Minister referred to £64 million that has been accounted

for in her Department’s resource budget. She then went

on to say that there would be no impact on DARD or other
Executive services. | do not know, but £64 million in
anyone’s language is very valuable and will have some effect
on some Department in the Northern Ireland Executive.

The Minister also said that the single farm payment was first
introduced in 2005, and the Commission’s auditors came
in 2006 and found fault with the controls operating by the —

Mr Speaker: Again, | encourage the Member to come to the
question.

Mr McCarthy: Of course, Mr Speaker. That was your
Department, Minister. Why in heaven’s name did no one
catch on to that in 20067 That would have prevented so
much money from going out of the Northern Ireland block
grant. Also, can she confirm that this will be the last fine?
| understand that more fines are coming down the track
for inefficiency with regard to horse mussels in Strangford
Lough. It goes on and on and on. Where will it stop?
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Mr Speaker: | think that the Minister has the gist of the
questions.

Mrs O’Neill: So many questions.

Let me make it very clear that the figure is £80-6 million
for everything up until 2009. | cannot comment on future
disallowance. We are arguing with the Commission and
putting our case about what we are doing to improve things.
Hopefully, that will bring the disallowance down if we cannot
stop it. The Member asked where the money is coming
from. As | said, £11 million is being held in DEFRA and the
rest is being dealt with through underspend at block level.
That has been made possible by utilising underspends at
the overall block level. It is money that emerged after the
financial year end and, therefore, could not be spent in other
Departments. | make that point clear.

In respect of Strangford Lough, | am disappointed that

the Ulster Wildlife Trust has decided to take its case

and provoke the European Commission to take action
against us. We have a plan in place, namely the modiolus
restoration plan. We have worked very carefully with the
industry to get that and allocated £1 million to fund a
research programme. We are doing a lot of good work on
that. It is up to the Ulster Wildlife Trust if it wants to take
a case to the Commission. We will communicate with the
Commission on that issue but we have a good plan in place
for modiolus restoration in Strangford. We will have to deal
with it as time goes on.

Mr Irwin: | declare an interest in that | receive a single farm
payment. Contrary to some press coverage, farmers, in

the main, did nothing wrong. Some press coverage stated
that farmers were guilty of wrongdoing, but most of the
discrepancies were very minor. In the Minister’s statement,
she said that with the benefit of hindsight, it was clear that
her Department should have sought to comply sooner. Is it
not an indictment of her Department that it did not seek to
comply sooner?

Mrs O’Neill: As | said earlier, with the benefit of hindsight,
action could have been taken more quickly. However, | want
to put it in context so that everyone understands.

The first audit was in 2006. Negotiations with the
Commission about what could be done to improve things
started straight away, and DARD told the Commission that it
thought that the maps were fit for purpose. The process of
exchanges with Europe is lengthy, difficult and cumbersome.
The negotiations went on until 2008, when the Commission
officially told DARD that it would face 5% disallowance. At
that stage, the Department entered into a formal conciliation
process, which went on right up until 2009. Just before the
2009 date, the Department entered into a legal challenge.
It thought that there was a strong case to take against
Europe and it took legal advice. The conciliation process
ended in April 2009. It took until January 2010 for Europe
to inform the Department officially that it was pursuing

the 5% disallowance. It did not publish or sign off on that
disallowance until July 2010; that was the first confirmed
date of disallowance.

Looking back, | ask whether the Department could have
moved sooner to remap. With the benefit of hindsight, the
Department could have moved sooner. However, we have to
deal with the situation that we are in now. As soon as the
issue was highlighted in 2008 and it looked as though the

Commission would not accept that our maps were fit for
purpose, the then Minister, Michelle Gildernew, directed the
Department towards a remapping process. We now have to
challenge the Commission on future disallowance.

Mr Murphy: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Comhairle.
Gabhaim buiochas leis an Aire as a raiteas. | thank the Minister
for her comprehensive statement. It seems that the benefit
of hindsight would have made us all wiser and meant less of
a dilemma with an entire issue that does no one any favours
or credit. There seems to have been an inordinate amount
of time in which to get the mapping issue right between
DARD accepting that it would have to remap rather than
contesting the issue and the present time. Can the Minister
explain why that has taken so long? What assurances can
we have that it will be expedited as quickly as possible?

12.45 pm

Mrs O’Neill: Go raibh maith agat. There are several reasons
why the maps cannot be prepared quickly. The first reason
is that the work is highly technical, enormously complex

and detailed. As | said in the statement, a long engagement
with the European Commission’s joint research centre in
Italy was necessary to clarify some of the issues concerning
vegetation, including, for example, the treatment of various
kinds of hedges.

Ultimately, the new maps will have to meet stringent
quality standards set for all paying agencies in the EU.

The changes to be introduced have to be delivered, and,

at the same time, we must seek to continue to deliver
farmer payments. At all times, a compromise has to be
struck between the introduction of change and the delivery
of ongoing programmes. We are going to do our utmost to
ensure that the balance struck is the right one, but there is
no guarantee that the introduction of the new maps will not
bring significant challenges in the next two years.

It is a high priority for me to ensure that payments are
made promptly. It is also a high priority for me to tackle
disallowance. From time to time, there will be tensions
between those two priorities. Furthermore, the outworkings
of the Commission’s audit processes and the process

of confirming disallowance progresses slowly and within
certain timing.

As | said earlier, one of the biggest challenges that we face
is dealing with the Commission and getting things moving.

If the Commission comes out with a new announcement
around various issues that it highlights, it can disrupt the
hard work that is ongoing, as occurred recently with the
long-awaited Commission announcement on a disallowance
that the Department had accrued some time ago. Therefore,
it is important to remember that the Commission did

not officially confirm disallowance until 2010, and the
Department then finally decided that the disallowance and
current map upgrade needed to progress as quickly as
possible. | am committed to making sure that we complete
that process by 2013. A test number of maps will be issued
in the next few days, and we hope to have a better, more fit-
for-purpose system for the Commission to approve for 2013.

Mr T Clarke: | also thank the Minister for her statement.
Given that your Department has been the paymaster of the
system since it was inherited in 2006, and even by some
of the admissions about how it could have acted sooner,

it seems that it has been defending the indefensible in
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how it has interpreted some of the programme. Even in the
statement, reference was made to two farmers claiming the
same portions of land. Therefore, it seems that there has
been a catalogue of errors in her Department. There will be
change for farmers in relation to maps and other aspects,
given all the errors in the past, but what changes will the
Minister make to the personnel in her Department who sat
over those errors for the past five years and tried to defend
the indefensible?

Mrs O’Neill: Go raibh maith agat. We have trained our
inspectors and increased technology, so we are hoping that
that will assist the farmers in getting the whole system and
the maps fit for purpose. Officials will continue to work with
farmers, and we will also work with the farming unions to
make sure that we get it right. As | said earlier, the benefit
of hindsight is a wonderful thing, but there is no doubt that
when the issue was highlighted to Michelle Gildernew in
2008, she took action, and she showed good leadership
and good stewardship of the Department in making sure
that things changed.

We have increased the number of inspectors, we have
upskilled them, and we have new technology. We are moving
towards a new mapping system, so we are moving in the
right direction, and, hopefully, we will get there by 2013, and
we will militate further against any disallowance.

Mr Byrne: | thank the Minister for her comprehensive
statement. Does she agree that the problem has centred on
mapping, inspection and penalties? Given that mapping is
the root of the problem, can the Minister assure the House
that a dedicated team in the Department will work alongside
Land and Property Services to make sure that the maps are
correct, and that when the farmer makes an application for
the single farm payment, he will be working honestly on a
good map, given that some mistakes have been made in the
past? Can the inspection be more of an advisory service to
farmers rather than a penalty service?

Mrs O’Neill: Go raibh maith agat. The maps that are issued
are not perfect. That is the message that | want farmers

to take away, and | want Members to take that away if they
are speaking to farmers. The maps that we issue will not
be perfect until the farmer gets involved in the process

and takes a look at what is on the map. They are the most
up-to-date maps that the Department has, and, with aerial
photography, they are improved maps, but we still need
farmers’ input to make the maps fit for purpose and proper,
so that they can make a correct claim for a single farm
payment for the next year.

My Department will continue to work with our inspectors to
make sure that we get a fit-for-purpose system. We have had
to upskill our inspectors. We have got them new technology,
which will help them to do their job. Hopefully, that will
improve the two-way process between the inspector and the
farmer. DARD is not out to hinder farmers in doing what they
do. We want to assist them and make sure that we get the
process right so that we do not face any future fines.

Mr Allister: | want to take the Minister back to paragraph 27
of her written statement and the remarkable pretence that
the £69 million that has had to be found has been without
any pain to the Northern Ireland economy. It is patently
obvious that it was block grant money and that, if it was not
being deliberately held over to end-of-year underspend, it

would have been recycled during in-year monitoring. Is it not
the case that the wheeze was worked in such a way as to
enable the Minister to say that it caused no pain, when, in
fact, £69 million was held back from other plans on which
it could have been spent during in-year monitoring? Why are
we pretending that it is otherwise?

Mrs O’Neill: The Member is incorrect. The £69 million that
was found from the block underspend was money that
was identified at the end of the financial year. It could not
be distributed across the Departments. The money was
underspend that would have been lost back to the British
Treasury, and the Department was able to utilise it to deal
with the fines.

Mr MccClarty: | thank the Minister for her statement. |
am dismayed that such a huge amount of money has had
to come from the Northern Ireland taxpayer. Many of the
questions, Minister, were about how you were going to
raise the money. Does the Minister accept a suggestion
that she could, perhaps, raise the money by charging £50
to everyone who wishes to ask her a question in future?
[Laughter.]

Mrs O’Neill: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Combhairle. May
| confirm for the Member that the money has been accrued
in the accounts, so we do not need any additional money at
this time? If we face any future disallowance, we will have
to deal with that at the time. The £80-6 million has been
accrued at this stage.

Mrs Overend: | thank the Minister for her statement. The
public perception is that farmers are to blame for the
situation. Will the Minister make a commitment to change
that perception and to return her Department to one that will
be a friend of the farming business across Northern Ireland:
one on which the farmer can depend for accurate mapping
and sound advice and from which it will receive good and
timely communication on their responsibilities? Furthermore,
can the Minister advise the House what the final legal bill is
expected to be?

Mrs O’Neill: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Combhairle. The
Department wishes to be the farmers’ friend; | think that we
make every effort to play that role. The Member mentioned
the perception that farmers are to blame. | said very clearly
said that some farmers made ineligible claims, because the
majority of farmers made eligible claims for land that they
felt was within the scheme rules.

It will cost £150,000 to take the case. If we are successful
in bringing down all those levels of disallowance, it will be a
great achievement. If we are able to do that, it will be money
well spent. It is also important that we challenge these
decisions with Europe, because you cannot merely roll over
and accept these things all the time. It is important that you
challenge decisions, where you think you have a legal case
to work on. We sought legal advice and felt that that was the
way forward.

Mr D Bradley: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Comhairle,
Gabhaim buiochas leis an Aire as a raiteas, agus seo |

an cheist ata agam uirthi. Has the Minister sought any
advice from the Department of Finance on the use of public
moneys in this matter? If so, can she say what that advice
was and whether her Department is working within DFP rules
in dealing with public moneys in that respect?
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Mrs O’Neill: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Combhairle. The
underspend is dealt with by DFP centrally; that is how we
were able to secure that to deal with the disallowance issue.
DFP has been very involved in the process.

Mr MccCallister: | welcome the Minister’s statement. |
draw Members’ attention to my declaration of interest as
a recipient of a very modest single farm payment who is
looking forward to it arriving soon. In paragraph 53 of her
statement, the Minister said that she is appointing a new
board to look at the issue and that it will be chaired by the
head of the paying agency.

Is that an appropriate individual to chair the review, and is
that good governance?

Mrs O’Neill: In paragraph 53, | talk about how we need to
take a disciplined and co-ordinated approach. It is important
to tie down all the EU regulations that we have to comply
with, and we must ensure that the Department is doing that.
We need to report directly to the head of the paying agency,
because that person will have to deal with Europe and,
ultimately, be accountable for all the payments. Therefore,
that is the appropriate mechanism.

Mr Elliott: | thank the Minister for her statement. | declare
an interest as someone who gets an even more modest
single farm payment than Mr McCallister. Does she accept
that the ineptitude of her Department has resulted in many
more farm inspections and, to ensure that they maintain
their single farm payment, farmers are required to cut
back their hedges very significantly and cut down trees,
which ruins the natural habitat for wildlife and destroys our
environment?

Mrs O’Neill: DARD carries out its inspections in compliance
with EU regulations, and that is what we have to work to.

| am not interested in doing any more than is necessary.

We just have to comply with the EU regulations, and those
are the confines that we work within. Inspectors are not

out to hurt or damage farmers. They want to ensure that

we can tell Europe that we are complying and, therefore,

we can continue to drawn down single farm payments, rural
development money and whatever other funding we can draw
down from Europe.

Private Members’ Business

Rivers

Mr Speaker: The Business Committee has agreed to allow
up to one hour and 30 minutes for the debate. The proposer
will have 10 minutes to propose the motion and 10 minutes
to make a winding-up speech. One amendment has been
selected and published on the Marshalled List. The
proposer of the amendment will have 10 minutes to propose
and five minutes to make a winding-up speech. All other
Members who are called to speak will have five minutes.

Mr Hamilton: | beg to move

That this Assembly calls on the Minister of Agriculture and
Rural Development and the Minister of the Environment
and their Executive colleagues to develop a co-ordinated
strategy to improve how rivers are cleaned.

| thank the Business Committee for allotting time to allow
me to raise this issue. | thank the Minister for her presence
and, in advance, | thank her for her response. After having
spent the guts of an hour on a multimillion pound payback
of funds to the European Union, the cleanliness of Northern
Ireland’s rivers will come as something of a light relief. | also
thank Mr Kinahan for tabling the amendment that has been
selected. | found Mr Kinahan a useful source of counsel

in advance of the debate. He and | have shared concerns
about the issue, and his amendment enhances the motion.
| did not think that it would be possible to enhance my
motion, but it does that. It achieves that lofty ambition.

I am not prone to bringing motions to the Floor to criticise
Ministers or Departments. What | want to do with this
motion — what | always try to do with anything that | have
brought forward for debate — is to highlight a problem that
| have experienced in my constituency work and encourage
a resolution. | know that | am not the only one who has
experienced this problem. | am trying to impress on the
Minister and her Executive colleagues the need for greater
interconnectedness between various public agencies, not
just Departments, in respect of the cleanliness of Northern
Ireland’s rivers.

| do not need to point out that Northern Ireland is fortunate
in that it is blessed to have many great rivers that offer
fantastic scenery, have great tourism potential and, in many
cases, are a source of world-class recreation. However,
given the nature of the debate, | have a sense that many
Members may point out how particularly wonderful the rivers
in their constituency are. Nevertheless, the status of those
rivers is often put in jeopardy. Sadly, all too often, our news
bulletins are filled with stories about the pollution of rivers
and, in some instances, the cases are quite severe.

That is not the thrust of what | want to say today. However,
it is a problem, and | share the concern of many others,
including the Minister.

1.00 pm

What | do want to discuss is my experience of one particular
river, the Enler river in Comber. That river might not trip

off the tongue as an example of one of the best rivers in
Northern Ireland. However, it is recognised as a fantastic
place for recreational angling, particularly for sea trout and
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brown trout, and, given its nature, the river is a real test of
an angler’s skill. On a good day, particularly in the summer,
the banks of the Enler are full of anglers enjoying their sport,
but sometimes those who go there will get more than they
bargained for and will see something in the river that they
did not expect to see.

| have seen everything in that river from the ubiquitous
shopping trolley, which, unfortunately, seems to inhabit quite
a lot of rivers in Northern Ireland, to prams — | think that
everyone has seen prams or parts of prams in rivers — to,
more commonly, trees. | have also seen dead animals in the
Enler and, most recently, part of a fridge-freezer. | do not know
how some of those things get into the Enler — | can hazard
a guess — but it seems miraculous how some of the debris
makes it into the river. What also concerns me is that other
bits of litter often collect around that debris. We could get
into a whole debate about littering, but that litter, although it
sometimes looks as though it did, does not fall from the sky,
and the everyday detritus of drinks bottles and fast-food
wrappers accumulate in and around the other debris.

When | first encountered such a case, | naively thought that
it was a fairly easy, simple and straightforward problem to
resolve. In actual fact, it was anything but. Anyone who is
faced with such a problem would instinctively think of the
Rivers Agency as the place to go to to solve it. Its name is
sort of a clue — it is like the advert on television, in that the
name says it all. One would think that the Rivers Agency
would be bound to be able to help with such a problem, but,
sadly, | have always found it, through no fault of its own because
of the way in which the responsibilities are structured, to be
the least helpful organisation when it comes to clearing up
rivers. It is part of the Department of Agriculture and Rural
Development (DARD), but, as | was told in a recent reply
from the agency, when it comes to our rivers, it is concerned
only with the drainage function of the watercourse and has
no remit to carry out works that improve the aesthetics,
such as litter-picking. That reply is what motivated me to
table the motion. The agency is structured in that way under
the Drainage (Northern Ireland) Order 1973. | appreciate
and understand that, but it is part of the problem that | want
to try to overcome through the motion.

There is something inherently wrong when an agency

that is called the Rivers Agency and that is charged with
looking after Northern Ireland’s rivers has no concern about
aesthetics. The aesthetics are every bit as important, yet
the Rivers Agency is concerned only when, for example, a
tree, shopping trolley, pram or part of a fridge-freezer blocks
the flow of the river and has a flooding effect. | will set that
aside, and | am sure that other Members will bring up the
fact that the debris in the river, even if it is not blocking the
flow, can cause flooding at a later date and can determine
where a river floods. Perhaps the Rivers Agency needs to
have a broader interpretation of its remit and should be
more concerned about rivers. There is something wrong
when an agency that is called the Rivers Agency has no
concerns about the cleanliness of our rivers. If the litter that
| talked about is not preventing the flow of a river and is
not a threat to flooding, the Rivers Agency is, in effect, not
interested. When, for example, a tree is blocking the flow of
a river, the Rivers Agency will send out men to remove it, and
| have seen that happen. However, it has no responsibility
for, or concern about, any litter or detritus that may have
accumulated as the result of the fallen tree. That is wrong,
and there is a lack of connectedness.

In my experience, what inevitably happens is that the Rivers
Agency points you in the direction of a local council and
highlights the fact that councils have discretionary powers
to deal with such circumstances. In most cases, councils
are concerned enough about the appearance of their rivers,
want to take a bit of public pride in them and will want to
step in. | have seen examples of local councils stepping in
and taking action, but, equally, | have seen examples of their
not being willing to do so.

It is a bit like other problems that we have experienced,
particularly last winter, when councils did not want to rush
in to deal with snow and ice on footpaths. Councils have

a concern about health and safety, insurance, liability and
taking on such liability in the future. One local authority
responded to a query from me by stating, “Look, we will

lift it if it is easily lifted, but if it is difficult or potentially
dangerous, we are not interested”. We get this background
game going on of what | would describe as public sector
ping-pong: Rivers Agency hits the issue to the local council,
the local council hits it back to Rivers Agency and it goes
back and forward. Indeed, when cases are raised with the
Environment Agency, it points you to the council as well.

So, there does not seem to be a clear understanding
between all of those agencies as to who exactly is
responsible. Invariably, the reality is that it falls upon

some of the organisations that Mr Kinahan talks about in
his amendment; it falls on community groups to step in,
perhaps with the assistance of organisations such as Tidy
NI and Conservation Volunteers, to do that work themselves.
In my locality, | have even seen the local angling club
organise work parties regularly to step in to clean the river
through the year.

That is all very well and good and to be encouraged.
Perhaps that is a manifestation of the big society in
Northern Ireland. However, with the greatest respect to

all those who give freely and voluntarily of their time, that
approach cannot deal with those one-off occasions when a
tree falls or a fridge-freezer door, pram or shopping trolley is
in a river. They cannot deal with that. They can try to but will
not always succeed, so that is where help, encouragement
and support are needed from the public sector.

Northern Ireland needs a more co-ordinated and coherent
joined-up strategy on dealing with the cleanliness of its
rivers on an ongoing basis and particularly in response to
the sort of problems that | highlighted. | appreciate that
there is not one Department to do that. The Minister is here
to respond on behalf of her Department and the Executive.
Yes, her Department has a responsibility, but, through the
Northern Ireland Environment Agency (NIEA) and on behalf of
local government, the Department of the Environment (DOE)
does as well. The Department of Culture, Arts and Leisure
(DCAL) is responsible for angling, which has a clear interest
in all of this. The Department for Social Development (DSD)
has, perhaps, an interest through volunteering. There is
hardly a Department or an aspect of government that is

not affected.

We should be deeply proud of our rivers. | am proud of
those in my constituency, and | am sure that other Members
are proud of the rivers in their constituencies. However,

| think that the message that sometimes goes out from
government is that it is not as proud of those rivers

10
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as it ought to be. When we identify problems of lack of
interconnectivity, as we see here —

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

Mr Hamilton: — we cannot simply wash our hands, if you
excuse the pun, of that problem. We should say, “Now, let us
tie this together much better than is the case”.

Mr Kinahan: | beg to move the following amendment: Leave
out all after “improve” and insert:

“the management of our rivers so that they are kept to
the highest levels of cleanliness; and further calls on the
Executive to ensure that the expertise and services of
non-governmental organisations and stakeholders are
part of that management arrangement.”

I, too, very much welcome the chance to speak in the debate
today. As many of you know, | am extremely keen on trying
to help the environment, particularly rivers, so | was pleased
to see Mr Hamilton table the motion. | am equally pleased
to see the Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure, because,
most of the times that we have discussed rivers, it has been
in the context of the Department of the Environment. As

can be seen in the amendment, | am extremely keen to see
Departments work closely together.

| had never heard of the Enler river before the debate, so

we learn from each other as we get buried in worlds of our
own rivers. However, it was good to hear that the same
things that happen in my patch happen in other Members’
patches — it is the anglers and the local community who get
involved in clearing rivers, whether of tyres, trees, unsavoury
domestic items or even the fridge that somehow floats down
the river to a resting place. We have the same problems

in south Antrim, whether it is the Sixmilewater, which was
polluted two or three years ago and about which we have
had many debates, or the Ballymartin river. Recently, we
even had a pile of cat litter from fuel laundering dumped

in the Sixmilewater, and we could not get it moved out of
the river for exactly the reasons that Mr Hamilton raised.
Everyone denied that it was their job, and eventually the
fishermen pulled it out, only to be told that they should not
have done so because it was hazardous waste. The fact is
that we needed to find a way of dealing with it very quickly.

The public need to know who is responsible. It confuses
them to find out that the Rivers Agency is not responsible
for all that they would expect. Therefore, my amendment on
behalf of the party asks for more joined-up government, not
just at departmental but at council level. | welcome the fact
that Mr Hamilton’s motion also puts forward that point.

However, we need someone to take it on. We need someone
who will actually make sure that joined-up government
works. Could it be somebody from the Office of the First
Minister and deputy First Minister (OFMDFM) who pulls it

all together? Could it be a junior Minister, or, in line with

our party policy, could we merge Departments to try to get
everything to do with rivers into one Department? | think
that that is very much the way that we should be looking in
the future.

My amendment tries to move on from how a river is cleaned
and expand that to management of rivers, so that they

are cleaner and we are managing their cleanliness. | want
to emphasise water cleanliness. In the UK’s National

Ecosystem Assessment document that has just come out,
put together by some 70 scientists, we are told that the
benefit of water quality to Northern Ireland is between £8
million and £12 million. We are also told that 98% of our
water that is used for human use is extracted from rivers,
lakes and reservoirs — 98%. The comparison across the
water is 35%. We are also told that the chemical status of
our rivers is just a bit better than it used to be, and that
their biological status has hardly changed.

Think of the use of our rivers: the eel fishery in Lough Neagh
used to bring in £5 million, and its turnover is now down to
£2 million. Aquaculture brings in £11 million. Look at the
whole fishing industry: rivers are phenomenally important to
us. Some 95,706 hectares are in lakes, rivers or bogs. It is
incredibly important that we get the Departments working
together today, especially if you think of all that we spoke
about last week in the Programme for Government and the
strategies going forward for development and jobs. We need
to find the balance with the environment, and we need to
have both working together.

My amendment is not just about cleanliness; it is about
joined-up government. It is not just about Departments;

it is about Departments and councils. It is also about
stakeholders and the other experts and the other users.

| used to sit on the Lough Neagh committee. We had
academia; we had the users like the anglers or the quarries
with their gravel extraction; and we had the farmers. | praise
all of those who work hard to help on the rivers. There are
also the river trusts, like the Sixmilewater Trust, which | have
to declare an interest in.

| praise all those anglers and all those trusts, because it is
they who really do clean the rivers. They look at the rivers
throughout the year and are there on the ground all the
time. It is those anglers who have put in the spawning beds,
reported the banks and much of the pollution, and helped

to pull it all together. The same applies to the river trusts
and their enthusiasts, whether it is wildlife, countryside or
tourism. For those who listened to me a week or two ago in
the Sixmilewater pollution debate, one matter that | really
wanted to push was the anglers’ monitoring initiative. It
shows how people look after the cleanliness of the river. It
is an idea that is used across the water, where all those who
are qualified, if we get them qualified, can sample the rivers,
see how clean the water is and report is upwards. When two
or three poor samples are found, they can pass it on to the
NIEA, which can then bring in the necessary enforcement.

| go back to the point that we must have joined-up
government. We must stop passing the buck between one
Department and another. As Mr Hamilton said, no more
ping-pong. | ask the Minister to set up some joint form of
government, some way of pulling it all together so that we
have one person or some grouping responsible. We need to
look at some reorganisation, some consultation and some
way of working with the experts.

We know that DARD is responsible for the Rivers Agency.

| can only congratulate the Rivers Agency on almost
everything that | have worked with it on and seen happening
on my patch — until you get to the point about sharing
responsibility, when quite often, “It’s not my job”, and it is
passed on.
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In the environment, we need to make sure that planning and
its effects on rivers are controlled. Planning has very good
enforcement officers, but not enough resources. Think of
houses that have been built on floodplains or near rivers.
Something is going wrong when, as has happened on the
Milltown Road in Randalstown, a house gets flooded every
time the river rises, not just during big floods. Other houses
have been built above it, and now everything drains into

the house that is lower down. We need to get that sort of
point into the joined-up thinking in order to get planning
and enforcement from the Department of the Environment
working with the Rivers Agency. They do it a bit, but they
could do it that much better.

1.15 pm

When it comes to DCAL, we need to see not only the
licensing and regulation of fisheries, but Rivers Agency
being encouraged to work and share responsibility with

the other Departments, so that it is no longer just the flow
that it is concerned with but all the things that block the
flow. On one stretch near me, there are three trees in the
centre of the river. In the old days, it would have been the
owner’s responsibility because he owned to the middle of
the river. Nowadays, they are left lying there. Antrim suffered
from flooding three years ago because trees and large
items blocked watercourses and caused the water to go
somewhere else, which then flooded houses all around the
area. That is why we need joined-up management.

Do not forget the councils; they have biodiversity officers
and the wish to clean and look after their own patches.
However, they need resources, and someone needs to pull it
all together. Therefore, | propose the amendment. We want
to see rivers managed to the highest levels of cleanliness.
We want to see joined-up government, and we want to see
stakeholders and experts being included. | ask the Minister
to add fishermen and river trusts to all consultations and to
look for other such bodies that need to be included.

Mr Frew (The Chairperson of the Committee for Agriculture
and Rural Development): | will speak, first, in my capacity as
Committee Chair before expressing some personal views, if
| have time.

It is not surprising that we have a motion such as this
before us, because, from what | and my colleagues have
read and heard in Committee on several occasions, the fact
that there are so-called shared responsibilities for rivers is
a cause of much confusion, consternation and frustration.
The Committee has been trying to get to grips with who

is responsible for what, and it commissioned a research
paper on the role, function and responsibilities of the Rivers
Agency as recently as last month. Mr Speaker, you can see
that the Committee is on top of the issue.

The first thing that struck me when | read the research
paper was that the Rivers Agency’s powers are discretionary
rather than mandatory. Probably more worrying was that the
second thing that struck me was that, although the Rivers
Agency has responsibility for some issues, and the Minister
summarised them recently as prevention, protection and
preparedness, there are many issues that do not fall under
its responsibility. Therein lies the problem.

As far as | understand the situation, the agency is
responsible for maintaining the free flow of designated
water courses and has some more limited responsibilities

in respect of undesignated water courses. Apparently,

the Rivers Agency fulfils its responsibilities through a
programme of inspections, and as it has limited powers
with respect to removing obstructions it takes certain
actions in that regard. The agency also has flood defence
responsibilities and regulates water levels on Lough Neagh
and Lough Erne. It also has regulatory powers for the safety
of reservoirs and obligations for emergency responses in
relation to flood alleviation.

Who else in the public sector has responsibility? The answer
is: the Northern Ireland Drainage Council, the Northern
Ireland Environment Agency and local councils, not to
mention the Planning Service, Roads Service, NI Water

and the Department of Culture, Arts and Leisure. By my
calculation, responsibilities are spread across at least four
Departments: the Department of Culture, Arts and Leisure;
the Department of the Environment; the Department for
Regional Development; and the Department of Agriculture
and Rural Development. If there were ever an example of the
need for joined-up government, this is it.

| know that many, if not all, members of the Committee for
Agriculture and Rural Development have had occasion to
raise constituency issues with the agency, and | know that
some of those have spilled over into Committee business,
which | have tried to resist. However, the simple truth is
that we have found it very difficult, as individual MLAs, to
get any clarity or success from Rivers Agency. | will clarify
that because, had this debate been taking place last year,
| would have been saying that | found Rivers Agency to be
atrocious to work with. However, | must admit that over the
past number of months — whether it is because it is in my
capacity as Committee Chair to change things — there has
been a marked difference in how | am being treated, as an
individual MLA, by Rivers Agency on constituency issues.

I do not know whether that is so much to do with position; it
may be down to individuals in different offices in the Rivers
Agency. If you get the right person, who is proactive and
wants to deal with the issue, you get better results. Even
when it is not their responsibility, that individual will make
it their task to find out who is responsible for the work

that is needed. So | must say that | have seen a marked
improvement in the Rivers Agency over the past number of
months. Of course, that is not enough. We understand that
the Rivers Agency has difficulties with its criteria and what
its responsibilities are.

I will speak briefly as an MLA representing North Antrim. |
grew up in the Kellswater river, wisely or unwisely; perhaps
my parents were not wise for letting me be in the river every
day in the summer months. | know exactly how rivers do
and do not work. We can rest assured that, when there are
issues with and objects in a river, that is of concern to the
communities who live in the areas in question because of
not only the optics but the danger of flooding.

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

Mr Frew: It is very important that that is dealt with, Mr
Speaker. Thank you.

Mr McMullan: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Comhairle. |
thank the Members who brought the motion to the House.
Indeed, | think that this is a motion that should unite the
Assembly.
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Where rivers are concerned, who is responsible for what

is very complex. We can say that the Rivers Agency is
responsible, but the Environment Agency, and so forth,

are also involved. One other Department, the Department

of Enterprise, Trade and Investment (DETI), also has a
responsibility. The Planning Service also has a responsibility,
because it falls to it to make those who are applying for
planning permission for houses aware of whether they are or
are not on a floodplain. In some cases, you wonder whether
that information is given to Members.

Councils also have a role to play. If you look at the Rivers
Agency, you will see that, if an impediment is not stopping the
flow of water, that body, quite rightly, no longer has responsibility
for it. Therefore, the matter goes back to the councils, which
have a discretionary responsibility. A council directive states
that, due to cost and health and safety issues, they try to
avoid sending staff out to a river for fear of drowning.

How do we expect those who are responsible for polluting
rivers to clean them if they are landowners or operators?

I will put this to the Assembly: one of the failings here is
that we do not have a complete list of all those who are
responsible for our rivers and loughs. | will go back to one
landowner — the Crown Estate. It has responsibility for
rivers and loughs in Northern Ireland, but we do not even
have a list of which rivers and loughs it is responsible

for. There is The Honourable The Irish Society, lords and
so forth, as well as absentee landlords, who derive large
amounts of money from fishing rights and aggregates from
the loughs. They have a responsibility for the maintenance
of the rivers. If we are to look at this issue, we must have
everybody around the table.

One possible way to look at this matter is to get all the
stakeholders to discuss the merits of having one body that
is responsible for rivers. We cannot be selective about those
that we think are responsible. There are bodies out there
that we know are irresponsible but keep falling through the
net. | think that those people will have to be brought to the
fore and told of their responsibilities. Believe it or not, some
people who have responsibility for rivers are still covered

by Crown immunity and cannot be taken to court. That is
wrong, and if we are going to look at the issue, that needs
to be changed.

We talked about reviews of all the rivers. | have sympathy
with everything that the other Members who spoke said.
The issue goes back to 1962 and was raised again in
1984, 1992 and 2004, when the direct rule Minister was, |
think, Lord Rooker. He said that what was in place here was
sufficient and that he was not minded to change it. Given
what came from that direct rule Minister at the time, how
are we supposed to change that?

We have to take a proactive approach. If we give the
responsibility for river cleaning back to councils, there
will be money involved. Can they afford to take on that
responsibility? | do not think so. | think that we have

to get everybody here round the table. We must have a
comprehensive review. | keep going back to this point: we
have to get everybody here round the table.

There are other issues involved as well. When we talk about
designated watercourses, we have to realise that maybe
only a 200-yard stretch of a river is designated, and therein
lies the problem. The reason why quite a lot of the rivers

concerned are causing flooding at the minute is that drains
are blocked or gullies are blocked by trees. So we must get
somebody to remove such blockages.

| certainly support the amendment, which is very
comprehensive, and | do not have a problem with the
motion. Nevertheless, | think that we have to get everybody
round the table.

Mr Speaker: The Member should bring his remarks to a close.
Mr McMullan: Go raibh maith agat.

Mrs D Kelly: | welcome the fact that the proposer of the
motion accepts the amendment, and | agree with him that it
improves the motion. At the outset, | have to point out that
we are, once again, starting another week in the absence
of Executive business other than the Minister’s statement.
| think that that is absolutely disgraceful. The facts about
river cleaning are well known. There is already a plethora
of recommendations about it. The issue is whether those
recommendations will be acted on and whether a better
form of joined-up government will be the outcome. That is
the decision before the Executive.

Members here find themselves in the unenviable position

of having to discuss strategies and, sometimes, rehash
motions that have been before the House on previous
occasions, even in the last mandate. That is a sorry state

of affairs. Youth unemployment is at its highest ever level.
One in five young people in the North is unemployed or has
no training place. Over the weekend and, | think, today, small
retailers have made a plea to the Executive asking them to
do something to help their lot. However, we have not seen
any business here that will do that, and we have not had any
suggestions from the Executive, so it seems that they do not
think that it is imperative that that be delivered. No doubt
we will come back to that at another time. [Interruption.]

Mr Speaker: Order.

Mrs D Kelly: | appreciate that the river cleaning strategy
requires joined-up effort. It is, indeed, an important topic for
those whose homes have been flooded, which is a dreadful
experience, after a river has burst its banks. It is regrettable
to note, however, that Rivers Agency costs some £11 million
but that only £4 million of its budget is spent on its flood
defence programmes and on protecting villages and housing
developments.

Members who spoke previously were right to point out

that responsibility for river cleaning falls to a number of
Departments, and that is where it has fallen down. Joined-up
working is essential in ensuring that rivers run freely. Indeed,
to protect local people and communities, there is a need for
better information and better education of the public about
what Rivers Agency and Departments are responsible for.
The Chairman of the Committee for Agriculture and Rural
Development Committee said that he had found Rivers
Agency to be, until recent months, one of the most difficult
agencies to deal with. As someone who has over 17 years’
experience as a local councillor and some seven years’
experience as an MLA, |, too, found that to be the case. | am
not talking about the person at grass roots level who, if you
got to know them, was very helpful. However, the further up
the line you went, the more elusive the people were and the
harder it was to ascertain who was responsible for what.
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| do not have much more to add. | lend our party’s support
to the motion but find it regrettable that we are speaking
again today about cleaning rivers when much more pressing
issues face the people whom we represent.

1.30 pm

Ms Lo (The Chairperson of the Committee for the
Environment): | congratulate my fellow Environment
Committee members Mr Hamilton and Lord Morrow on
tabling the motion calling for a river cleaning strategy.

As Members can imagine, the subject of rivers crops

up frequently in the Environment Committee. Only a few
weeks ago, the Committee was informed that, unlike the
Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, which
has recently announced an allocation of £110 million
towards implementing its river management plans in
England and Wales, the Department of the Environment is
struggling to stretch out a mere £500,000 to do the same
thing in Northern Ireland. The Department informed us that,
to do that, it would be implementing Northern Ireland’s river
basin management plans through local management area
action plans because it had been unsuccessful in its recent
bid for £8-9 million.

Mr McCarthy: Will the Member give way?
Ms Lo: Yes, surely.

Mr McCarthy: Does the Member agree with me that, had
the Department of Agriculture and Rural Development not
been fined £80 million, which went back to the European
Commission, some of that money could have been diverted
to help the Environment Committee to ensure that the work
was provided for?

Mr Speaker: The Member has an extra minute.
Ms Lo: Very well said; | certainly agree with that. Well done.

The Department was unsuccessful in the bid for £8-9
million, which it says that it requires to implement river
basin management plans here. Although my following
comment may not be directly related to today’s motion, and
as members of the Committee recognise, issues relating to
rivers simply cannot be taken in isolation, yet that is exactly
what we do.

The last time that we discussed rivers in the Environment
Committee, members wanted to ask questions about water
quality and river habitats, so we wrote to the Department

of the Environment for more information. Members also
wanted to know more about problems with small urban
streams, which meant that we had to write to DARD because
management of water flow is the responsibility of the Rivers
Agency. Had members also wanted to ask about fishing in
rivers, we would have had to approach a third Department,
DCAL, as it has responsibility for inland fisheries. Three
different Departments look after three aspects of river
management, and there is still no clear indication of where
responsibility for cleaning rivers lies.

In addition to that complexity of river management at central
government level, we have the involvement of local councils.
Although the Committee has not engaged with councils
specifically on rivers, it has been liaising with them and the
Northern Ireland Environment Agency on fly-tipping. Towards
the end of the last mandate, the previous Environment

Committee scrutinised the Waste and Contaminated Land
(Amendment) Bill, which made provisions to give councils
more powers to deal with fly-tipping. The Committee was
adamant that those powers must not be enacted until the
Environment Agency and councils had reached agreement
on a suitable threshold below which councils would deal
with fly-tipped waste and above which it would become the
responsibility of the Environment Agency.

As my fellow Committee members are aware, that threshold
has not yet been agreed. The outworking of that is — as
representatives, | am sure that we all have some experience
of it — that the two authorities are playing off against each
other about which authority has responsibility to address a
fly-tipping problem.

It is exactly the same with our rivers. Responsibility is
divided among so many authorities that it is easy for them
to opt out when funds are tight. The frustration that that
causes for citizens and for us as their representatives
when we try to act on their behalf is why we are having
this debate. | am in no doubt that a strategy clarifying
responsibility for keeping the rivers clean would help to
alleviate those problems.

Rivers are an integral part of our landscape. They not only
make Northern Ireland a lovely place to live but contribute
to our economy through tourism, the creation of livelihoods
and the provision of leisure services. They will not do that if
we do not keep them clean, so not only do we have a duty to
protect them but it makes common sense. On behalf of the
Committee for the Environment, | support the motion and
the amendment.

I will now speak very briefly as a Member for South Belfast.
Mr Speaker: The Member’s time is up.

Ms Lo: | have the same frustration in trying to identify the
authority to clean up prams and trolleys in the River Lagan,
and a joined-up strategy is needed.

Mr W Clarke: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Combhairle.
I, too, welcome the debate, and | thank the Members who
brought the motion and the amendment to the House. The
amendment adds to the motion and was tabled with the
best intentions. | support the motion and the amendment.

The cleansing of rivers impacts on all of us, and, as elected
representatives, the general public probably turn to us first
and expect us to resolve the situation of litter in rivers. Litter
comes from many different sources, including domestic,
industrial and agricultural. Plastic is probably the worst
type of litter, because it damages not only the habitat but
the animals that live in it. There is a broad range of waste,
including plastic, paper and animal carcasses. You always
hear people asking why a sheep carcass has not been
taken out of the river, and the discussion goes round and
round and ends up in the media, and there is no clear
understanding of who is responsible for taking it out. The
public want a collective response, where someone takes

a decision to take the likes of an animal carcass out of a
river and sorts out who will foot the bill later. Some agency
should take responsibility for the removal of the animal.

Tourism is one of our biggest growth sectors, and, when
visitors see litter in our rivers and along our riverbanks, they
are appalled. They do not see whose responsibility it is.
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They probably see it as the responsibility of this House to
solve the problem of litter in the river. The visual aspect is a
big issue for visitors when they decide whether to return for
a second visit. | visited Albania for a day, and the beaches
were absolutely filthy. | have nothing against Albania, but |
said to myself, “I will not be going back there”. That is the
type of impression that litter in rivers leaves on visitors.

| agree with Oliver McMullan that there is a range of
interests and stakeholders. The Crown Estate, absentee
landlords and councils have a huge responsibility. The
community is probably ahead of us in taking action. People
have been out with fishing clubs and have improved their
areas. | have been on community clean-ups, and, when
people get involved, it helps to form a sense of community.
A joined-up approach to who will cleanse the rivers is
required. There should be round-table discussions on the
issue, and, under the review of public administration, the
lead agency should be the councils.

| am coming at this from the clean neighbourhoods
legislation, which is there to enable them to do it. The only
thing missing is resources; therefore Departments need to
pool their resources. We heard discussion about DCAL, the
DOE and the Department of Agriculture. We need to sit down
and look at how much money we can make available to local
authorities to carry out some of those measures.

| understand the public’s frustration. Even as elected
representatives, you are on a merry-go-round, passed from
pillar to post about who has responsibility for clearing litter
out of a river. The build-up of litter is the biggest issue that
faces elected representatives; a branch in a river could
collect a lot of litter around it. That becomes a flooding
issue, but it is a case of trying to convince the Rivers Agency
that it is a big enough obstruction for it to remove.

It is important that agencies work together. | had a situation
when the Forest Service and the Rivers Agency could not
decide which was responsible for a branch across a bridge
in Donard Demesne, Newcastle. | had to ask the Minister for
a decision. That should not be happening. The issue should
be dealt with and then see who foots the bill.

Mr Speaker: The Member’s time is almost up.
Mr W Clarke: | support the motion.

Mr Irwin: | thank the Members who tabled the motion, as
the cleaning of rivers around the Province, including those
in my constituency, has been a source of concern for many.
Through my work in the Newry and Armagh constituency, |
am aware that the lack of cleaning of a river in Laurelvale
was, in my opinion, the direct cause of flooding to homes
at Velton Lawns, much to the residents’ displeasure. In
that instance, branches and debris blocked a main culvert
running under the roadway, which resulted in water backing
up and the river breaking its banks, causing significant
damage and disruption.

Since then, however, following my sustained lobbying, the
Rivers Agency carried out remedial works to install a box
culvert and a twin filtering grille system to catch debris
further upstream and prevent further flooding. Fortunately,
through an increased monitoring programme, we have had
no further incidents of flooding. However, my lobbying of
the Rivers Agency and, indeed, the Minister, on the matter
continues to get the riverbanks walled at that location to

prevent further erosion of gardens. However, had more
frequent monitoring and cleaning been in place prior to the
incident, flooding might not have occurred in the first place
and residents’ homes would have been spared severe damage.

Last week, | met landowners close to the shores of Lough
Neagh with my colleague Sydney Anderson, MLA, to hear
their concerns about the Derryneskan, Foymore and
Derrylettiff watercourses. We discussed the possibility
that poor river maintenance is leading to an increase in
the flooding of farms in the area, which in turn prevented
grass from being harvested and is damaging to vegetable
crops. | requested that the Rivers Agency come before the
Committee for Agriculture and Rural Development, and it
will be interesting to put those concerns to the agency and
to hear how it has managed that watercourse and what it
intends to do to alleviate concerns.

Those are only two issues; | could report on many others
throughout the constituency and beyond. However, it is clear
that although good work is being done there is room for
improvement. | would like to see greater action on issues
before problems mount up and cause greater nuisance for
landowners and homeowners. We need to see watercourses
cleaned more regularly and maintained to a greater level.
That would improve the situation environmentally and prevent
damage to land, produce and property. | support the motion.

Mr Swann: | thank Mr Hamilton for acknowledging how our
amendment strengthens the motion. | also thank all the
other parties and everybody else who spoke in support of
the amendment because it moves the debate away from
just how rivers are cleaned to whether government use
other NGOs’ skills and expertise to keep bodies of water in
good condition. Hopefully, through this motion we can get
more support and recognition for those stakeholders —
farmers, local conservation groups, angling clubs and all the
organisations that make physical use of the rivers.

1.45 pm

Although a substantial proportion of Northern Ireland
water bodies in each of the three river-basin districts

are already classed as being of good status or better, a
number of areas, such as Lough Neagh and the tributaries
that surround it, have some of the most polluted waters

in Europe. More can and should be done in those areas.
Following on from what some Members said, and after
working with it recently on a number of issues in my
constituency, | commend the Rivers Agency.

Mrs Overend: Does the Member agree that there is a
requirement for the Rivers Agency to work with landowners
and to carry out any work or repairs in a timely manner so
that it is not to the detriment of farming activity, whether
that is through the use of the land along the river, the safety
of animals or the avoidance of land erosion?

Mr Speaker: The Member has a minute added to her time.

Mr Swann: Thank you very much, Mr Speaker. | thank

the Member for her intervention. It is timely to tie in the
Rivers Agency with the Agriculture Minister here, because
it is important for us to recognise the work of the Rivers
Agency and the timely way in which it has been doing that
work. However, with more resources and a better joined-up
approach among other Departments, we can get a better
response from other parts of government.
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The Member mentioned farmers. We have to realise

that farms cover 70% of the total land mass of Northern
Ireland. Therefore, farmers have a major role to play in the
protection and maintenance of rivers. It is also important
to note that, given the large numbers of farms here, there
are very few associated incidents of pollution connected
directly to farmers. It is important that, as one of the major
stakeholders in the area that we are talking about, farmers
are considered as quite effective custodians of Northern
Ireland’s rivers. Through the countryside management
scheme, rivers are protected, but many farmers are already
taking proactive measures to protect the rivers that flow
through their land, because they realise that they add value
to the natural resources and can encourage more use of
those rivers through angling, recreation and tourism.

Further stakeholders that should be taken into consideration
in the motion are the angling clubs, which are prepared to
take responsibility for stretches of river when it comes to
the numbers of fish, for example. A number of angling clubs
in my constituency of North Antrim have already approached
me to see how they can take forward that work. So, there

is a proactive approach for the stakeholders to take on
responsibility for the use of the rivers.

One thing that we should be mindful of in this motion is

the impact of the water framework directive, which already
has a requirement for stakeholder participation in the
management of the water environment. That was part of

the rationale behind our amendment: it meant that we were
coming here with substance behind what we were proposing.

Recently, the Ulster Unionist Party publicly expressed
concern that Northern Ireland is not on track to meet

the 2015 target of the water framework directive. We are
halfway through the six-year term, and there has been

very little action to date, even though the water framework
directive is a DOE matter. Taking into consideration the fact
that we are not meeting our targets in the directive, even
though it is a DOE matter, will the Minister take part in a
joined-up approach to it? In a statement to this House,
Minister Attwood has already warned of tighter controls
coming from Europe. More challenging, not only in this
debate, given what is coming from Europe and the Minister
and the stakeholders, will the Minister inform us how she is
going to —

Mr Boylan: Does the Member agree that if directives come
from Europe, the resources to deal with resulting issues
should come with them?

Mr Swann: | thank the Member for his intervention

and agree with him. If we are to meet those framework
directives, we should receive direct support. That is a very
timely intervention.

Mr Beggs: Does the Member accept that it is also very
important that we structure our organisations better to get
the maximum output from the money that we are putting in
already, as has been suggested?

Mr Swann: | thank everybody for their interventions.
[Interruption.] No; you are all right. We have realised from
the broad scope of the debate the number of agencies

that are responsible for our rivers and waterways. If we are
serious about getting money from Europe to go forward with
a joined-up case, we need to be sound in what we are doing

here to make sure that we have a joined-up approach and
that we are delivering on the same aims at all times.

| was about to finish before that intervention. Minister, when
you address the concerns that | have raised —

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

Mr Swann: Thank you, Speaker. When you address the
concerns that have been raised with the Minister of the
Environment about framework —

Mr Speaker: The Member’s time is up.

Mr Swann: — | hope that you can come up with some
answers that will keep Mr Oliver McMullan happy as well.

Mr Dallat: | join with others in welcoming this motion. One
of my greatest childhood pleasures was to go to a local
stream, take off my socks and shoes and, armed with a jam
pot, catch the sticklebacks. [Laughter.]

Mr Frew: The situation is your fault. [Laughter.]
Mr Dallat: | doubt that you could do that today.

Some reference was made to Albania and the dirty beaches.
| have been to that country, and | saw that it spent its money
on 700,000 bunkers. We had our bunkers as well, but there
is no excuse for the lack of investment in the management
and cleaning of our rivers. Those of us who bothered to take
any interest in the Budget will know that the money has not
been allocated. Indeed, there was a daft idea that the £16
million that is required over the next four years would be
raised from the sale of plastic bags. The same plastic bags —

Mr Agnew: Will the Member give way?
Mr Dallat: Of course.

Mr Agnew: | thank the Member for raising that point. | had
planned to raise it myself. The Minister seems to have a
policy of turning plastic into gold, because he is going to
put £12 million into the green new deal from the plastic
bag levy. There is also £12 million for water cleaning, but
it seems to be the same £12 million each time. Does the
Member agree that we can spend £12 million only once?

Mr Speaker: The Member has a minute added to his time.

Mr Dallat: | would agree if | could be sure that even that
£12 million would be spent. The problem is that there is a
total lack of investment in our river management and repairs
and so on.

| come from a part of Northern Ireland where rivers are

very important for tourism. The legislation that governs the
management of the River Bann was set in the 1960s. It is
all about drainage and getting water out to the sea, so it has
absolutely nothing to do with the modern-day demands on
rivers. Tourism is our greatest growth area. The River Bann
was, at one stage, our greatest salmon river. In fact, if you
had lived a few hundred years ago, you would have found
that there was a law that stated that you did not have to eat
salmon more than three times a week. If you could catch a
salmon in the River Bann now, you would consider yourself
very lucky. A few are still there, thank goodness. The fact
that the money has not been invested is a sad reflection on
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society. Every society likes to think that it leaves something
of which it is proud for the next generation. | am afraid that
the management of our rivers leaves a lot to be desired.

Several Members have talked about getting the runaround
and how you go from the Rivers Agency to the drainage
division to the DOE. | would have thought that the easy
solution to that is to have one body responsible for our
rivers. That is certainly worth considering. Although the
motion may be a filler for other things, it is important. |
congratulate —

Mr McGlone: Will the Member give way?
Mr Dallat: Yes; of course.

Mr McGlone: The Member made the point that people often
get the runaround when they contact the Department. That
has particularly been the case when a dead animal has
been found in a waterway. | know that that is illegal. You will
find real fun in trying to establish someone who will take
responsibility for the decaying mass of flesh, which sits there
and creates a huge smell. It is really noxious for people.
That often occurs in a tourist location, and the matter could
move from Rivers Agency to the council and could possibly
involve NIEA. It could then go back to the council and then
Rivers Agency before the obstruction is cleared.

Mr Dallat: | could not agree more. That type of pollution is
serious, and industrial pollution has been responsible for
killing tens of thousands of fish. Although penalties have
recently been imposed on the worst polluters, it is still a
serious problem. | am not an angler, but my heart goes out
to those who give of their time and money voluntarily to
clean up and restock rivers to find only that somebody with
no respect or accountability does away with their work and
sets angling back for years to come.

There are many reasons why a river should be cleaned up.
Reference was made to flooding, which has been a problem
in a large part of my constituency. The other issues that

| mentioned — tourism and the environment — are very
important.

Mr Frew: | thank the Member for giving way. As he brings
his speech to a close, | hope that he is leading on to the
following point. Tourism is important, and community groups
and associations are often left to clean up river beds, not
only because of flooding issues but because of aesthetics,
because no Department will do it. Does the Member think
that that is fair, and should that issue once again be the
responsibility of Departments?

Mr Dallat: Mr Speaker, | see you smiling, and | know that
you are going to tell me that my time is up. | am grateful
to the Member for allocating me enough time to agree with
him. [Laughter.]

Mrs O’Neill (The Minister of Agriculture and Rural
Development): Go maith raibh agat, a Cheann Combhairle. |
will start by making some general remarks before picking up
on Members’ points.

A river cleaning strategy in the North relates to water quantity
and quality. Two main pieces of European legislation are
associated with that: the EU floods directive deals with quantity,
and DARD'’s Rivers Agency is the competent authority for
that; and the EU water framework directive deals with quality,

for which the DOE, through the NIEA, is the competent
authority. These two pieces of legislation are often referred
to as sister directives and are not mutually exclusive.

A joined-up approach to the strategy is achieved by the
participation of staff from the Rivers Agency who sit on both
the implementation working group and the steering group for
the water framework directive, and by the participation of the
NIEA as one of the key stakeholders for the implementation
of the floods directive.

Separate, but perhaps more relevant to the motion, is the
connected issue of the nuisance suffered by landowners
and members of the public alike because of littering and the
illegal dumping of animal carcasses in watercourses. The
remit for Departments is clear for issues such as littering or
fallen animals. It is only when there is an identifiable threat
to health or the environment through potential flooding

or pollution that either my Rivers Agency or the NIEA can
become involved. When there is no identifiable threat, the
nuisance value for landowners and the general public still
remains, and there is an understandable expectation that
the debris or animal carcass will be removed.

In instances when items have been illegally dumped or
fly-tipped, the local council has enforcement powers against
offenders. However, when an offender cannot be identified,
those powers do not extend to the removal of debris or
animal carcasses. It may fall to landowners to remove such
debris, but their responsibilities, and who would enforce
them, appear unclear.

To that end, | would welcome a river cleaning strategy

to address the current obvious gap. | have been a local
councillor and involved in many such instances in which
people are constantly chasing their tail to try to find
someone responsible to take on the issue. Being mindful
of that, | welcome the motion and think that it is a direction
that we need to take.

Willie Clarke picked up on the fact that councils have

some enforcement powers, but | hope that the Clean
Neighbourhoods and Environment Act 2011, which comes
in next year, will assist us to find a solution on the way
forward. The crux of the issues that Members raise today

is about who will take responsibility, lead and have control.
| agree with Simon Hamilton’s comments when he moved
the motion that there should be clear responsibility and
co-ordination and a strategy that delivers properly and sorts
out the issue.

Members said that many Departments and agencies are
involved: the Rivers Agency, the Department for Regional
Development, DOE, DCAL and other Departments have a
role to play. It is about getting everyone together, knocking
some heads together and finding a positive solution on the
way forward.

2.00pm

Danny Kinahan moved the amendment and said that the
responsibility was not just DARD’s but the entire Executive’s.
After the debate, | intend to raise the issue at Executive
level and see where we can get to. | have a meeting with
the Minister of the Environment this week, and | will raise it
there as well.
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Paul Frew said that he is getting some favouritism from
the Rivers Agency: | hope not. However, | am glad that

his dealings with the agency have improved, for whatever
reason, in the past number of months. The Rivers Agency
works very hard, and, particularly when dealing with
recent flooding issues, | have found its staff to be very
approachable and easy to work with. | hope that that is all
Members’ experience.

Oliver McMullan said that we should agree to draw up a list
of all agencies responsible, note what they are responsible
for and then get some transparency around ownership.
Those are the issues that any new group that is set up
needs to start off with. It should then move forward by
developing a proper strategy. He said that whoever takes
responsibility needs to have the proper legislative cover.
Many Members picked up on that point throughout the
debate. That will be key.

Anna Lo talked about funding problems. All Departments
have to compete for a very limited resource budget. My
Department, like others, always competes for funds for vital
services and will continue to do so.

Willie Irwin spoke about incidents around Laurelvale. He
picked up on a particular constituency issue. If he wants to
take it up with me or with the Rivers Agency afterwards, we
will be happy to look into it.

Robin Swann talked about lobbying the Minister of the
Environment. As | said, that is something that | will be
doing over the next week. | think that my meeting with

him is tomorrow. | am happy to raise the water framework
directive and discuss how we can work together to meet
the deadlines for implementation. DARD is obviously the
competent authority for the floods directive, and | hope that
I will have the support of all Ministers in delivering on it.

Tourism was mentioned. We do not want the state of
our rivers to impinge on rural tourism. My Department is
committed to supporting rural tourism through the rural
development programme, and | hope that that support
continues to increase.

Issues were raised, and points were well made. | presented
to Members the Rivers Agency’s current approach to
cleaning rivers and distinguished between the two remits of
quantity and quality, but | am happy to take the issue to the
Executive, as the motion calls for, and explore how we can
move forward and address this continuing problem. People
should have one point of contact and be able to see a
follow-through from it, as opposed to running around chasing
their tail. Go raibh maith agat.

Mr Beggs: This has been a useful debate. There has been a
high degree of unanimity around the Chamber, with everyone
recognising that we need to improve, do things better and
have a co-ordinated strategy. Most Members also indicated
that they supported the amendment that my colleagues
Robin Swann and Danny Kinahan tabled and spoke to.

| will concentrate my comments on contributions that
referred to issues raised in the amendment. Danny Kinahan
indicated that the current system is failing. He highlighted
the need to improve and to involve partnership working,
which generally brings about an improvement to whatever
you are doing in life. A particular example involving cat

litter showed how each of the Departments seems to want

to walk away from problems. There are no clear lines of
responsibility. In the end, a community and voluntary group
had to deal with the problem, only for it to be told that it
should not have done so. Presumably, the cat litter, left over
from fuel laundering, should have been left lying, polluting
the river.

Among other options for improvement, Mr Kinahan indicated
that looking at how government might be restructured

could be the responsibility of a junior Minister in OFMDFM.
More importantly, he suggested restructuring the existing
Departments to be more efficient in what they do. He said
that 98% of fresh water is used in our water supply, and,
therefore, it is very important to us. Interestingly, Northern
Ireland Water states that 50% of that water is collected in
reservoirs, while 42% is withdrawn from loughs, 10% from
rivers and 1% from boreholes. | am glad that it is so high.

If it were lower, as it is in England, we might experience
what people in London experience. | understand that the
water there is recycled seven times before it hits the sea.

| am glad that our water comes from our waterways. We
must protect the biodiversity etc of our rivers to improve the
wildlife. However, another very selfish reason to improve the
rivers is that we end up drinking the water. That important
point was made.

Mr Kinahan praised local anglers for getting involved in
improving the local environment and the river. He suggested
that the anglers’ monitoring initiative that applies in other
parts of the UK should be brought in in Northern Ireland.
Volunteers can be another set of eyes and ears for the
Department. That process can help to gather evidence

and address people who pollute a river earlier. | know from
experience that that is a major problem. Joined-up thinking
is needed on a range of issues.

| am pleased that Simon Hamilton, who proposed the
motion, accepted the amendment, recognising that it is
designed to improve things. He illustrated clearly, by sharing
his experience involving the Enler river in his locality, the
fact that the agencies are not working in a clear fashion and
there is a tendency to play ping-pong and pass responsibility
back and forward.

Paul Frew, the Chairman of the Committee for Agriculture
and Rural Development, agreed that there needs to be
improvement. He, too, illustrated a complicated situation
that involves six agencies — it may be even more — and
four, possibly five, Departments. How can you possibly
manage something well with such a breakdown? We clearly
need to bring about improvement.

Dolores Kelly indicated her support for the amendment. She
expressed concern about the Rivers Agency and how it has
a difficult remit. | shall go back to what was said earlier:
people’s expectation of what the Rivers Agency does is very
different from its remit. That needs to be cleared up.

The Chairperson of the Committee for the Environment,
Anna Lo, indicated that funding was a problem, with

only £500,000 earmarked to carry out the river basin
management plan, when £9 million was bid for. We must
do things better and more efficiently ourselves. Let us get
our structure right and spend our money right. If we need
more money after that, we should chase it then, but let us
reorganise and do things better.
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Willie Clarke indicated that there was a particular problem
with plastics. Having been involved with the marine
conservation volunteers, | know that it is largely plastics that
are washed up on our beaches. What goes down our rivers
ends up on our beaches. We need to bring about improvement.

My colleague Robin Swann highlighted the fact that the
water framework directive means that we have to bring
about improvement in this area. We have no choice. The
sooner we do it ourselves, the better. | support the motion
with the amendment.

Lord Morrow: The debate has been interesting but, at
times, quite confusing. | never thought that it was as
complicated to get a fridge door or a tyre out of a river as
it has been portrayed today. Some Members have called
for European legislation to deal with it; others were critical
of the Executive. Dolores Kelly was critical that there is no
legislation to deal with the issue. | automatically thought
that it is not often that a member of the SDLP blames
another member of her own party for not bringing forward
legislation. Do not let anyone think that this is purely an
issue for one Department; it is anything but. However, | do
not think for a second that we need to run to Europe to get
further directives and more legislation —

Mr Beggs: Will the Member give way?
Lord Morrow: | will in @ moment or two.

| do not think for a second that we need to run to Europe
to get more legislation to deal with a very simple thing. At
times, we get carried away in the euphoria of things.

| ask Members to read again the motion and the amendment,
which we are quite happy with. The motion clearly states:

“That this Assembly calls on the Minister of Agriculture
and Rural Development and the Minister of the
Environment and their Executive colleagues to develop a
co-ordinated strategy to improve how rivers are cleaned.”

That sounds quite simple and straightforward, but it seems
to me, after listening to some of the debate and discussion
around the House, that it just does not get any simpler.

Mr Beggs: It would be interesting if the Member could
illustrate who wants more legislation from Europe. The
point that was highlighted was that you need to involve
stakeholders in order to get better outcomes. By the way,
there is a directive, and, if we do not involve stakeholders,
we will be fined by Europe. Therefore, we do not want more
European legislation. We want to involve stakeholders to
bring about better outcomes and avoid fines.

Lord Morrow: We want old tyres, fridges and freezers taken
out of our rivers and put where they belong. That is what
we are trying to talk about. | listened to Mr Swann. | think
he was in Europe at one stage, and he wanted to know
what Europe was going to do about the matter. We have
had enough interference from Europe in local and internal
issues. Let us not invite them in to do more of that. We do
not want that.

| did not realise that | had as much in common with
Members right around the House. They referred to their
childhood days and how they spent them at rivers, fishing.
That is exactly how | spent mine. They were not spent on the
Riviera; they were spent on rivers around County Tyrone, in

Ballygawley and places like that. As a young lad of seven,
eight, nine years of age, | spent my summer holidays fishing
and enjoying the simple things in life.

Mr McCarthy: Will the Member give way?
Lord Morrow: Go ahead. Let us hear you.

Mr McCarthy: Did the Member use jam jars to catch his fish
in the rivers, as | did?

Lord Morrow: Believe it or not, | did. They were 2 Ib jam pots
at that time, and you got the bigger fish into them. | nearly
had the fish weighed before | got them out of the river. | am
pleased to hear that other Members spent their childhood
days in similar ways. What good days they were.

If we want to take this issue forward and see an
improvement in how our rivers are managed, looked after
and maintained, there has to be some joined-up thinking.
Everybody, without exception, highlighted that, and | agree
with that. If we achieve nothing as a result of this debate
apart from some joined-up thinking in the future, it will have
been worthwhile.

The Minister has given an undertaking that she will bring
the issue to the Executive, and | welcome that. At least we
will see that achieved. However, we want to ensure that

our rivers are treated as the important natural asset that
they really are. | believe that, very often, that just does not
happen. How often have we heard about river pollution?

| read that, in the Sixmilewater river, which | have little
knowledge of, an estimated 35,000 fish were killed in one
serious incident of pollution. That is an awful indictment. It
shows the contempt with which our natural resources are
often treated. | hope that that will be the last incident that

| will hear of in relation to the Sixmilewater river or, indeed,
any other river in Northern Ireland. We have some of the
best rivers in the whole of Europe, and they compare with
other regions of the United Kingdom. However, | do not
think that they are treated as such, because | often see the
wreckage of cars, tyres and litter. | would like to see the
Departments bringing together a cohesive and decisive way
of taking that issue forward.

Should we not have a programme in our schools to educate
the up-and-coming generation about the importance of our
rivers? | would like to see every citizen in Northern Ireland
included as a bailiff in a voluntary capacity and knowing
exactly what they should do, whom they should phone and
whom they should inform if they witness river pollution or
any item that might even seem innocuous. There should be
no items of a pollutant nature in our rivers.

2.15 pm

| welcome the debate. | am pleased that the motion,
together with the amendment, has found universal support
across the House. | hope that, as a result of the debate, we
will see things taking a different direction, because it has to
be said that some of the greatest offenders in river pollution
are Departments. In answers to questions that | have
submitted recently, | see that fines ranging from £200 to
£5,000 have been imposed on Departments. | do not think
that there is a big deterrent there, but, previously, there was
immunity for agencies and Departments, and they could not
be prosecuted. Thankfully, that has changed, and they have
to stand up, be identified and go to court to give an account
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of their stewardship and say why they have allowed such
things to happen.

| thank everyone for their contribution. | thoroughly
commend the motion and the amendment to the House. |
trust that they will find universal support.

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

That this Assembly calls on the Minister of Agriculture and
Rural Development and the Minister of the Environment
and their Executive colleagues to develop a co-ordinated
strategy to improve the management of our rivers so that
they are kept to the highest levels of cleanliness; and
further calls on the Executive to ensure that the expertise
and services of non-governmental organisations and
stakeholders are part of that management arrangement.

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

The sitting was suspended at 2.17 pm.

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

2.30 pm

Oral Answers to Questions

Agriculture and Rural
Development

Agriculture: EU Fines

1. Mr McClarty asked the Minister of Agriculture and Rural
Development to outline the reasons for her Department
accumulating large fines from the EU since 2005 and what
action she is taking to prevent any recurrence.

(AQO 781/11-15)

Mrs O’Neill (The Minister of Agriculture and Rural
Development): The detailed reasons for financial corrections
imposed by the European Commission were provided in my
statement earlier. However, by way of summary, these are

a result of a number of European Commission audits of

my Department that started in 2006 and continued until
2009. Following those, the Commission raised a number of
concerns relating to land eligibility and the award of single
farm payment entitlements in 2005.

Despite my Department’s efforts to convince the
Commission that any discrepancies were small and the
corresponding risk to the fund was low, the Commission
subsequently applied flat-rate corrections for land eligibility
issues to the 2005 and 2006 scheme years and are
proposing disallowance for the 2007 and 2008 years. In
addition, in relation to entitlements issues, they applied
disallowance for the 2005, 2006 and 2007 scheme years
and are proposing disallowance in respect of the 2008 and
2009 scheme years.

To prevent recurrence, my Department, as | outlined earlier,
has taken and continues to take steps to mitigate future
possible disallowance. The main priority is to improve our
mapping system, and we aim to have a stable mapping
system in place in advance of the CAP reform process. That
task has been challenging, but its first phase is well under
way, and revised maps will start to issue within days. We
have improved the on-the-spot inspections through the training
of inspectors and the use of up-to-date equipment. We also
plan to use control with remote sensing technology —
satellite imagery — in the 2012 scheme year. We continue
to improve our online facility. We have engaged with the
Commission through a risk assessment exercise, and we
are implementing the Commission’s voluntary guidelines on
legality and regularity. Through all those and other actions,
we hope to satisfy the Commission’s concerns and, in doing
so, mitigate the risk of future or further disallowance.

Mr McClarty: | thank the Minister for her response and
apologise for having her repeat what she told us this
morning. However, when my question was submitted, | was
not aware that there would be a statement on the same
matter. With the potential for the Department to receive
further fines from the EU in respect of Strangford lough
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horse mussels, will the Minister confirm what progress she
has made on that issue?

Mrs O’Neill: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann Combhairle.
Because it is not is not content with the modiolus
restoration plan that the Department has issued, the

Ulster Wildlife Trust has approached the Commission and
asked it to be involved in the Strangford situation. That

plan was brought about and devised in conjunction with

the Department of the Environment and stakeholders.

We have invested £1 million in the plan, which is about
further preserving the future potential of Strangford and its
mussels. The Wildlife Trust is acting within its rights. We will
continue to liaise with the Commission to let it know that
we have plans in place. It is aware of that; we have sent our
plan to the Commission for it to look at. At this stage, | am
not aware of any potential for disallowance as a result of
that, but we will continue to talk to the Commission.

Mrs D Kelly: | am aware that the Minister answered
questions earlier, but she will be aware of the change in
farmland topography over the past few years. What evidence
does your Department require when administering the single
farm payment, and what evidence must be produced if you
are to penalise individual farmers?

Mrs O’Neill: Any penalties imposed will be a result of
inspections and non-compliance. For example, action would
have to be taken against a farmer who deliberately claimed
for ineligible land. The degree of penalty depends on what
has happened, so it is decided case by case. Under EU
regulations, we have to carry out inspections. We must
comply to show that we are monitoring claims made by our
farmers. Inspectors do not go out with the intention of trying
to uncover something that a farmer is doing, but, if they
come across it, we have to deal with it. Europe is getting
stronger on penalties and wants member states and areas
to look more closely at penalties and take them forward as
a disincentive. My Department will decide everything on a
case-by-case basis.

Mr Murphy: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann Comhairle.
The Minister spoke on this issue this morning, as she said,
and gave assurances that the payments to date had not
affected front line services. | ask her for that reassurance
and to continue in that vein, so that if there are further
disallowance payments they will not affect front line services.

Mrs O’Neill: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Combhairle. |
thank the Member for his question. As | said earlier, the
total fines up to 2009 are £80-6 million, of which £11
million has been found in the Department for Environment,
Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA) and the remaining £69
million in underspent money that would have been lost back
to the British Treasury if we had not been able to utilise

it in this way. It is my intention to ensure that we reduce
future disallowance as much as possible. We will do that by
communicating with the Commission, letting it know about
our remapping system and continuing to talk to it about the
processes that we have undertaken to improve systems.
Hopefully, that will satisfy the Commission and take any
disallowance down to the smallest amount possible.

Mr McCarthy: Hopefully we can get some substantial
reduction in the disallowance through the European Court.
Will the Minister divert some of that funding to, for instance,
save the horse mussels in Strangford lough? Also, as we

heard this morning, the Department of the Environment is
looking for £9 million to continue work on the cleaning of
river basins. Can that money be diverted if we get it?

Mrs O’Neill: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Combhairle. If
we were successful in our court challenge and were able to
secure a reduced disallowance, that would be a matter for
the Executive as a whole to consider at that time. It would
not be just for my Department to reallocate it where | want.
Obviously, every Department has competing priorities, and
we have a reduced budget as a result of the Tory cuts. We
have to work within those confines at this stage. It is not for
me to say how | would distribute the money; it would be an
Executive decision.

Forestry

2. Mr Lynch asked the Minister of Agriculture and Rural
Development how she intends to improve on achieving the
targets for forestry cover in the next three years.

(AQO 782/11-15)

Mrs O’Neill: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Combhairle. |
wish to announce that Forest Service will review the support
arrangements for private planting with the objective of
increasing the rate of woodland creation. | recently met
forestry stakeholders to discuss ways of increasing the

rate of planting. They brought ideas including the scope for
planting to alleviate flooding risks, greater equality of rates
between lowland and less-favoured areas and improving the
financial encouragement for farmers and landowners to take
part in planting programmes. | hope that the outcome of this
work will assist in delivering higher rates of planting over the
period of the next rural development programme and help
us achieve our long-term aim of increasing woodland cover
across the North from 6% to 12% of land area, as expressed
in the forestry strategy.

The review will take account of the recently published
European Commission proposals in the rural development
regulation, which include forestry measures, and will report
in time to feed into the new rural development programme.

Mr Lynch: Ba mhaith liom buiochas a ghabhail leis an Aire
as an fhreagra sin. | thank the Minister for her answer. Will
she provide details of any plans to strengthen North/South
links in relation to forestry?

Mrs O’Neill: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Combhairle.

| am pleased to confirm that Forest Service in the North
and Coillte in the South co-operate on many aspects of
forestry. In order to formalise those relations and develop
them further, a memorandum of understanding between the
two organisations was launched in March. That will help

to maximise the potential for development of the forestry
sector on an all-island basis, including socio-economic
benefits, while protecting the environment. Forest Service
in the North is also in regular contact with colleagues in the
South on forestry plant health matters.

Mr Frew: | hear what the Minister says and thank her for
her answers. However, Forest Service has set extremely low
targets for tree planting, especially in the private sector,
which reflects a poor image for the prospects for forestry in
Northern Ireland. It also means that, if there was significant
demand out there for forestry, the money would not be there
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to fund it. Will the Minister look at her targets again in order
to increase them?

Mrs O’Neill: Yes, | am convinced of the need to increase
our targets and to increase planting. We have had many
challenges, not least the definition of farmer that Europe
applies and how you can grant aid certain people. There
are many challenges, and we have taken many actions

to increase planting rates. The figure was up to 30% in
November 2009, so we are moving in the right direction.
However, we need to do more to encourage more people to
get involved. At my recent meeting with stakeholders, they
came forward with some really good ideas on how we can
do that. | am happy to look at that, and | have announced
a review to take a step back, see what we can do to
encourage more planting and make sure that the incentives
are there to encourage that.

Mr D Bradley: Ba mhaith liom a fhiafrai den Aire cad é mar
a chuirfidh si aidhm fhorégra a pairti i bhfeidhm: is é sin, an
clidach foraoise a mhéadu faoi dh6. How does the Minister
intend to achieve the stated aim of her party’s manifesto,
which is to double the area of forestry in the North of
Ireland?

Mrs O’Neill: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann Combhairle.
As | said, | am convinced of the benefits of increased
woodland to wider society. | will continue to support that
and my party’s position on it through the forestry strategy.
The fact that | have said that the targets are not being met
and have asked the Department to fully review the situation
shows my commitment to improving this and to moving
forward, making sure that we increase planting, whether
through incentives to get more people to consider planting.
| am very committed to my party’s position, and | think that |
have shown that in my past five months in office.

Potato Producers

3. Mr Campbell asked the Minister of Agriculture and Rural
Development what assistance her Department can provide
to potato producers affected by the recent adverse wet
weather conditions. (AQO 783/11-15)

5. Mr McCallister asked the Minister of Agriculture and
Rural Development what impact the recent period of flooding
has had on potato producers. (AQO 785/11-15)

Mrs O’Neill: With your permission, Mr Deputy Speaker, | will
answer questions 3 and 5 together.

The Department of Agriculture and Rural Development
(DARD) sympathises with farmers who are experiencing
delayed harvesting of crops due to the recent adverse
weather. | also appreciate the additional work and expense
that growers will incur to ensure late-harvested crops
affected by localised flood damage are conditioned correctly
to ensure safe storage. The Executive face very significant
financial pressures in the present economic climate, and
there are currently no financial support measures available
to farmers to minimise losses due to the recent severe
weather, including localised flooding. Any potential for
compensation funding is further severely constrained by
business case requirements and compliance with restrictive
EU state aid rules.

Farm incomes fluctuate from year to year for a range of
reasons, including changes in supply and demand, the
cost of production and weather events, and it is therefore
important that farmers act to mitigate potential risks
impacting on their business as far as possible. In respect
of risks associated with flooding, farmers are encouraged
to consider appropriate measures such as precautionary
activity around best practice, investment and insurance
provision.

The Department has provided and will continue to provide
practical information and advice to help to mitigate the risks
associated with severe weather. In addition, my Department
has commissioned research into additional measures

that farmers can take to mitigate the risk associated with
extreme weather events, and the findings of this research
will be disseminated to farmers through CAFRE when they
become available.

Mr Campbell: The Minister has outlined departmental
sympathy for farmers in respect of the recent exceptionally
bad weather. As she has outlined, she is aware that the
crop has failed for many farmers. However, rather than
just restating internal and European difficulties, will she
endeavour to establish whether there is any possibility of
assistance to farmers whose crops have been devastated
due to the earlier despicable weather that caused severe
problems and the almost total wipeout of the potato crop?

Mrs O’Neill: The Member will be aware that in the past,
following exceptional flooding in August 2008, the Executive
were able to find a small pot of money — | think it was
£500,000 — to secure compensation for the loss of cereal,
vegetable and potato crops. Given the current economic
climate, it will be very difficult to locate that type of money
again. Also, you are confined by EU state rules. You

have to be careful about the projects and compensation
programmes that you take forward. My Department is doing
what it can to provide advice. We have commissioned the
Agri-Food and Biosciences Institute (AFBI) study, which we
will present in mid-summer 2012. The Department is doing
what it can to work with farmers to mitigate the effects as
far as possible. However, there is a limited pool of money,
and there are many competing priorities in the Executive.

Mr McCallister: | am grateful to the Minister for her reply.
This is not the first time that we have had problems with
potatoes. In recent years, the flooding in August 2008

and the very harsh weather on unharvested crops in late
December 2009 and early January 2010 caused problems.
Her Department likes to call itself the rural champion, so
we need to see action. Could she detail why she accepts
the case for flooding in urban areas but not in rural areas,
particularly where potato farmers are concerned?

2.45 pm

Mrs O’Neill: As | said, my Department has taken forward
work on many areas, particularly on advice issues, and it
has been working with the farming community on mitigating
risks. We commissioned the AFBI study on the effects

of weather, and, again, we have worked with farmers on
mitigating risks.

Where compensation is concerned, as you know, there is a
limited pool of money. The Executive have many competing
priorities, and this will be considered in the round with all
those. | think that | am the rural champion; | will continue to
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be a rural champion and to work with the farming community
to do all that | can. However, we have to be careful with EU
rules about state aid. Flooding in people’s homes is one
issue, and crop damage, which is, effectively, damage to
people’s businesses, is a separate matter. | do not think
that you can link them and say that one is more deserving
than the other. Some of the issues that we need to look at
are to do with farmers making sure that they have adequate
insurance to cover this type of event. | am always happy to
work with farmers to give advice on what my Department
can do.

Mr Dallat: Given that much of the crop has been lost
through flooding and it is not practical to put a thatched roof
over the fields, has the Minister made any representation to
the large supermarkets to ensure that farmers will at least
get a fair price for their crops?

Mrs O’Neill: | had a meeting recently with Sainsbury’s, and |
intend to meet the other major supermarkets. When we get
to the stage at which we have a supermarkets’ ombudsman,
that will be a good help to farmers. Obviously, that will not
be the case at this stage, but it will be a help for the future.
We need that ombudsman to have proper teeth so that we
can make sure that farmers at every level of the process are
protected and get a fair price for their product.

Mr Flanagan: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Comhairle. Is the Minister satisfied with the progress that
has been made to date on the recommendations of the
Fermanagh flooding task force?

Mrs O’Neill: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann Comhairle.
Obviously, the Fermanagh flooding task force was a
cross-departmental body. However, my Department is
responsible for two of the task force’s key recommendations.
The first is about the management of the Erne system. The
Rivers Agency is continuing to work with the Electricity
Supply Board (ESB) to examine options for improving the
operational regime, which will reduce flood risk. That detailed
work is due for completion in the next financial year. If changes
to the existing regime are recommended, a full consultation
will be needed to ensure that all stakeholders have their
views heard and an opportunity to influence any changes. The
second key recommendation relates to the consideration of
options for a flood alleviation scheme at Derrychara Link.
Having considered the situation, the Roads Service and the
Rivers Agency have co-operated closely to provide a pump
system at Derrychara Link in the event of high lough levels.
The Rivers Agency has also completed work on the Killynure
lough drain to help further to contain flows.

In addition to those two key recommendations, the Rivers
Agency assisted with the production of a leaflet for the
Lough Erne system. That leaflet provided information on
preparing for a flood. So, we continue to progress the
recommendations of part of the multi-agency working group
that Fermanagh District Council established to co-ordinate
the progress of the flooding task force’s recommendations,
thereby enabling more efficient information sharing and
consequently bringing about an effective approach to the
reduction of future flooding in the Erne system. That working
group produced a report in April 2011 against which we
have to keep measuring progress.

Mr Allister: The Minister expressed sympathy, but sympathy
does not really cut it. Under this Executive, all that we have

had throughout all the poor weather is half a million pounds
of aid back in 2008. She hides behind EU rules about state
aid, but even in that she is not doing all that she can. That
is because there are de minimis rules that would allow the
payment of up to €7,500 for each farmer —

Mr Deputy Speaker: Can the Member come to his question,
please?

Mr Allister: — without EU approval. Why is she not taking
even that step, and why has she not sought to bring, through
representations, the farming sector into line with the rest of
the business sector, which can be given aid de minimis of
up to €200,000?

Mrs O’Neill: | am very aware of de minimis rules; | do not
need the Member to tell me about them. | will be mindful of
that when we consider our approach to the issue. There is
a limited Budget, and the Executive have many competing
priorities. If you want me to keep repeating that, | will.

The fact is that my Department is doing all that it can to
assist the potato growers and all those who have been
affected by exceptional flooding. In the past, when the
Executive were able to help, they did, and | am sure that,
when they are able to help in the future, they will.

Single Farm Payments: Inspections

4. Mr Irwin asked the Minister of Agriculture and Rural
Development how many single farm payment on-farm
inspections have been carried out up to 1 November and
how many are still to be undertaken. (AQO 784,/11-15)

Mrs O’Neill: Up until 1 November, 1,090 single farm
payment on-farm inspections had been carried out. As
required by EU regulations, 810 inspections remained to be
carried out at that date.

Mr Irwin: Given that single farm payments are due to go out
in a few weeks’ time, does the Minister accept that it is just
not good enough that around 40% of inspections have yet to
be carried out?

Mrs O’Neill: | expect all inspections to be in progress by
mid-December. However, some inspections might require
follow-up in the new year. Eighty per cent of single farm
payments are on target to go out in December, and 95% of
them will have gone out by next June. Those are targets that
| set, and we are working hard to meet them. As | said, |
am fully confident that those payments will be commenced
in December and that at least 80% of them will be paid out
then. We are working hard with farmers to make sure that
inspections are carried out as quickly as possible to allow
us to get payments out in our target time.

Mr Swann: For many farmers and farm families, the single
farm payment is the major component of their household
income. The delays that have dogged it over recent

years have, therefore, had a huge impact on the families
concerned and on their cash flow. | accept that, under EU
legislation, DARD has to finalise verification checks before it
can make payments.

Mr Deputy Speaker: Can we have a question, please?
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Mr Swann: Will the Minister detail what she and her officials
regard as the ideal timescale and the realistic timescale for
carrying out on-farm inspections?

Mrs O’Neill: Inspections have taken a little longer than
normal this year because of all the changes to the mapping
system. Things were held up slightly as we worked through
that process. As | say, we hope to have all inspections
commenced by mid-December. | absolutely agree with you:
without the single farm payment, a lot of our farmers would
be in the red. They need that subsidy to continue producing.
Without it, they simply could not make any money at all.
Food security is a massive issue for us.

As regards the timescale for inspections, the new technology
and the fact that our inspectors have been upskilled will
speed up the process and hopefully allow us to feed
information directly from on-site visits to the Department.
Payments will, therefore, get out even quicker in future.

Mr McGlone: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann Comhairle.
Gabhaim buiochas leis an Aire as ucht an fhreagra sin.

In the Minister’s answer, she explained the difficulties

that had come about as result of the mapping issue. Is
there any possibility of introducing some flexibility with the
payments to farmers, particularly where it is well known and
established that there is no history of disputes or difficulties
with their farms or maps?

Mrs O’Neill: We have our targets, and we intend to meet
them. Under EU regulations, | am permitted to make

single farm payments only when all the checks have been
completed and everything has been done. However, we
have found that other countries pay out some single farm
payments in the absence of all the checks being completed,
and my Department is actively looking at that.

Flooding: Beragh, County Tyrone

6. Mr McEIlduff asked the Minister of Agriculture and
Rural Development what action she is taking to prevent a
recurrence of the flooding in Beragh, County Tyrone.
(AQO 786/11-15)

Mrs O’Neill: | sympathise with all the people across the
North who have been affected by the recent flooding. |
listened to some harrowing stories throughout October,
which was a particularly bad month. To have your home or
other property flooded — sometimes repeatedly — is very
difficult to cope with, and | realise that that has a personal
impact on people’s lives.

During my visit to Beragh on 25 October, | announced that
an additional £1 million would be made available to the
Rivers Agency to help with flood defences for areas such
as Beragh. | will also continue to bid for further funds as
opportunities arise. | will return to Beragh shortly to update
the community on my efforts to deal with flooding.

| have asked for an urgent update of the Rivers Agency’s
flood alleviation programme in the light of recent flood
events and the provision of the additional funding. As

a matter of urgency, | have also asked my Assembly
Private Secretary, Pat Doherty MP MLA, to undertake an
investigation of the operational performance of the Rivers
Agency during the October flooding incidents and to report
back to me later this week. Once | have the opportunity

to consider the review of operational performance and the
updated flood alleviation programme, | will consider how
best to deal with the broader flooding issues.

Mr McElduff: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann Combhairle.
Gabhaim buiochas leis an Aire as ucht an fhreagra. |

thank the Minister for her answer and, indeed, for her

visit to Beragh on 25 October. As she is the Minister with
responsibility for the Rivers Agency, | ask her to ensure

that a permanent flood alleviation scheme for the village

of Beragh is prioritised by her Department and by that
agency as a matter of great urgency. Also, will she meet
local residents and the Beragh Red Knights GAC when she
returns to Beragh?

Mrs O’Neill: On the night in October when | visited the
residents and met the football club, | gave a commitment
that | would come back. | intend to do that later this week
because, at that stage, | will have the outcome of the review
that is being carried forward by Pat Doherty and will have
had a chance to look at the prioritisation list. After flooding
incidents, you have to go back and take a look at where
everything sits in the priority list and then see whether you
can reprioritise. The additional £1 million will assist us in
doing that. So, | hope to be in Beragh some time before the
end of the week.

Mr Hussey: The Minister will be aware that the problem was
not confined to Beragh. Once the Beragh problem is sorted
out, it will go further down the river. So, | ask the Minister to
confirm that, when the review is undertaken, it will include
the river from Beragh all the way into Omagh because the
lower Market Street area of Omagh was also badly affected
during that recent incident.

Mrs O’Neill: | thank the Member. Any flood alleviation
system that we bring in needs to be fit for purpose,

and, whilst | was in Beragh in October, two gentlemen

who live further downstream approached me to say that
they were concerned that, if the proposed scheme went
ahead, it would have a detrimental effect on them. So,

the Rivers Agency and | are mindful of that, and the issue
will be considered in the round. The list on reprioritisation
incorporates everywhere that was flooded; it is not confined
to Beragh. We have to look at everything in the round and all
areas that were affected because, as you say, many areas
were very negatively impacted on by the flooding.

Mr Byrne: Does the Minister agree that the people of
Beragh have suffered unduly in the past two years in that
there have been two floods? Secondly, can she and her
Department please put pressure on the Rivers Agency to
come up with a scheme that will be workable and viable
given that the local Red Knights club cannot now get
compensation because of the excess of £25,000 and given
that many local residents cannot get insurance?

Mrs O’Neill: | am very mindful of the impact of the repeated
flooding on the people in Beragh. Moor Close and a number
of other areas have been repeatedly flooded, and we need
to take a look at the prioritisation list and make sure that we
use the funds that we have to the best advantage and try

to improve those people’s lives. One lady said to me that,
every time it rains, she frets about flooding. | can totally
empathise with that, and | want to be able to take a look at
the Rivers Agency’s budget, prioritise that list and get work
started as quickly as possible.
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Common Agricultural Policy: Food Security

7. Mr Kinahan asked the Minister of Agriculture and Rural
Development for her assessment of whether the issue

of food security has been adequately addressed within
the recent common agricultural policy proposals from the
European Commission. (AQO 787,/11-15)

Mrs O’Neill: The issue of food security is complex and
needs to be viewed in the context of meeting growing food
demand at global level. So, the question is this: how do
the CAP proposals assist us in that task? That will depend
on the CAP budget and the conditions that are attached

to the direct payments that will be made. It is proposed
that the CAP budget is frozen in cash terms at 2013 levels
until 2020. That will impose a challenge, given that it will
be eroded somewhat with inflation factors. It is probably
better than was expected initially but will still place some
constraints on our public expenditure. However, | will
continue to fight hard against any further reductions during
the negotiations that lie ahead.

There are aspects of the package that, | feel, undermine
rather than strengthen the ability of the CAP post-2013

to address food security. In particular, | point to the
requirement to take 7% of arable land out of production to
satisfy an ecological focus area requirement. It is inevitable
that large amounts of quality arable land will then be taken
out of production across Europe. That does not make good
sense at a time when feed costs are high, the demand for
food is growing and the population is growing. We need to
continue to expand, and the current proposals undermine
the EU’s agricultural competitiveness.

In addition, the proposed ban on first ploughing of carbon
rich permanent pasture under new cross-compliance rules
is likely to create a barrier towards the efficient use of
grassland.

3.00 pm

In conclusion, the Commission needs to rethink some
aspects of its proposals on CAP reform, especially on
greening, to ensure that the CAP will enable the EU to make
the necessary contribution towards meeting future world
food production needs. In the period ahead, food security
concerns because of growing world population and climate
change issues are likely to work to our farmers’ advantage.
We should start to be able to produce things that other
European countries will not be able to continue to do.

We need to get the best deal that we can out of the CAP
reforms —

Mr Deputy Speaker: The Minister’s time is up, and time
is up for questions to the Minister of Agriculture and Rural
Development.

Education

Mr Deputy Speaker: If Members wish to converse, | ask
them to do so outside the Chamber. Some Members wish
to hear the answers to the questions that are being asked.
Question 8 has been withdrawn and requires a written answer.

Integrated Schools: Special Educational Needs

1. Ms Lo asked the Minister of Education what additional
resources he will provide to the integrated sector for schools
which have high demand for places from pupils with special
educational needs statements. (AQO 793/11-15)

Mr O’Dowd (The Minister of Education): After an education
and library board agrees to issue a statement of special
educational needs for a child attending a grant-maintained
integrated school, the Department provides the necessary
funding directly to the school to enable it to deliver the
provision that is identified in the statement. If the child
attends a controlled integrated school or any other form

of state-funded school, the relevant education and library
board (ELB) provides funding for the provision of the child’s
statementing from its block grant funding.

With regard to additional resources for pupils with a
statement of special educational needs (SEN), schools in
the integrated sector are treated the same way as schools in
all other sectors. Following submissions of final statements
of SEN from the ELBs, the Department has funding authority
for grant-maintained integrated schools and advises schools
of the approved level and type of assistance that they will
fund to be able to meet the needs of the statemented pupil.
In the past three years, substantial additional funding has
been allocated to 38 grant-maintained integrated schools
with pupils with statements of special educational needs.

Ms Lo: | thank the Minister for his answer. | understand

that some schools are a bit reluctant to take on children
with SEN so that they will not overstretch their resources.
Does the Minister monitor schools on their intake of SEN
pupils to ensure that those children get into the schools
that they want without facing unreasonable and unnecessary
barriers?

Mr O’Dowd: | thank the Member for her supplementary
question. The Department has statistical information on
children with special educational needs at each school

and in each sector. We would monitor a school only if it
were brought to our attention that the school was being
unreasonable by refusing entrance to a child with special
educational needs. Indeed, the Special Educational Needs
and Disability Order 2005 (SENDO) gives increased rights
to parents to have their children educated in mainstream
schools where that is their wish. | assure you that the
boards, the Department and the vast majority of schools
work with parents to meet the needs of a child with SEN and
attempt to facilitate getting the child into the school of their
choice, as they should do under legislation and, indeed, in
respect of the basic rights of any young person.

Mr Gardiner: Will the Minister be committing any specific
new funding to any sector while the process of establishing
the Education and Skills Authority is under way?

Mr O’Dowd: | take it that the Member is referring to funding
for special educational needs.

Mr Gardiner: | was referring to any schools.

Mr O’Dowd: | and my predecessor have ring-fenced special
educational needs money in the budget, so it is protected
from any savings plans that the Department of Education
has to complete. Therefore, that money is secured, and we
continually monitor our budgets to see whether we can free
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up any resources to pump into front line education systems.
Last Thursday, | announced that £40 million extra will go
into the aggregated schools budget. That money has been
secured from within the Department of Education’s budget,
and my departmental officials are still revising the budget to
see whether any further savings are available for front line
schools budgets.

Mr McDevitt: Will the Minister confirm whether there are,
on average, more children statemented in integrated sector
schools than in controlled or maintained schools? While |
am on my feet, can | also ask the Minister what his attitude
may be to bringing forward legislation on joint faith schools?

Mr O’Dowd: Two for the price of one. It would appear from
the available statistics that there are more children with
special educational needs in the integrated sector. The
rationale for that has not been fully explained, so | do not
wish to indulge in guesswork on that. However, that clearly
is the case.

With regard to legislation for cross-faith schools, as part

of the Programme for Government, | have agreed to bring
forward a ministerial-led advisory team to look at the
perceived and real blockages to greater sharing within our
education system. That body will come back to me with

a report on how we move forward to enhance sharing in
education. If that requires further legislation, we will closely
examine that. We want to ensure that we have greater
sharing in our education system in which all sectors feel
comfortable on the way forward.

Deprivation in Disadvantaged Communities

2. Mr Molloy asked the Minister of Education to outline how
his Department’s policies are helping to combat deprivation
in disadvantaged communities. (AQO 794,/11-15)

Mr O’Dowd: In my recent statement to the Assembly, |
emphasised that my clear priority is to create an education
service that ensures all our people receive a high quality
education that enriches their lives and grows the economy
respectively. That builds on the focus, introduced by

my predecessor, on children and young people and on
promoting equality, fulfilling educational potential and
enriching life chances through education.

| want to ensure that children and young people in
disadvantaged communities are enabled to reach their

full potential and play a full part in the life and economy

of the North. | am continuing to implement a suite of
policies designed to achieve that aim. Those include
school improvement, literacy and numeracy, the entitlement
framework, transfer 2011 and beyond, extended and full
service schools, free school meals, uniform grants, and

the targeting social need element in the common funding
formula.

Mr Molloy: | thank the Minister for his answer. After
explaining the current situation, will the Minister explain
what he proposes to do as the next steps?

Mr O’Dowd: The next important step will be with regard
to the common funding formula. | want to interrogate

the common funding formula closely to see how we can
direct resources into areas of most need to ensure that
young people coming from disadvantaged backgrounds

are given the greatest opportunity to move forward through
the education system because it has been shown that
one of the most successful ways out of poverty is through
education.

Mr Storey: In the light of a number of reports that the
Minister is well aware of, going back as far as his own
Department’s investigation into underachievement among
working class Protestant boys, following on from Dawn
Purvis’s report and a multitude of other indicators, will he
tell the House what specific action he and his Department
have taken to intervene and work to ensure that that
particular problem is addressed? He also referred to

free schools meals. What is being done to ensure that
working class Protestant families have access to, and are
encouraged to take up, that provision?

Mr O’Dowd: There is a responsibility on us all. There is
absolutely no stigma attached to any family claiming free
school meals. That is their entitiement, and they should claim
it as their right. There is no stigma attached to that. Many
schools have introduced systems whereby it is impossible to
tell which child is on free school meals and which is not.
Those sorts of systems are excellent and should be
encouraged and facilitated across the education system.

With regard to tackling educational under-attainment, the
Member referred to Dawn Purvis’s report, and | published a
response to that report. | thought it was good piece of work.
Many of the policies that the Department has in place will
assist either community to come out of deprivation and lack
of entitlement to education and other matters.

This is not a case of six of one, half a dozen of the other. |
will target educational under-attainment wherever it exists,
regardless of creed or colour. We will quite rightly focus

on under-attainment by young Protestant boys. However, a
higher number of young Catholic boys are leaving school
without proper qualifications. That is unacceptable as well,
and | have no doubt that the Member would agree with that.

Our policies are focussed on raising educational attainment.
When we interrogate the common funding formula and look
at directing funding to areas that have most deprivation, we
again will be able to put more funding into Protestant areas
of deprivation and any other area that is suffering from
deprivation.

Mr McNarry: The problem is more pronounced and more
deeply experienced in Protestant communities. Will the
Minister specify whether this problem of educational
underachievement in Protestant communities is under
control? Is it decreasing and therefore improving? What
level of work still has to be done? Will he quantify what
his Department is doing for disadvantaged Protestant
communities regarding the work that we are talking about?

Mr O’Dowd: | do not wish to get into an argument with
Members about which community is suffering the most in
respect of educational underachievement. However, | will say
this: neither section of the community in its broadest terms
is doing well. The problem particularly affects young people
in working-class areas and areas of multiple deprivation,
regardless of their creed or colour. What affects those young
people is their class, and that is what we need to tackle.

My Department, under my predecessors through to myself, has
developed a suite of policies that are designed to celebrate
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success and challenge underachievement. That is what we
are doing, and we are seeing an increase in the number of
young people from all backgrounds leaving our school
system with recognised qualifications; it is up by around
3,000 since 2006. So, our policies are beginning to bite.

Policies on their own, however, will not work. The school
system has embraced the need to improve our educational
output. Our teachers, our classroom assistants — all the
staff in schools — and those who lead our schools, such as
our boards of governors, have all embraced that and are
moving forward. However, we have to open up all our schools
to all our people. In answer to the previous question, we
talked much about sharing education. Crossing the barrier of
sharing education across the religious divide will be achieved.
The difficult issue, which is a challenge that faces us all, is
whether we are prepared to address problems in education
across the socio-economic divide. That is as much a
challenge for the Member’s Benches as it for my Benches.

Mr McNarry: Are you prepared to do it?
Mr O’Dowd: Yes.

Mr Lyttle: Will the Minister give his response to allegations
that he used the launch of the Programme for Government
to effectively bury the publication of a report on literacy and
numeracy, which found wide disparity in the attainment of
pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds?

Mr O’Dowd: No, because | was the person who insisted that
we had a launch for the report into numeracy and literacy. |
did that because the subject is so important. | could have
signed off on that report and dispatched it to the media, the
Education Committee and everyone else. | was the one who
asked for a public launch. It is unfortunate that the launch
clashed with the Programme for Government, but | assure
you that there was no conspiracy.

With regard to my Department and my party’s history in it, a
very defensible set of policies has been put in place, which,
as | said to the last Member, is now showing results. For
example, 3,000 more young people left school last year with
recognised qualifications than in 2006. That is a result. Is it
good enough? No, and we intend to continue bearing down
on underachievement. As | say, we should celebrate success
and challenge underachievement.

There was absolutely no conspiracy in this case. There

was no attempt by myself, my Department or anyone else
to hide the report. | hope that everyone obtains a copy of
the report, reads it and examines it. The report contains
challenges for my Department, but it also acknowledges
that my predecessors took on board the need to tackle
underachievement and implemented policies to do that. So,
| have no qualms whatsoever about publishing or defending
my Department’s role in numeracy and literacy.

Schools: Child Welfare

3. Mr Frew asked the Minister of Education to outline
the procedure to be followed when a parent or a teacher
considers that a child’s welfare and best interests are
not being served in a particular school and by a specific
member of staff. (AQO 795/11-15)

Mr O’Dowd: A parent or teacher who has concerns about
a child’s welfare can seek support through the school’s

pastoral care system. If additional support is required, the
school can request it through the local education and library
board. The nature of the concern will determine who should
be approached. For example, a child protection concern
should be raised with the designated teacher. If the concern
is about learning difficulties, it should be raised with the
special educational needs co-ordinator.

3.15 pm

Those staff are supported in their work by services in

the education and library boards. For example, the child
protection support service for schools supports schools
and their governors in all aspects of child protection
through a programme of training, a helpline and individual
casework assistance. Other services that provide support
include the education welfare service and the education
psychology service.

If parents have a complaint about the way in which their
child is being treated at school, they should use the school’s
parental complaints procedure, where available. If a teacher
wishes to make a complaint against another member of
staff, he or she should do so to the principal, or to the board
of governors if the complaint is against the principal. The
principal or board of governors is responsible for deciding
on what course of action is to be taken, including any
disciplinary action, in line with agreed procedures.

Mr Frew: | thank the Minister for his answer. What
explanation could there be for parents not being provided
with information surrounding any investigations that are
carried out into complaints involving their children by the
board of governors or the education board?

Mr O’Dowd: The complaints procedure in any establishment
should be open and transparent. The details of the
complaints procedure should be open to parents. | suspect
that, as an investigation is ongoing, there would have to be
confidentiality, given the legal ramifications of many of the
decisions. However, the outcome of an investigation should
be made known to the relevant parent and member of staff
if that is the case.

Ms Boyle: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann Comhairle.
What kind of support is readily available in our schools
system to protect and support vulnerable children?

Mr O’Dowd: Several factors are at work in our schools.
The education welfare service is a specialist education
support service that seeks to help young people of
compulsory school age and their families to get the best
out of the education system. Its mission is to promote the
participation of children and young people in beneficial
education through a partnership and inclusive approach.
The education welfare service also undertakes a number
of other important related duties around child protection,
child behaviour in schools, suspensions and expulsions,
child employment, special educational needs, looked-after
children and school-age mothers.

The five boards also have an inter-regional inclusion

and diversity service. In addition, they have a specific
programme for looked-after children and Traveller children.
All of those services are also available to special needs
children. Furthermore, ChildLine and the anti-bullying forum
also provide a beneficial service to education.
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Mr Cree: What specific steps has the Minister taken to
create structures in the system that will improve relations
between parents and schools?

Mr O’Dowd: The relationship between parents and schools
has to be at ground level. It has to be between the principal,
the individual teachers, the parents, with whom they interact
daily, and the boards of governors. The board of governors of
any school is the management authority of that school. It is
responsible for the running of that school, discipline and all
staffing matters. We offer support and guidance to boards
of governors through the Council for Catholic Maintained
Schools, the education and library boards and other
governing bodies to assist them with what are sometimes
complicated legal matters. The boards of governors are
responsible for those relationships.

Mr Eastwood: It is clear from the Minister’s answers that
he values the work of teachers. Therefore, does he support
the teachers who will be striking next week against pension
cuts?

Mr O’Dowd: | support the right of any worker to be balloted
for strike action, and, if that ballot goes forward, to take
strike action. The majority of our teaching unions have gone
through that process. They have balloted their members,
and the majority have decided to withdraw their labour. |
support their right to do that. However, the pension scheme
is the direct responsibility of the British Government.

The Executive were faced with removing £300 million from
the Executive programme to deal with the pensions issue.
We have said that we agree in principle on the pension
issue. |, as Minister, have set forth a pension funding
scheme that protects all workers who earn under £32,000
a year. Until you earn £32,000 a year, there will be no
changes to your pension whatsoever. That is what | have
put on the table for consultation with the unions and the
other parties. However, resolution of the dispute does
not rest with the Assembly or the Executive. | believe that
its resolution rests with Whitehall. Most of our unions are
involved in negotiations through their sponsoring bodies in
Westminster.

| have done all that | can to help deal with the difficulties
facing the Department of Education. | have put a proposal
on the table that will protect low-paid workers and medium-
earning workers. The unions have decided to go ahead

with their strike, and | respect that, but | urge the British
Government to bring a resolution to the matter very quickly.

| have no doubt that the vast majority of our teachers do not
want to be out on strike action but feel that they have been
left with no other choice.

Educational Attainment

4. Mr McCartney asked the Minister of Education for his
assessment of how his Department’s policies have improved
educational attainment over recent years. (AQO 796/11-15)

Mr O’Dowd: Policies aimed at raising standards include
the school improvement policy; the literacy and numeracy
strategy; the revised curriculum and entitlement framework;
ending selection; and extended and full service schools
programmes. As soon as strategies for special educational
needs and for inclusion and early years are finalised,

a coherent set of policies will be in place to improve

educational outcomes for young people and to address the
root causes of underachievement.

We have made good progress on raising standards. In 2006,
53% of school leavers achieved five or more good GCSEs,
including GCSE English and maths. In 2010, that improved
to 59%, which equates to almost 3,000 more young people.
Standards have also improved at primary level. However, we
remain average by Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD) standards, and we still have too
many young people who do not achieve the expected level in
literacy and numeracy. Those skills are vital to their futures
and to our economy. Therefore, | am stepping up the pace of
implementation and delivery of the policies that deliver our
raising standards agenda.

Mr McCartney: Gabhaim buiochas leis an Aire as an
fhreagra sin. The Minister made a statement in September
on the future of education. What impact does he feel that
that will have? Will it build on the good work that has already
been done on educational attainment?

Mr O’Dowd: The focus of my statement in September was
about the raising of education standards. The sustainable
schools policy does what it says on the tin: it looks at a
sustainable way forward for schools so that they are in a
place to deliver the curriculum in the future. What we require
is a network of schools of a suitable size to deliver the
entitlement framework and the requirements of a modern
education network. That is central.

| also said in my statement in September that | will progress
the development of the Every School a Good School agenda
so that once a school goes into a formal intervention
process, which happens when a school has been identified
as not meeting all the target needs of its pupils, it will
undergo an immediate viability audit to see whether it has

a future in educating the young people in its charge. It is
not the institutions that are important but the young people
attending those institutions. They will be the focus of any
future policies.

Mr Givan: The Minister highlighted children with special
educational needs in his statement. What can he do to
deal with boards that produce development proposals to
close schools — such as Knockmore Primary School in my
constituency — that will be to the detriment of children who
have special needs?

Mr O’Dowd: | understand that the board made no decision
at its meeting last Thursday. It felt that further consideration
time was required as the consultation had closed only on
that day. | do not think that a development proposal has yet
been published or that any decision has yet been reached
on the matter. However, what we have to focus on in the
broader principles of special educational needs is the needs
of the child rather than the needs of the institution, as | said
previously. That is what we will be focusing on.

Boards and elected representatives will have to make
difficult decisions as the process develops. We cannot
retain the number of schools that we have in place. However,
we are not going through a numbers game. There is a policy
in place that will identify those schools that are under
pressure. Once those schools are identified, they will go
through further interrogation to gain a sense of their future
viability and to determine what plans they have for the young
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people. If we remain focused on the educational needs of
the young person, we will work our way through this.

| appreciate that Members, as locally elected
representatives, have every right and should, and will
continue to, raise the concerns of parents at a number
of schools. However, | ask that, on each occasion,
Members ask about the standard of education in those
establishments and then move on to the debate.

Mr Copeland: | thank the Minister for his answers thus far.
Will he please detail what specific initiatives and funding he
is deploying, or intends to deploy, in support of early years
education, especially those measures aimed at reducing
literacy and numeracy problems? Does he agree with me
that money invested at the very beginning of the educational
process will bring rich rewards at the end for a good deal
less money?

Mr O’Dowd: Money is the key to many issues with which

we involve ourselves daily in the Assembly. It is becoming
increasingly difficult to find any spare money in the system.
The early years programme has been rolling out since 1997
in preschool education. The percentage of young people
who attend preschool education is now in the high 90s.
The Programme for Government has made a commitment
to make it available to all parents who want their children
to attend preschool education, which is a welcome
development. The Member is absolutely right: a child’s early
development years are the most important in building up
their ability to absorb and learn further information.

| continually review my budget to see where there is spare
cash. Money is very limited, and | wish to direct it to front
line services. | have the consultation responses of the
review of the 0-6 early years strategy on my desk. | am going
through those with a view to publishing a way forward later
on in the year or early in the spring. | have also conducted
an internal review of the application process for parents and
young children attending preschool education, which | hope
to be in a position to publish in the next couple of weeks.
All those things are designed to ensure that our early years
programme is as effective and efficient as possible.

Aghavilly Primary School and
Keady Primary School

5. Mr Irwin asked the Minister of Education what action he
is taking to ensure that Keady and Aghavilly primary schools
will remain open for the foreseeable future to avoid the loss
of vital rural education services and community resources.
(AQO 797/11-15)

Mr O’Dowd: It is the responsibility of the relevant education
and library board, in the first instance, to manage provision
in the controlled estate. Any significant change to a school,
such as closure, requires the publication of a statutory
development proposal to support it.

In the case of Keady and Aghavilly primary schools, the
Southern Education and Library Board published separate
development proposals on 5 September 2011. Those
proposed that the schools should close at the end of the
current school year. The statutory two-month consultation
period following publication has just ended, and my officials
are collating information about the proposals. The proposals
will be analysed against the Department’s policy framework,

and | will make my decision on each having considered the
factors involved and the comments received. On that basis,
it would not be appropriate for me to comment further on
those two individual proposals at this stage.

Mr Irwin: | thank the Minister for his response. Given the
serious concerns and uncertainty in my constituency, will
the Minister agree to meet me and a small delegation of
principals from my constituency, including the principals
of the two schools and the principal of the primary school
in Annaghmore, which has just received news that a new
nursery unit has not been approved?

Mr O’Dowd: With regard to the proposal on the nursery unit,
| can meet the Member and the delegation. | believe that we
are talking about the same school. The proposal has been
finalised, and | have signed off on it.

However, with regard to the two ongoing development
proposals, | am involved in a legal process. The two-month
statutory consultation process has now closed. | am at the
decision-making stage, and, unfortunately, | cannot meet the
Member on that matter because to do so would breach a
legal precedent.

I am more than happy to meet the Member about the
Orchard County Primary School’s nursery school proposal.

Mr D Bradley: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Comhairle. Ba mhaith liom a fhiafrai den Aire an aontaionn
sé go bhféadfadh cénaidhmeanna idir scoileanna bheith ina
réiteach ar inmharthanacht scoileanna tuaithe. Does the
Minister accept that federations between schools could be
a real solution for rural areas? Will he positively promote
federation?

Mr O’Dowd: Federations may be a solution in a number

of instances. Whether they are always the ideal solution

is open to debate, because each school, community and
location throws up its own uniqueness. You have to look
at all the available options. | await the proposals from the
Council for Catholic Maintained Schools and boards on the
future planning of the schools estate. | will look at each
proposal and plan on its own merits.

Mr Deputy Speaker: That is the end of Question Time. | ask
Members to take their ease for a few moments.
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(Mr Deputy Speaker [Mr Dallat] in the Chair)

Private Members’ Business

Libraries

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

Mrs McKevitt: | beg to move

That this Assembly expresses great concern about the
reduction in the opening hours of small community
libraries which will curtail their ability to deliver an
efficient and effective service; and calls on the Minister
of Culture, Arts and Leisure to take action to ensure
that the excellent service provided by these libraries is
maintained.

Over the last year or so, we have come to appreciate

exactly what devolution means in a time of austerity. Public-
spending cuts are designed in broad strokes by the Treasury
in London and handed over to locally elected Ministers for
more precise targeting and delivery on the ground. That is
why | come to this debate with a certain amount of sympathy
for the position of Libraries NI — but only a certain amount.

According to the Minister’s website, Libraries NI aims

to provide a flexible and responsive library service that
provides a dynamic focal point in the community and assists
people to fulfil their potential, but you can forget about

all that. Libraries NI has really only one job to do at the
moment: to deliver £10-8 million in cuts.

The consultation on library opening hours will run until 2
December. Many of us believe that that type of consultation
is just a box-ticking exercise dreamed up by consultants
long after the real decisions on cuts have been made by civil
servants in the Department of Finance and Personnel (DFP).
It is billed as a review of opening hours, but we all know
that the only outcome can be a downward review; upward is
simply out.

The Minister gave the game away when answering a
question from my colleague Dominic Bradley last week. He
asked why the figure of 80,000 annual activities was chosen
as the benchmark for classification of libraries in bands,
and she told him that it was chosen to allow the financial
savings required. It is clear from her answers to other
questions that all the activities of library branches were not
taken into account when arriving at that figure. It is not really
a benchmark of library activity at all. It is simply a financial
benchmark and a figure plucked out of the air to make the
sums work.

It is clear from the consultation literature that the first
principle is not to achieve any of the admirable aims of the
Libraries NI mission statement but simply that the proposal

for revised opening hours must deliver the required level of
savings.

They are not revising the opening hours; they are reducing
them, so why does the Minister not come out and say that?
It is not acceptable that financial savings targets devised by
people with no actual knowledge of libraries should be the
starting point for discussion on the role of the service. That
is where the Minister comes in, or, at least, should come

in. We do not need a Minister just to pass on the cuts; that
could be done by civil servants or by a computer. It is the job
of the Minister to take responsibility for the financial target
and for its impact on the area that has been entrusted

to her care. Just spreading the saving targets across all
libraries will not do it. She is responsible for the delivery of
a proper library service, and she must answer the question
of whether it be done with this level of cutbacks. We do not
think it can. We believe that the cutbacks will curtail the
ability to deliver an efficient and effective service.

Local representations have been made to keep certain
libraries open or to keep the opening hours for certain
libraries, but, as public representatives, we should make
sure that we are not playing off against each other. Politics
must not always be purely local. We should not simply
accept that we can save our library at the cost of someone
else’s. Therefore, why has nobody questioned the overall
social and educational impact of reducing the level of library
provision? Why is the Minister not doing that?

Mr Byrne: | thank the Member for giving way. Does she
accept that branch libraries in small rural towns are crucial
for students who are studying at university or further
education colleges, and who return home to places such
as Castlederg, Newtownstewart and Fintona, and want a
library to work in? Also, in Fermanagh, there are two branch
libraries in Lisnaskea and Irvinestown, and there is great
concern about the downgrading of the opening hours there.

Mrs McKevitt: Absolutely. Library access is important for
educational development, particularly for imparting literacy.
Getting books into the hands of children and making them
curious about the whole world of books is the greatest gift
we as parents can give them. Schools inspectors tell us that
one in five children leaves primary school with poor literacy
skills. Where does that finding play in the decision-making
process? Contrary to popular impressions, not everyone

has home broadband, and some people depend on the local
library for internet access. Therefore, many adults need their
library even more.

Looking at the wider implications of the cuts is perhaps

not a job for Libraries NI, although it seems that those
questions probably would have been asked under the old
education and library board system. However, surely the
Minister has at least had a chat with her party colleague

in the Department of Education. | know that joined-up
government is too much to hope for under joint Sinn Féin/
DUP rule, but surely party colleagues are still able to talk to
each other.

Libraries are mainly used by groups such as the young and
the elderly, but they are important assets for the whole
community. We need to hear from the educationalists about
the impact of the cuts, and we need to hear from experts
and voluntary bodies concerned with social exclusion. We
need to do some serious thinking on the cumulative impact
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of reducing public service delivery in small communities. We
need to think about whether it is genuinely more efficient to
concentrate more and more services in ever fewer outlets.
We should not allow those services to get picked off one by
one until we are left with the gutted shelves of once vibrant
village communities. This is the right time to raise the issue
of service levels in small communities.

The plans do not make any real long-term sense because
library business is booming, and we should be trying to
drive it up, not down. In my constituency, the libraries in
Warrenpoint and Kilkeel are getting well over 40,000 visitors
a year, and the hours in Newcastle library have been cut to
40 hours a week, even though it gets 62,000 visitors a year.
We should be revamping the older buildings, making them
more child friendly and bringing more people through the
doors by making them centres of excellence for accessing
information by every means available.

In political debate on cutbacks, the clincher question is
often: where do you get the money? We are in grave danger
of depleting our cultural and educational capital, and, if we
get it wrong, we will pay dearly in the future, and not only in
hard financial terms.

Schoolchildren in Kilkeel sent a very clear message to
Libraries NI through their local newspaper. Last Saturday,
they held a protest where everyone wore purple to support
the call. The amount of people who attended that protest
speaks for itself. The message that the children were trying
to deliver was “hands off our library”.

The people cannot be ignored. They have taken part in the
consultation process; they have written letters; and they
have made banners and stood in the rain to protest. The
Minister needs to take action. | commend the motion to the
House.

Mr McMullan: | beg to move the following amendment:
Insert after “Assembly”

“welcomes the decision by the board of Libraries NI to
initiate a review of eight of the 10 rural libraries that were
originally earmarked for closure;”.

Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann Comhairle. As a result
of the comprehensive spending review, Libraries NI has to
make savings in the region of £10-3 million by 2015. Since
it was established in April 2009, Libraries NI has made savings
totalling £2-7 million, mainly through a reduction in posts at
managerial and administrative levels and streamlining stock.
Unfortunately, savings mean a reduction in services.

When considering the matter, Members can get very emotive.
This is the first time that we have had a review of the library
provision across the entire library service since 1973, which is
38 years ago. Bear that in mind when we get a wee bit emotive.

The proposed reduction of opening times is listed in the four
bands.

Mr Swann: Will the Member give way?

Mr McMullan: Just a wee minute; | am only getting started.
We must remember that libraries are one of the few, if not
the last, remaining public services, and we must remember
the vital role that they play in the social cohesion of the
communities that they are in. Who gains from local libraries?
An increasing number of children and young people, along

with their parents, see local libraries as a haven and a
place of leisure. As was said, the unemployed also use
the library, as do jobseekers. The elderly and disabled use
it for socialising. Libraries NI has a major role to play in
community and social cohesion.

This cannot be a public consultation only. If we are to review
the present stock over a two-year period, everyone and
everything must be reviewed. When we consider that this is
the first opportunity since 1973, as | said, it must be taken.
Bear in mind that we have had the promise that no staff will
be made redundant. They will be moved or offered voluntary
redundancy, or natural wastage will apply. There is a system
in place in which staff, if moved to another library, will be
reimbursed for travelling, and so on. We must bear that in
mind as well.

Libraries NI has an excellent opportunity to bring its library
estate up to the present day standard and, at the same
time, put in place the modernising structures that will
allow it to be the hub of rural community life for everyone.
In the two years, it must put in place a strategy that is
community-led. That means talking to community groups,
councils, schools, social services, and so on. Last week,
the draft investment strategy and the draft Programme for
Government stated the important role that libraries play in
improving literacy and numeracy in the most disadvantaged
areas.

Some of the libraries in the review are part of the rural
development programme’s village renewal measure, where
funding is made available on a strict timetable. That must
be considered when the review is being evaluated. However,
we must remember that the review will take over two years.
Instead of sitting back and pointing the finger at everybody,
we are where we are with the review. Ten libraries were due
to be closed, but we have managed to keep eight open. We
must go out now and make sure that, after two years, those
eight libraries are still open.

Mr D Bradley: The SDLP will be supporting the Sinn Féin
amendment. We, too, welcome the decision by the board of
Libraries NI to initiate a review of the eight libraries referred
to in the amendment. However, we should not make the
mistake of assuming that, because they are being reviewed,
those libraries’ future is secure.

Mr McMullan: | thank the Member for his intervention. |
take on board what you say. You are right, and | will deal with
that near the end.

What is not said in the consultation, but which must be put
out there by Libraries NI, relates to the four league tables
that we all know about, and this will go some way towards
answering your question. There is nothing in the review

to say that library hours cannot be improved if the library
comes up to standard or if its standard improves. That is
something that Libraries NI should take on board. It would
be like a carrot at the end of the stick. It would empower
communities to push that bit harder to improve what they
have. However, that is my opinion only, and | will be asking
Libraries NI to consider it.

3.45 pm

| congratulate the members of the new board and its chair
in taking on all the fears. When the closure of libraries was
looked at, the rurality of things was not considered, and
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| ask them to take that on board. Thankfully, rurality was
included when an assessment of the opening hours was
carried out, and the rural aspect came out very much in all
the campaigns that were waged. We congratulate everybody
concerned with the campaign, including community groups,
individuals and schools. In my area, one of the schools
composed a song about the significance of its library and
why it should be kept open.

Mr D Bradley: Will you give us a bar?
Mr McMullan: Only in the bath.

That is a sound basis and the foundation of a good cohesive
society, and, if people are given the proper help, they will
make those libraries work.

| ask Libraries NI to look at the forthcoming rural White
Paper, and everybody should bear it in mind. Quite a lot of
what is in that paper will have great significance for services
in rural areas, for example, for transport.

Mr Swann: | thank the Member for giving way. The
importance of libraries in rural communities is vital, and
that is what is driving the motion. Mr McMullan said earlier
that Libraries NI has not reviewed its strategy for over 30
years. Does he not recall the North Eastern Education and
Library Board closing libraries across his geographical area,
especially up in Moyle, in 2005 when it took steps to make
stringent cuts?

Mr McMullan: The Member is quite right. However, if he
were to read the information he got, he would see that it is
the first time that it has been able to do that without the
stranglehold of the education boards. It is there clearly in
black and white —

Mr Swann: | have just been reading about the education and
library boards. They closed them —

Mr McMullan: No. | will leave that for you to read again, and
| thank you for your intervention — [Interruption.]

Mr Deputy Speaker: Order, please. Members know from
reading their books that they are not to make remarks
across the Floor.

Mr McMullan: | congratulate everybody here. | think that
my amendment to the motion will unite the Assembly.
We all want to see this working and the libraries being
kept open. Councils have a big role to play. There is an
onus on the eight libraries that have been left open to go
into partnership or find some other way to come up with
innovative ideas to prove that they can carry on, and the
onus is on us to put that message out there. | do not
believe that there can be any excuse.

The Member who proposed the motion said that Libraries
NI has only one job at the minute. | do not believe that. As
| said earlier, we cannot have a public consultation and just
leave it like that. Libraries NI has to go out and work on

a strategy and come back and tell us how it will take the
libraries on. It cannot leave it in abeyance for two years,
with people wondering whether they will be all right in two
years. It must put a strategy in place. In other words, those
libraries must be shown the bar that they have to work to in
order to improve and remain open.

Miss M Mcliveen (The Chairperson of the Committee for
Culture, Arts and Leisure): As Chair of the Culture, Arts and
Leisure Committee, | welcome the opportunity to speak in
this debate. | want to outline briefly some of the discussions
that the Committee has had with Libraries NI in recent
months on the proposed closure of some libraries and the
proposal to reduce the opening hours of many others.

The amendment acknowledges that there has been, at
least, a temporary reprieve from closure for some libraries.
The Committee welcomed last month’s announcement by
Libraries NI that eight of the 10 libraries that had initially
been earmarked for closure will remain open, albeit subject
to further review. The Committee was also pleased that,

in coming to that decision, Libraries NI took on board the
views of the Committee and of relevant communities. As

a Member for Strangford, | am absolutely delighted that
Killyleagh library has been given such a reprieve. Getting
back to my role as Chair of the Committee, the Committee
urges Libraries NI to work closely with communities in those
areas to ensure that those libraries receive all the support
that they need to meet the conditions of the review.

Mr McCarthy: | fully support the Member’s congratulations
for the retention of Killyleagh library. Does the Member
agree that had it not been for a concerted campaign from
local residents and users that might not have been the case?

Miss M Mcllveen: | accept the Member's comments and |
thank him for them. A job of work still needs to be done and
support needs to be given to communities. Killyleagh is one
such community.

We also must call on Libraries NI to work with the
communities in the remaining two localities, Moy and
Moneymore, where libraries are due to close. Libraries NI
must identify an alternative, workable library solution for
people in those areas. Children, older people, people with
disabilities and those with dependents have the most to
lose from local libraries closing, and Libraries NI and the
Minister must ensure that everything is done to minimise
the impact of library closures on those communities.

| want to move on to the motion itself, which relates to the
proposal to reduce opening hours for some libraries. During
our briefing from Libraries NI on 6 October, the Committee
heard that, as a result of the Budget process, Libraries NI
must save £10-2 million during the current comprehensive
spending review period. The Committee fully appreciates
that Libraries NI faces difficult and challenging decisions to
achieve that level of savings, and that a reduction in opening
hours has been identified as a way of achieving significant
savings. We are aware that Libraries NI is involved in a
two-part consultation process on the proposals. The first
part is due to end on 2 December, and it concerns the
proposed four bands of opening hours. The Committee will
receive a further briefing from Libraries NI in early December
on that consultation. We urge it and the Minister to listen
to communities about the impact of such reductions and,

in coming to any decision, to ensure that future library
services will properly meet the needs of communities. The
second part of the consultation is scheduled to begin in the
new year, and it will involve engagement with customers at
an individual library level to establish the best pattern of
opening hours to meet local needs.
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The Committee is fully aware of how pivotal library services
are to library users and to their communities. In many
cases, libraries are focal points of communities and offer
shared community spaces, help to stimulate learning and
contribute to social cohesion. Libraries are not just about
lending books: they offer many benefits, including rhythm
and rhyme sessions and places where a community can
meet, learn and interact. The Committee recognises the
very positive contribution that our libraries continue to make
to communities, which is why the Committee is concerned
about reduced opening hours. We have sought assurances
that, when taking its tough decisions, Libraries NI ensures
that local users’ decisions are paramount.

The Committee is also concerned about the reduction of
staff hours. Hours are due to be cut by approximately 1,200
hours a week, which is the equivalent of some 33 full-time
posts; such cuts will be a blow to our front line library
service. Libraries NI hopes to achieve those savings through
voluntary redundancies, but there are no guarantees that
that will be the case. Therefore the Committee looks forward
to a further update from Libraries NI on the impact of cuts
on staff and services.

In conclusion, the Committee is also pleased that the
Minister has agreed to review her Department’s strategy,
Delivering Tomorrow’s Libraries, to ensure that it is fit for
purpose. The Committee will be fully engaged in that review
and in the review of mobile libraries that is scheduled for
next year. Library services will remain a priority for the
Committee, which will uphold its scrutiny and consultative
role and continue to hold Libraries NI and the Minister to
account over these issues.

Mr Swann: | support the motion and the amendment. | was
initially confused by the amendment because | thought that
it contradicted the motion. However, | then realised that that
was of the same standing as what Libraries NI did, because
it ran two consultations simultaneously, one on closures
and the other on reduced hours. When the consultation

for reduced hours came out, it included libraries that were
due for closure. So, when those libraries saw the second
consultation, they thought that they had been saved but with
reduced hours. | understand now how the amendment fits
with the motion, and | thank Mr McMullan for that.

The issue of opening hours, as well as that of closures,
will have local communities up in anger. They are emotive
subjects about which communities are passionate. Mr
McMullan asked us earlier — | think that he referred to
Mrs McKevitt — not to get emotional about this, but then
he went on to tell us how one of his local communities
commissioned a song because they felt so passionately
about it. We have to apply the same standards. Libraries
are an emotive issue in our rural communities. | know that
through experience in my village of Kells and Connor, where
our library was one of those under threat.

Mr Weir: | thank the Member for giving way. Does he agree
with me that, although libraries are an important issue

in rural communities, it is not restricted to just the rural
community? The confusion and lack of joined-up thinking
that has been produced by the libraries authority is shown,
for example, in my constituency. Notwithstanding the loss
of hours at Donaghadee and Holywood, Bangor library — in
which there has been massive investment in the past few
years and which has the second highest number of active

users — faces the biggest single drop in opening hours in
band one. Therefore, confusion seems to run throughout
libraries, whether rural, urban or suburban.

Mr Swann: | thank the Member for his intervention, although
| was always led to believe that they were meant to be brief.
| agree that rural and urban libraries are under the same
threat when we look at the reduced hours that are being
put forward. It is important to note concerns about the
effect that a reduction in hours will have on communities.
The Member referred to his constituency, before he walks
out the door. | will stay here and talk about mine. In North
Antrim, for example, we are down to six libraries. Of those,
two will face reduced hours: Ballycastle, a 35% reduction
and Ballymoney, a 30% reduction. Three are already down
to the bare minimum of 18 hours: Kells and Connor,
Portglenone and Broughshane.

Honestly, | am not picking on you, but, Mr McMullan, a large
number of libraries were closed when the North Eastern
Education and Library Board took a decision in 2005 that
many other education and library boards did not. This is
the first time that there has been a consultation without
the education and library boards having a stranglehold on
Libraries NI, because Libraries NI only came into being in
April 2009. It was not there in 2005.

| can give the House a few quotes to illustrate the effect
that libraries have in our communities and the richness and
value that they give. In regard to the economic downturn, an
unemployed single mother said:

“I'm glad we have the library on our doorstep because |
can now look for jobs online. My son is going into P7 in
September. Schools nowadays use computers and the
internet a lot. | cannot afford to have a computer in my
house.”

[Interruption.] You can laugh, Mr Dunne, but these are true
facts and statements that | got while we worked on the
consultation regarding the closure of the library in Kells.

On young people and literacy, set as clear targets in the
Programme for Government:

“We always take the playgroup to the library every week.
It helps them, introduces them to reading, which helps
the children to begin to learn to write. It also gets them
interested in books, which is good for their concentration
and listening skills.”

That comment was from a playgroup employee in Kells.

With a reduced number of libraries open for reduced

hours in rural communities, if those reduced hours are not
managed right, so that libraries are available to people when
they are needed, they cannot access libraries.

“We can’t afford to travel to the main towns either by bus
or taxi. When the library closes in our village or reduces
its hours, we won't be able to access its facilities.”

That comment was from a father of three.

4.00 pm

This is not a new thing. Minister, the motion calls on you
to take action. | realise that Libraries NI is an arm’s-length
body, but | draw your attention to its targets, which are set
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out in ‘Delivering Tomorrow’s Libraries’. It says that 85% of
households should have access to a library service within

2 miles. The current result is 84% achieved in Northern
Ireland. Everybody automatically thinks that that is fantastic.
However, if you remove Belfast’s statistics — | am not
creating an urban/rural divide — only 60% of households in
North Antrim, my constituency, reach that target.

A third consultation is due, on mobile provision. There

will be further worry about reduction. Mrs McKevitt said
that this was about cost savings and cutbacks. There

is a third consultation coming, and that will be about
possible reductions in mobile provision. The same target
in ‘Delivering Tomorrow’s Libraries’ says that every mobile
stop that is accessible should be available for at least half
an hour every two weeks. Of the 978 mobile stops across
Northern Ireland, only 27-9% meet that target. That means
that 72:1% do not.

In conclusion —

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

Mr Swann: Thank you very much, Mr Deputy Speaker. We
have to acknowledge that the libraries that have received a
temporary stay of closure —

Mr Deputy Speaker: Your time is up.

Mr Swann: We encourage them to stay open, congratulate
the volunteers who have done Libraries NI’s job for it in
many cases and ask the Minister now to do her bit.

Ms Lo: | welcome the motion, which highlights a genuine
concern facing the future of our community libraries. While

| welcome the motion, | must say how saddened | am that
we once again have to defend our community libraries from
drastic cutbacks that will undermine their sustainability and
have a serious impact on the services and programmes that
they are able to offer. We are a society that boasts of Brian
Friel, Seamus Heaney and C S Lewis, but we yet again have
to defend the vital services that our community libraries
provide. In Northern Ireland, we have fewer libraries per
person than anywhere else in the United Kingdom. With the
proposed cuts in library opening hours, that disparity looks
set to continue.

Although | acknowledge that we are working within the
framework of cuts to services throughout all Departments
in Northern Ireland, local libraries offer an opportunity to
combine vital services in order to prevent further blows

to our already suffering communities. The Alliance Party
advocates the co-location of other community services,
such as health and education, in order to ensure the
sustainability of their provision. For example, in my
constituency, Belvoir has seen several damaging closures,
with the result that the two buildings that housed Belvoir
clinic and Belvoir library have closed their doors to the
public. | advocate examining the situation to see if one of
the buildings could be opened to combine modified versions
of library and clinic facilities, including a dedicated area for
Sure Start.

Libraries are not simply about books. Co-location with other
services would undoubtedly lead to increased usage and,
therefore, increased provision of programmes offered by
community libraries. In relation to library usage, we have

an opportunity to provide leadership and focus our efforts
on engaging local communities so that they are aware of
the excellent service that libraries offer. Libraries provide
an opportunity to tackle social deprivation and encourage
social inclusion, as others have said. It must be pointed
out that reducing opening hours is certainly not the way to
achieve that. The Alliance Party met Irene Knox of Libraries
NI to raise its concerns regarding the proposed reduction
in hours of the Cregagh library by 25%. On Thursday, | will
attend Cregagh library with my colleagues for the open
day, which is part of our drive to encourage library use. |
take the opportunity to invite those who live in Cregagh to
come along between 1.00 pm and 8.00 pm to explore the
excellent resources that the library offers.

The Alliance Party argues that reducing the opening hours of
all community libraries, not just small community libraries,
threatens their sustainability and their ability to provide

vital services and programmes that benefit a wide range of
sectors in our community. We note with particular concern
the potential negative impact that reducing opening hours
will have on working families.

Although we welcome the potential for any library to

remain open and acknowledge the important role that rural
libraries play, | believe that the amendment glosses over the
important fact that community libraries across the board
are under threat due to the reduction in opening hours. That
part of the motion will be completely lost if the amendment
is made. Therefore, we will have difficulty supporting the
amendment. We do not wish to split the House, so we will
wait and see what happens.

Mr Irwin: | thank the Members for bringing the motion to
the House. As someone who was heavily involved in a local
campaign to keep an important facility open in Richhill, |
know at first hand that the subsequent threat placed on
such facilities by the Minister has seen local communities
galvanised in opposition. There has been a surge in the
use of such facilities, which is good news for libraries. They
are important facilities for any village or town, and | am
grateful that Richhill library has been spared the axe for
the time being and will be permitted to continue offering its
vital service to the local community. However, as the local
campaign manager in Richhill, Myles McCormick, who lead
a marvellous campaign and to whom the residents owe a
great debt, pointed out, the issue of reduced opening hours
remains at large despite our facility in Richhill being given a
lifeline for the next two years. In my constituency, Armagh,
Tandragee, Bessbrook and Crossmaglen libraries are under
the microscope as regards opening hours, with proposals to
reduce them in each facility. That has alarmed local people.

Mr D Bradley: | thank the Member for giving way. He
mentioned the libraries in Newry and Armagh. Indeed,

all band 4 libraries were subject to a criterion of 80,000
activities. Does the Member agree that that placed those
libraries, which are open fewer than 30 hours a week, at

a severe disadvantage from the outset? It is a situation

in which they will find it difficult to compete with larger
libraries. Does he agree that the 80,000 activities threshold
is unfair and inequitable to smaller libraries?

Mr Deputy Speaker: The Member has an extra minute.

Mr Irwin: | thank the Member for his intervention. | agree
that this has caused alarm among local people and users
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of the services. Libraries are useful resources, especially
for pupils and students, and every effort must be made
to resist reducing their operating times, which will prevent
those who need the services from accessing them.

Mr Moutray: | thank my colleague for giving way. Does he
agree that libraries are now used for providing many more
diverse services than they once did? | think of my own
library in Lurgan, which already this year has hosted the
launch of a children’s book, a historical photograph exhibition
and, only two weeks ago, the Hugo Duncan roadshow.

Mr Irwin: | thank the Member for his intervention. He has
highlighted a number of issues relating to libraries.

There is no doubt that, with the advance of technologies
such as the internet, online bookstores, Kindles etc,
libraries are battling for their place in today’s society.
However, they still occupy an important place in community
cohesion. They are useful resources for students and
schoolchildren, and | feel strongly that they must be retained
at their current capacity. In my constituency, the four
libraries whose opening hours are under review must be
permitted to continue providing their services at a suitable
level for the benefit of their communities. | will continue
my lobbying of Libraries NI and, indeed, the Minister to
ensure that she is fully aware of the depth of feeling in the
community about the importance of local library provision. |
support the motion.

Ms Ruane: Cuirim failte roimh an diospdéireacht seo,
né ceapaim go bhfuil sé an-tabhachtach go mbeadh
leabharlanna sarmhaithe againn — leabharlanna le
hacmhainni suimidla agus leis na teicneolaiochtai is déanai.

| welcome the debate; it is important that we are having it. It
is also important that we make sure that we have the best-
stocked libraries while taking new technology into account.

| note that the consultation has not been completed. | will
not take the same cynical view as Ms Karen McKevitt. | am
happy to debate the issue. However, we should not politicise
it, and | think that, in many ways, we are having a premature
debate, although it is always good to have a debate. In many
ways, however, it might have been more useful to have this
debate after the consultation.

Most Members, | have to say, engaged in a very mature
debate. The Chair of the Committee expressed not only her
concerns but her support for work that the Minister and
her local library have done. We need to give credit where
credit is due, and we need to give credit whenever extra
money is found. It is difficult to find money in these times,
and everyone in the House voted for the Programmes for
Government. Some parties, particularly those to my left,
like to think that they are in opposition. [Interruption.] Karen
McKevitt attacked Minister Ni Chuilin, who is here, as well
as the Minister of Education, who is not even in the House.

We need to have a good and fair debate, and we need to
make the most of our opportunity to create a world-class
library service right across the North while taking account of
the changes in our society. Our society is in a very different
space from where it was 10 or 20 years ago. Technology is
moving so fast. Twenty, 30 or 40 years ago many women
were in the home full time; they want different and more
flexible opening hours now that they, and men, work outside

the home — those who are fortunate enough to have work
outside the home.

The job of a Minister is to make sure that decisions are
made objectively and fairly, openly and transparently. They
must take their equality duties and rurality into account. |
believe that this Minister and Libraries NI are doing their
very best to do that, and we should give them a bit of credit.
Eight libraries will open that would not have opened were it
not for the good work not only of local campaigners but of
this Minister and Libraries NI, who are both listening.

| agree absolutely with my colleague Oliver McMullan about
the importance of links with the community. Whenever we
look at the statistics and at the numbers using particular
libraries, we will see that we need to ensure that more
people are aware of what is in their local library and that
they work in consultation with their schools and community
centres so that we can use our public resources widely.

Ta freagracht orainn mar ionadaithe poibli agus mar
Chomhaltai den Tiondl seo tacaiocht a thabhairt donar
leabharlanna.

In Ireland, we have many writers. We have a great number
of people who have won the Nobel prize for literature. |
celebrate that, and we need to continue with that tradition.
My colleague Anna Lo mentioned people such as C S Lewis;
Brian Friel and Seamus Heaney were also mentioned. Irish
writers are known all over the world. It is good to see that,
and | welcome it.

4.15 pm

| have no doubt that the Minister and Libraries NI will do
everything they can to create a world-class library system.
The Chair of the Committee asked the Minister to listen. |
have no doubt that she will continue to listen, as she has
done in the past. | ask Members not to politicise the issue.
Let us do everything we can to make sure that we get the
resources needed and use them in the best possible way.
As my colleague Oliver McMullan mentioned, | welcome

the fact that Libraries NI is doing everything it can to avoid
compulsory redundancies. | have no doubt that workers

in the library service welcome that. Cuirim failte roimh an
diospdireacht seo, taim fiorbhuioch de gach duine as ton na
diospéireachta, agus ta suil agam go mbeidh toradh maith
againn uirthi. Go raibh maith agaibh.

Mrs McKevitt: On a point of order, Mr Deputy Speaker. |
would like to put it on record that | have never attacked
anybody in my life.

Mr Deputy Speaker: That is not a point of order, but you
have managed to put it on record.

Mr Hilditch: Considering the timing of the consultation, it
is appropriate that we debate the issue, and | welcome the
opportunity to do so today. The delivery of library services
has been under close scrutiny in recent times, with reviews
of not only urban and rural branches for potential closure
but opening hours and, of course, the future scrutiny of
mobile services. So there is quite a lot going on in the
organisation; some might say, “Too much”. That has lead
to a certain amount of confusion and fear in the service
and among the public, who see the overlapping of those
reviews as a tactic to, perhaps, dilute front line services. At
times, it appears to a lay person that it is a case of, “If we
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do not get you one way, we will get you another”. That said,
the reprieve that many local libraries received is welcome,
although, again, | understand that some are conditional on
circumstances being improved through repairs, renovations
and even new premises, with partner agencies required to
allow their continued existence.

Mr Swann: We continually refer to the eight libraries that
have been saved. However, it would be remiss of the House
not to take into consideration the two libraries that face
closure. The Minister should take them into consideration
when considering mobile library provision in the future
consultation.

Mr Hilditch: Thanks for the intervention. | certainly agree
that they should be taken into consideration.

Mr | McCrea: | thank the Member for giving way. As Mr
Swann said, two libraries face closure, one of which is in
my constituency. Does the Member agree that the provision
of a mobile library is not always the answer and that, had
Libraries NI looked at alternative premises to address some
of the foreseen problems, it would indeed have dealt with
some of them?

Mr Hilditch: | certainly agree that mobile libraries are not
the answer, and | appeal to the board to look at alternative
facilities.

Having survived one review, many libraries have been
suddenly and quickly thrown into another; this time, a review
of opening hours. That is disappointing to say the least,
and, as a result, worries and concerns have resurfaced

very quickly. The communities that rallied round in support
of their local service a few weeks ago must do so again

in a short space of time with no respite. Having had their
fears dealt with previously, staff face uncertainty again.
Although many of us recognise that Libraries NI's actions
are a reaction to budgetary matters and the comprehensive
spending review, we ask what measures or efficiencies

were progressed in the service before it was agreed to

go for front line services as a way of making efficiencies
and savings. What other detail is available from the board,
through its management structure from the top down, to
show that maximum opportunities have been taken to
ensure that front line services are the very last thing to be
hit in its attempt to achieve those targets? It is a shame
that many communities whose library has been under threat,
having developed a range of opportunities, such as reading
programmes, writing groups, language classes, internet
access, family learning activities and much more, are once
again threatened with a reduction in opening hours of up to
50% in some cases. Surely those facilities must be given
the time to develop and the opportunity to prove themselves
and their worth to each community.

Many villages and towns across the Province are undergoing
the master plan process. The Minister will know that, for
some of those villages and towns, that process is well
developed, with plans published and actions under way.
All our Departments and agencies are being brought into
the plans and are intent on delivering for communities.
One example is Whitehead, which is a rural community in
my constituency. Surely in a case such as Whitehead, with
a newly refurbished facility, it is premature to consider a
substantial reduction in opening hours while all agencies
in that area are deliberating on how they can deliver a

sustainable community infrastructure for the town. It is
clearly the wrong message to send out to residents and
other agencies that may use the facilities in that town for
the delivery of services outside the box. Whitehead is only
one example of that type of community planning, which is
also ongoing in other areas of the Province, and | appeal
that, in these circumstances, reviews are halted and
community plans are allowed to develop. | urge the Minister
to take appropriate action to ensure that the facilities and
services of all our local libraries are sustained with as little
disruption as possible.

Mr McGimpsey: | thank the proposer and seconder of the
motion. It is apposite and important that we discuss this
issue and, indeed, the amendment today.

Ms Ruane suggested that this is perhaps a premature
debate. | do not believe that it is, and | base that on what
happened in Belfast last year, when 14 libraries were
looked at and 10 were shut, some of which were in the
most disadvantaged communities in Belfast such as Sandy
Row, Andersonstown, Whitewell, the Braniel and the Belvoir
estate. Therefore, it is very important that the House marks
and puts its view forward.

Libraries are an important community resource in a number
of ways, not least because the original design was to make
books available to the population. Books are expensive, and
disadvantaged communities and those facing poverty are
not able to afford books in the household. Libraries provide
that access. That was understood 100 years ago, and, at
that time, the construction of the Carnegie libraries played
a huge part in ensuring the literacy of our population. Those
libraries have continued to deliver that service ever since.

It remains an important factor that households that do not
have the disposable income readily to buy books, which are
expensive, have access through libraries.

It is not simply about books; it is also about new
technologies. A number of homes do not have computers
for their children as they grow up, and those children

are, therefore, at a disadvantage vis-a-vis those in more
fortunate households. There is also an issue with the age
of the population in the Belvoir estate, where the library was
shut last year. Its population has a high proportion of elderly
people who used the library and the books. However, they
were also able to access computers — the so-called silver
surfers — and the internet and avail themselves of the
advantages of that resource. There are issues in a number
of areas where libraries continue to provide an important
service. They are not something of the past but are very
much of the present and the future.

| can go only by our experience in Belfast in places such as
Sandy Row, where the library hours were reduced to save
money, the visits were reduced to match the library hours, the
library hours and staff numbers were reduced to match the
opening hours and it became a self-fulfilling prophecy. That
is what happened in Belvoir, Sandy Row and other libraries.

| realise that there is a different regime in the Department
of Culture, Arts and Leisure (DCAL), and | see that, of the 10
libraries under threat, eight are under review. | welcome that,
and | acknowledge the Minister’s role. She is bound to have
had a role in that, bearing in mind that libraries and Libraries
NI are 100% funded by the Department. However, | have a
concern that, as we look to keep libraries open, that is not
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the whole story. We need opening hours that are adequate
to deliver the service to ensure that visitor numbers stay
up and the local community is properly served. | am not

a particular fan of mobile libraries, and | have noticed
that, although Belfast gets mobile libraries a couple of
hours a week or a fortnight to try to plug the gap, the local
community has difficulty accessing them. | do not believe
that they are in any way, shape or form a proper substitute
for a library in position.

| realise that we are in challenging budgetary times, and that
is why my party and | voted against the Budget. You are now
looking at the consequences of the Budget that was voted
through. There is not enough money to run the service and
the system, and we are into prioritisation. On the issue of an
urban/rural divide, closing 10 out of 14 libraries in Belfast
and saving eight out 10 in rural areas —

Mr Deputy Speaker: Bring your remarks to a close, please.

Mr McGimpsey: That appears to be something of a rural/
urban divide. | am not for a second arguing that any library
should close in a rural area. In fact, we should look to
keep as much as possible of our resources together and
functioning.

Mr Dunne: | welcome the opportunity to speak on this
important matter. It is an issue of direct concern to

people in my constituency. Libraries play a vital role in our
communities, provide an excellent service throughout the
country and offer much more than just lending books. Today,
libraries are often the social centre of our communities,
providing a resource for all, from children and young people
through to elderly people and the most vulnerable members
of our society.

Mr D Bradley: | thank the Member for giving way on that
point. Does he agree that it is strange that no statistics
regarding, for example, levels of class visits, children’s
activities or cultural and heritage activities were taken into
account in the consultation? Furthermore, does he agree
that those activities are at the core of the modern library
service, as described by Libraries Northern Ireland itself?

Mr Dunne: | concur fully with those points. They are well made.

We all recognise that, regrettably, libraries cannot be
immune from budget cuts. Many areas across Departments
have been subject to budget cuts. However, despite the
pressures on budgets, it is vital that, with any changes, the
level of service is maintained. Libraries currently provide an
excellent service to the people of Northern Ireland, and that
level of service must be maintained.

Under the planned reduction of opening hours, the people
of north Down are set to lose 31-5 hours of library service
provision between the three libraries in Bangor, Holywood
and Donaghadee. That is a significant reduction for the
people | represent and will result in libraries having to, as
the motion states:

“curtail their ability to deliver an efficient and effective
service”.

Bangor, as the main town in the constituency, has a
relatively new flagship library, which, over many years, was
campaigned for with the South Eastern Education and
Library Board. It is a modern building that complements the

old Carnegie library and is situated in a prime town centre
location within walking distance of several main schools in
Bangor as well as the local regional college. That resource
is used extensively by schoolchildren and young people,
and is one of the best used in Northern Ireland. To have its
opening time reduced by eight hours is of great concern.

Holywood’s recently updated and developed library is
another excellent popular town centre resource. It has
broadened its appeal in recent years and is well used by
the local community. Holywood library is among the hardest
hit by reduced opening hours, with a reduction of 13-5
hours a week. Donaghadee is also set to be a victim of

the cutbacks, with a reduction of 10 hours in its opening
time over the week. The library in Donaghadee is another
well-used and popular service that is at the backbone of the
local community.

The benefits that libraries bring to the local community

are vast, and it would be tragic if many of those benefits
were reduced or even scrapped due to funding issues. It is
especially an area of concern because those who rely most
on a library service are often the very young and the older
population.

4.30 pm

Libraries promote invaluable literacy and lifelong learning

to those who otherwise would not be able to learn. They
provide collections of the rich cultural history of our land.
They also provide a meeting point for local communities and
groups to enjoy educational and social activities. They are
at the heart of the local community, with readily available
resources such as IT systems, newspapers and books

for those who may not otherwise be able to access such
valuable resources.

We need to do all that we can to ensure that the level

of service is maintained. It is imperative that today’s
libraries can meet the needs of the local community. | join
the Assembly in expressing my great concern about the
reduction in opening hours of our community libraries. |
support the motion.

Mr D Mclliveen: |, too, welcome the motion. The importance
of the debate to our constituents cannot and should not be
underestimated. Local communities are finding the loss of
local services to be increasingly common. We are hearing
about many community centres, post offices and local shops
disappearing from towns and villages. Now, with libraries
facing reduced opening hours, and some even closing, there
is a risk that the sense of community, which we as elected
representatives should be doing everything to promote,
could be perceived as being eroded.

| certainly support the motion and encourage the Minister to
act accordingly in the light of the debate. There is the rural/
urban debate, which we have already had today. The libraries
in my North Antrim constituency are highly valued, as Mr
Swann spoke about at length. Many of the libraries are rural
and will be most affected by a reduction in opening hours.
For people in those areas, accessing libraries, especially in
the evening, will become increasingly difficult.

The library space is important to those communities in

so many ways. In times of high unemployment, a library
provides an important resource for people looking for work.
In a time when some of the most socially disadvantaged find
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academic success increasingly difficult to achieve, libraries
provide a vital tool for studying and learning before and after
school.

Therefore, at a time when we are losing a lot of our

public services, we have to draw a line somewhere and
acknowledge the significant role that libraries play in our
communities. Ultimately, this goes to the heart of the
question about what sort of a Northern Ireland we really
want to live in, because one very important function of our
libraries is to promote learning. Statistics show that over
a quarter of people visiting libraries cited that their reason
for visiting was to accompany their children. That should be
actively encouraged, especially when research shows that
parental engagement with children improves performance
significantly, no matter what the child’s socio-economic
background is.

One recent statistic that comes to mind is that 15-year-old
students whose parents often read books with them during
their first year of primary school show markedly higher
scores in tests than students whose parents read with them
infrequently or not at all. Therefore, we have to think very
carefully before denying those people that free access to our
libraries.

Everybody in the House can see that Libraries NI is —

Mr Weir: | thank the Member for giving way. The Member
mentioned the significance of parental involvement with
children. In an age when a lot of children’s social activities
are increasingly dominated by the Xbox and other video
games, the opportunity for them to embrace learning
through reading is also vital. We are in danger of creating
a society of children with the best developed thumbs in
western Europe but with minds that may be lagging a little
bit behind. That is one of the key reasons that we need to
protect our libraries.

Mr D Mcllveen: | thank the Member for his intervention and
commend him on his skilful approach to his place. | could
not agree more. We are not down on Xboxes or modern
technology, but statistics prove that there is no replacement
for a good book. Free access is what it is all about. |
encourage the Minister to look at that. | understand why,
fiscally, this is an obvious target, given that there is a £31-5
million budget in Libraries NI. However, we have to be careful
not to take a short-sighted view.

In conclusion, | was fascinated by Ms Ruane’s comments
about women and changing life patterns. | want to bring it to
her attention that 80% of library workers are women, so the
reductions will have a huge impact on the working lives and
independence of employees in the library system. Even if it
is for no other reason than that, the Minister should think
very carefully about these plans.

Mr Deputy Speaker: That certainly added a new dimension
to an intervention.

Mr Allister: Libraries are wonderful places. Reference has
been made to the fantastic contribution of the Carnegie
libraries. They have contributed more to this society than
many other much more vaunted institutions. Therefore,
when we see the libraries in our community being put under
threat, each one of us should be particularly exercised.

| also have a particular soft spot for libraries — maybe |
should declare an interest — because it was in the Queen’s
University library that | first asked my wife to go out with me.
That is enough sentiment.

Mr McGlone: Was she a librarian, Jim?

Mr Allister: She did end up as a librarian. [Laughter.] She
was a student at that time. Enough sentiment.

Ms Ruane’s contribution was interesting. She told us that we
should not politicise the issue of libraries. Coming from the
Minister who probably did more to politicise a Department
than any Minister we have ever had the misfortune to have
in this country, that was pretty rich. Someone who turned
schoolchildren into political footballs and allowed their
transfer procedure to be kicked up and down this Province
should not be lecturing anyone about politicising these
matters.

Mr McMullan: On a point of order, Mr Speaker. We have
gone away from the debate altogether.

Mr Deputy Speaker: The Member will confine himself to the
subject of the motion.

Mr Allister: The point that | am making is that how we deal
with libraries is, of course, a political issue, because at the
base of this is the question of cuts. Perhaps that is why
there is some Sinn Féin sensitivity about the issue. Today,
Sinn Féin is in the business of having to defend £10-2
million of cuts. Of course, if there were a parallel situation
in the Irish Republic with cuts to libraries, which there may
be, Sinn Féin would be at the exact opposite end of the
argument. The expediency of the moment requires Sinn Féin
to defend these cuts, but in another place it would be the
most vehement attacker of them.

My real concern for the libraries that will suffer a reduction
in hours is that, ultimately, that should not be a means of
bringing about their closure. There comes a point of viability
at which, if you squeeze a library and its facilities to below
a level that is survivable, you make the continuance of that
library questionable. | fear that there could be a stratagem
to ease, by a thousand cuts as it were, the eventual demise
of some libraries. We all have to be particularly vigilant

to ensure that the resource that we should value in our
communities — be it in my local village of Kells or elsewhere
— is defended. “What we have, we hold” is a phrase that
comes to mind. That is and was the resolve of many of the
marvellous campaigners who secured such attainment in
the library campaign against the closure of the 10 libraries
that were earmarked to go. | salute them in that regard.

The Minister is prepared to squander money on far less
deserving causes. The libraries have suffered enough from
reductions; they need the protection that the essential
funding gives them. We cannot push libraries further than
18 hours. Indeed, | fear for some that have been pushed so
low. In north Antrim, we have already been through this with
the North Eastern Education and Library Board’s swingeing
cuts in 2005. Happily, we saw off the most recent attempt
to go even further. However, one has to be ever vigilant in
that regard.

Mr D Bradley: Does the Member agree that the pledge
regarding consideration being given to increasing
opening hours should money become available is of little
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consolation and that consideration is no substitute for a
real commitment? Does he also agree that reduced opening
hours may, in fact, never be increased in future and that it
may sound the death knell for many smaller libraries? Go
raibh maith agat.

Mr Allister: The honourable Member has been around for
long enough to know that he should take the assurances
that we have been given with a huge pinch of salt. When
you hear talk about consideration being given to increasing
library hours, we all know that that is but a comfort blanket
wrapped around a proposal of cuts and diminution in
service. | trust that no one will be too much deceived by that.

Libraries are worth keeping and are worth fighting for. Of
course, the Minister’s IRA thought that it was right in 1993
to bomb the Linen Hall Library. | trust that she will take the
opportunity today to condemn that wanton act —

Mr Deputy Speaker: Order, please. | remind the Member
that he must be extremely careful about his remarks in the
Chamber.

Mr Allister: | have finished. Thank you.

Mr Deputy Speaker: | call the Minister, who, | am sure, is
delighted that romance can kindle in libraries.

Ms Ni Chuilin (The Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure):
Thank you, a LeasCheann Combhairle. Not only am | impressed
with that, | was impressed with the way in which Peter Weir
jumped from his seat to his feet for an intervention and
back again. | was very impressed with his agility.

Mr Weir: | was trying to demonstrate to the Minister a full
grasp of the culture, arts and leisure side of things: not
only do | have the cultural bit, | am obviously embracing the
sporting element of DCAL as well.

Ms Ni Chuilin: | am sure that the 50-metre pool in your
constituency will get great use.

| thank the Members who brought forward the motion and
the amendment. The people who raise this issue do so
because of their genuine concern for libraries; some sit on
the Committee for Culture, Arts and Leisure. It is right that
these debates are used to highlight concerns about the
future direction of the library service. That library service will
and should help to build a more educated society, a more
skilled society and a stronger society. That was raised during
the debate. | also believe in the value of the public library
service. | am committed to ensuring that Libraries NI provides
a comprehensive and efficient library service in accordance
with the legislation and in line with what we can afford.

DCAL's ambition for the library service is set out in the
‘Delivering Tomorrow’s Libraries’ policy, as people also
mentioned. It was published in July 2006 and will be
reviewed early in the new year. One of the central tenets

of the policy remains relevant, particularly to the debate;

it talks about the continued development of public library
services. Indeed, some Members will know of the work that
reinvestment has seen through capital funding, for example,
in the Whiterock, Falls, Shankill and — David is not here —
Carrickfergus areas. Work is ongoing in Dungannon library.

| think that everybody is aware of the challenges that face
each Department. Certainly, nothing is rosy in the garden in
respect of DCAL's budget. The recent budget settlements

have meant that all our public services will face difficult
challenges, and we will have to make very difficult decisions.

Libraries NI is no different: it has to live within its budget
under these difficult circumstances. The Committee has met
representatives of Libraries NI. They are good and genuine
people, and | do not think the first thing on their minds was
to reduce libraries’ hours straight away.

4.45 pm

Every one of the 13 or 14 Members who has spoken said
that the consultation is ongoing. It will end on 2 December.
Members mentioned their local libraries, but | cannot go into
detail on specifics. However, | am sure that every Member
will know of the proposed reductions in their constituencies.

| do not believe in consultation for consultation’s sake. That
is one point that Karen McKevitt made that | disagree with.
During the previous consultation on proposed closures,
there were campaigns in constituencies and communities.
Those successful campaigns, which were driven mostly by
communities, led to eight libraries being reprieved. Those
eight, as others have pointed out, will survive when action
plans, issues and challenges are addressed in order to
make their libraries more sustainable. | believe that that
was the result of a very strong consultation process.

Some very good points have been raised, and | urge those
who made them to take part in the consultation. You cannot
make a change unless you take part. When people have
taken part in consultations involving Libraries NI, that body
has made a difference, and it has listened. The four parties
here — Sinn Féin, the DUR Ulster Unionist Party and the
SDLP — have members on the board; it has non-councillor
members as well. | am sure that the people sitting on that
board are hearing exactly the same things. It is not the case
that these debates happen and have no impact.

Some points that have been mentioned have real relevance.
David Hilditch was not the only Member to make the point
that running a series of consultations has potential to cause
confusion. | accept that. People who want to save and
protect front line public services in the community no sooner
finish one set of consultations than they begin another, and
then another. That is very taxing on people who are trying to
save what they regard as a valuable and valued service.

| feel for the staff in these circumstances. | have met staff
representatives, | have met Libraries NI, and | know that
staff have been consulted throughout the process.

Some issues that have been raised are ideal for
consultation, for example rurality. Michael McGimpsey spoke
about closures in Belfast. It is not as if that happened when
any of us were asleep. However, the closures happened
very quickly and the consultations had been and gone by
the time people were aware of the impact. This is slightly
different. | do not want to contradict myself; | appreciate
that there has been plenty of consultations, but | would
rather look at consultation than look for it. We should do
anything that we can as elected representatives to assist
people. However, issues such as rurality and equality impact
assessments are key. A full equality impact assessment

will be carried out at the end of the consultation period.

The issues that have been raised are central, and will be
focused on throughout.
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| will take some points that have been raised, such

as what happens if the proposals to reduce library
services are upheld. Does that mean that there will be

a viability implication? These questions need to be fed
into the consultation. We have to focus on the needs of
communities. Libraries are not just about borrowing books;
we have heard that throughout the debate. They are also
about internet access for younger and older people.

Robin Swann quoted a parent who could not afford to buy
a computer and used the library to access the internet and
help with homework.

People use libraries when searching for jobs. Libraries,
particularly in areas which are very deprived, are sometimes
the only way that people have access to getting beyond their
circumstances or moving on.

Many Members have paid tribute to the staff. | think that
that goes without saying, but | am sure that staff who

read the Hansard report will be heartened to see the
support that they have. The Committee Chair mentioned,

as did other members, that the Committee will be meeting
Libraries NI and have been meeting them throughout these
consultations. | think it really is important. In these debates,
you can make all sorts of points or whatever; | am not even
going to get into them. | take people at face value: they

do not want to see a reduction in the opening hours, even
though they understand the implications it that has for the
budget. However, here is the issue: if more money were
made available, Libraries NI has already made it known

that that would probably assist in a decision to reverse

the reduction in opening hours, but that money will have to
come from somewhere else in my Department and, when
that happens, we will be back here again for another debate.

So we need to look at where we can take the money from;
where will those potential reductions be made? Obviously, |
have no doubt that | and other Ministers will be here again
over other issues as the months roll on. That is a decision
that | need to make. It is not fair that | should throw out

a comment like that and say, “There you go, that is the
challenge that we have to meet”.

Mr I McCrea: Will the Minister give way?
Ms Ni Chuilin: | will surely.

Mr | McCrea: | have no desire to make a political point
whatsoever. | understand that, in any of these departmental
budgetary issues, you have to take money from somewhere
to pay for things. However, would the Minister not agree that,
as important a resource as libraries are, there is an
opportunity to work with other agencies, local councils and
community groups to try to find other means of funding to
ensure that the very thing that she refers to does not happen?

Ms Ni Chuilin: | thank the Member for his intervention. He
has almost anticipated what | will say. It is not that | want
to pass my responsibility — or our responsibility — on to
other agencies, but eight libraries have been given a bit

of a reprieve. Here is an example of where you can use a
joined-up approach, for example, in your constituency in
Cookstown, to provide community and library services. Anna
Lo made the point with reference to her own constituency.
There are many other examples where people work together,
predict what the needs will be in the community and try to
provide an almost holistic approach.

Having said all that, | will always bid for more money where
it is available. | value libraries; | value every aspect of my
Department and will always make a bid.

Let me thank everyone who has commented in the debate.
The remarks made here will be made on the board, in the
communities and in many other places. | urge people to
feed into the consultation, and | assure them that it has
been rural-proofed. | understand the master plan process
and the ongoing rural development process, and that should
also feed into the consultation vis-a-vis the equality impact
assessment at the end of it.

| thank everyone who has spoken. On behalf of the
Committee Chair, | have absolutely no doubt that the
Culture, Arts and Leisure Committee will keep this issue
very firmly in focus, because libraries — particularly but

not exclusively for rural areas — are at the heart of the
community. Any erosion of, or impact on, them is not only an
unpopular political decision to make but has the potential
to make a big impact. People should use the consultation
to outline those impacts. | thank everyone for their
contributions and support thus far.

Mr O hOisin: Go raibh mile, a LeasCheann Comhairle. Beidh
mé ag labhairt i bhfabhar an leasaithe anseo inniu. | thank
the Minister for her input. The Committee will certainly
discuss this with Libraries NI again; we have done so in the
past. Libraries NI has listened to the representations made
by elected members, the community and their own staff.
How we deal with the staff is certainly a concern of mine.
There is a degree of uncertainty among staff members,
because there will be no renewal of temporary contracts
from 31 March 2012. There is no security of tenure for
existing staff, regardless of their length of service. All of that
means that there can be no guarantee that there will be no
ad hoc closures due to staff shortages.

What strikes me about the proposals is the inconsistency.
The opening hours of Dungannon library have been

rightly increased by five and a half hours. However, in my
constituency and yours, Mr Deputy Speaker, the hours of
Limavady library and Coleraine library will be cut by one
third; that concerns me.

There seemed to be a degree of unanimity among Members.
One thing that we are sure of is that people are passionate
about libraries. Indeed, Jim Allister might be passionate in
libraries, but that is another story. [Laughter.] | think that

he is really an old romantic at the bottom of it all. Libraries
have been an integral part of life for many of us. In my
working life, | have been lucky enough to work in buildings
that also housed libraries. As you know, Mr Deputy Speaker,
Limavady Borough Council’s offices are based in the same
building as Limavady library. | also worked in the Workhouse
Museum in Derry, where a library is based. | know quite a
number of members of staff in those libraries, and | know
the passion that they bring to their job in dealing with people
and the community.

Oliver McMullan, the proposer of the amendment, rightly
pointed out elements of the rural development programme,
which, hopefully, will bring saviour to Carnlough library,

for which he has campaigned very hard. Robin Swann is
legendary for his campaigning on Kells and Connor library. |
am sure that he was very relieved at the announcement that
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it will not close immediately, given that that was one of his
manifesto promises.

Caitriona Ruane spoke of our national celebration of writers.
We are very proud that such a small island has produced so
many world-class writers. She said that women want to use
libraries at times when they are not open; that was a useful
point well made. Likewise, the Chair of the Committee for
Culture, Arts and Leisure touched on libraries’ opening hours
and on mobile library provision and the related consultation.

David Hilditch rightly talked about the development of
community plans. William Irwin talked about the change in
libraries’ uses. Michael McGimpsey summed up the concern
that there must be adequate opening hours to deliver

the service. David Mcllveen bemoaned the loss of public
services. He pointed out that 80% of the library workers are
women and outlined the effect that that might have.

It has been a very worthwhile debate, and | do not believe
that it is premature. | have encouraged as many people as
possible to take part in the consultation, and | continue
to do so. | believe that Libraries NI will listen to us. | have
talked to its interim chairman and to Irene Knox, and they
are passionate about what they do and the service that
they deliver. | hope that we will come to a suitable and
acceptable resolution on the issue.

Mr Deputy Speaker: Draw your remarks to a close, please.

Mr 0 hOisin: | beg support for the amendment. Let us
continue to provide the same level of service and usage of
libraries.

Mr D Bradley: Go raibh mile maith agat, a LeasCheann
Comhairle. Ta athas orm achoimrit a dhéanamh ar an rdn.
| am pleased to wind on the motion. As | said earlier, the
SDLP is happy to accept the amendment.

5.00 pm

The library in my native place is at the centre of the village.
It is widely used and is popular with all sections of the
community and with surrounding rural communities. It has
strong community partnerships with organisations such as
Sure Start and with local primary schools. There is even an
active heritage group attached to the library. It is a family-
friendly place and is used particularly well by families whose
children enjoy the frequent children’s activities there.

Although the library is open only 24 hours a week, there is
an exceptionally high level of community involvement. By
analysing the actual number of transactions performed,
indications are that the library is very busy. In the event
that the proposed reductions in hours are implemented, the
building will still stand there, will still be fully stocked, and
the utility bills will still be paid.

As the library is currently staffed only around 50 hours a
week, no significant savings will be made in staff reductions.
In the overall library budget, the savings will probably not
even register on the financial Richter scale, yet the impact
on the community there will be widely felt, and the years of
work spent in making the library so popular and so well used
will be seriously undermined. The people who have used

the library for many years will receive a diminished service
and limited access, and community activities there will be
diminished, if not ended.

At a time when money is tight with so many people, the
library should be available to everyone, with the same level
of service enjoyed by all users, not just those who are lucky
enough to live beside bigger libraries. | would argue that
retaining opening hours and staffing levels of libraries, such
as the one that | described, would be a better use of public
money than reducing hours to save a minimal amount of
money and having an excellent facility standing unused for
most of the week.

Statistics show that libraries that are open 18 hours a week
have substantially fewer issues than libraries that are open
24 or more hours a week. The highest annual issues for a
library that is open 18 hours a week is around 18,000, while
a library that is open around 24 hours a week has annual
issues of around 30,000. Therein lies the difference.

No staffing hours were published, but if staffing hours are
reduced as well as opening hours, we can expect a
corresponding decline in the level of customer service that
can be delivered by such a library. Users will have less
access to library services, and it is possible that some
users will be deprived of the service altogether. The levels of
community involvement will also be impacted on, and Libraries
NI, as | mentioned earlier, has a vision of modern libraries
being at the centre of the community, assisting people to
attain their full potential. It is highly unlikely that that will be
the case if a library’s opening hours are reduced to 18 hours
a week. In fact, there is a strong likelihood that those
reductions will result in a two-tier delivery of library services.

Smaller libraries will struggle to deliver a basic library
service with minimal community involvement, while libraries
with longer opening hours will have the time and the

staff to deliver a far superior service with no restrictions

in the level of service to which their users have access.
Eventually, users of smaller libraries will migrate to the
nearest larger library, and that may be the unforeseen effect
of the reduction in opening hours, probably resulting in the
eventual closure of many smaller libraries.

It is my opinion that the criteria used to make decisions

on the reduction of opening hours were neither fair nor
equitable. At best, they were confusing, and, at worst, they
were deceiving to library users who were willing to take part
in the consultation process.

As | said, the 80,000 threshold of annual activities places
libraries that were open for less than 80 hours a week at a
severe disadvantage from the outset. It would be impossible
for even the busiest libraries to attain that level of activity
within limitations of annual visits, annual issues, use of
public access terminals (PATs) and active borrowers.

The annual count was taken over only one week, and the
methodology varied between libraries, with bigger libraries
using an electronic counter and smaller libraries doing a
manual count. Many of the libraries that had been allocated
30 hours a week were dependent on visitor numbers, not
actual customer transactions, to achieve those hours. There
is no evidence that all visitors to a library were there
specifically to use the library facilities. In fact, closer scrutiny
of visitor figures compared with levels of issues, public
access terminal use and active borrower numbers would, in
some cases, leave visitor numbers very much open to debate.

It was only after the matter was raised by public
representatives that the number of public access terminals
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in each library was made available. Although the library
service is keen to promote library involvement in the
community, no statistics regarding the level of class visits,
children’s activities, or cultural or heritage activities are
published. Those activities, as | said, are at the core of
the modern library service, so it is extremely odd that they
were not taken into consideration in the criteria used in the
consultation.

The consultation document was worded in a manner that
confused many of those who responded. The statement
regarding bigger libraries having more hours because they
are busier is very misleading. Many smaller libraries are
just as busy. Take the case of the library in my native place,
which | mentioned earlier: it is currently open 24 hours

a week, and it has six terminals. Last year, there were
nearly 30,000 issues and 4,646 annual public access
terminal sessions. It has 1,582 active borrowers. Had
Libraries Northern Ireland provided further analysis of those
statistics, it would have revealed that the library issued

23 items every opening hour last year and that the public
access terminal statistics revealed an uptake of PAT use of
62% of the total hours available.

The nearest big library issued 27 items an hour, and the
PAT statistics reveal that 44% of the total hours available
were utilised. Total issues were 75,000, and there were
37,000 public access terminal sessions. At the time, there
were 30 public access terminals in that library. Active
borrowers in the larger library were 5,700, and the library
was open 55 hours a week, which is more than twice the
weekly opening hours of the smaller library. Conclusively, the
smaller library is comparatively as busy as the larger library.
As we mentioned earlier, the pledge offering increased
opening hours, should money become available, holds little
substance.

From what | have said, it appears that the process used to
collect and analyse data was flawed and very much skewed
against the smaller libraries. As a result, we can conclude
that Libraries NI's proposals for a reduction in hours in
smaller libraries are unfair and inequitable and need to be
revisited.

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

Mr D Bradley: Thank you very much, Mr Deputy Speaker.
They need to be revisited with a view to producing a fairer
and more equitable outcome for the smaller libraries.

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

That this Assembly welcomes the decision by the board
of Libraries NI to initiate a review of eight of the 10

rural libraries that were originally earmarked for closure;
expresses great concern about the reduction in the
opening hours of small community libraries which will
curtail their ability to deliver an efficient and effective
service; and calls on the Minister of Culture, Arts and
Leisure to take action to ensure that the excellent service
provided by these libraries is maintained.

Adjourned at 5.10 pm.
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The Assembly met at 10.30 am (Mr Speaker in the Chair).

Members observed two minutes’ silence.

Executive Committee Business

Employment and Support Allowance
(Work-related Activity) Regulations
(Northern Ireland) 2011

Mr McCausland (The Minister for Social Development): |
beg to move

That the Employment and Support Allowance (Work-
related Activity) Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2011 be
approved.

The regulations put in place a new requirement for
employment and support allowance (ESA) claimants in the
work-related activity group to undertake activity that will help
them to move closer to employment. The regulations build
on the provisions that already exist to require employment
and support allowance work-related activity group claimants
to attend work-focused interviews. The regulations will
enable work-related activity to be required at the discretion
of specially trained employment advisers in the Department
for Employment and Learning.

Work-related activity is an activity that helps the claimant

to obtain work, remain in work, or be more likely to obtain
or remain in work. Following on from the work-focused
interviews, the employment adviser will agree on a personal
action plan with the claimant, with the primary aim being

to help the person to move into or return to employment

as quickly as possible. For some claimants, that might be
quite straightforward and the transition to work can happen
very quickly. For others with more complex health barriers to
employment it might take longer, and claimants might need
to avail themselves of services and programmes to help
them progress towards employment before they are ready to
make the full transition back into the labour market.

The Department for Employment and Learning’s (DEL)
disability employment service has made programmes

and services available to help those with health- and
disability-related barriers to work. They include the condition
management programme, which is a voluntary work-focused
rehabilitation programme funded by the Department for
Employment and Learning and managed by the disability
employment service, which aims to help claimants on
incapacity benefits to return to and to sustain employment;
Workable (NI), which is a programme to assist those with
complex disability-related barriers to employment to find and
to keep work; Access to Work (NI), which offers individually
assessed long-term or one-off support to help a disabled
person to carry out their job; occupational psychology

service assessments, which enable those with disabilities
to have a comprehensive employment assessment, to
examine their strengths and weaknesses in relation to work
and to gain guidance on suitable employment and support
needs; and formal training for disabled people in residential
settings to meet the needs of those trainees who are unable
to progress in mainstream training environments.

I will now explain briefly the changes that will be introduced
by this statutory rule in the context of the existing
requirements when someone makes a claim for employment
and support allowance. Since 2008, most employment

and support allowance claimants have been required to
attend a work-capability assessment, which looks at what
customers can do in relation to work and identifies whether
it is reasonable, in light of their physical or mental condition,
for claimants to engage in work-related activity. Claimants
who cannot undertake work-related activity are placed

in a support group and will not be covered by these new
regulations. Those claimants assessed as able to carry out
work-related activity are placed in the work-related activity
group. Until now, being in the work-related activity group has
simply required claimants to attend regular work-focused
interviews. Many claimants welcome that engagement with
advisers, and it is important that support is provided to
individuals with a limited capacity for work to allow them

to take real and active steps to improve their chances of
securing employment.

| think that we would all agree that it is not acceptable to
write people off on a lifetime of benefits because they have
a health condition or a disability. Indeed, many of those
with health conditions can sustain and make progress

in employment. There are people in Northern Ireland

who are trapped in poverty and worklessness often over
several generations; that cannot be ignored, and it needs
to be addressed. Evidence shows that work is good for
physical and mental well-being, that it can be beneficial

for individuals with health conditions and disabilities, and
that being out of work can contribute to poorer health and
other negative outcomes. It is important that claimants with
health conditions get the support that they need to prepare
them for a return to work, and that, in return, claimants who
are capable of undertaking steps to prepare for a return to
work should do so.

The regulations provide for a written action plan that will
record and monitor actions that claimants are expected to
take. The nature of any work-related activity will be agreed in
consultation with claimants, and advisers will work closely
with them with an emphasis on identifying what activity

will work for individual claimants. That activity will always

be reasonable, realistic and relevant to claimants’ special
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circumstances, with an overall aim of helping claimants to
move closer to a return to work.

It should be noted that claimants will not be required to
undertake medical treatment, nor will they be required to
apply for or to take up work. However, claimants will be
expected and encouraged to take up the support that is
offered and to participate actively in their journey towards
employment. There will be an emphasis that, for most
people, employment and support allowance is a temporary
benefit, and a reinforcement of the principle that with the
receipt of benefits comes personal responsibility.

Employment and support allowance claimants in the
work-related activity group receive a work-related activity
component, which reflects the efforts that they are
expected to make in seeking opportunities to improve their
employment prospects.

Receipt of that top-up is dependent on their undertaking the
activities that are required of them. Carrying out work-related
activity as directed reflects just such a demonstration, and
so will, via this legislation, become a condition of receipt of
the work-related activity component.

If a claimant fails without good cause to undertake activity
as instructed, a decision will be taken on whether that
failure calls into question their continued receipt of the
work-related activity component. If it is decided to impose
a penalty, the work-related activity component will, in the
first instance, be reduced by 50%. If, after four weeks, the
claimant has not demonstrated that they have re-engaged
with the work-related activity, reduction in the work-related
component would increase to 100%.

Claimants will always be provided with the opportunity to
show good cause for failing to carry out work-related activity.
However, this legislation does not include a long list of
suggested acceptable reasons for failure, as might have
appeared previously, and this does not, in fact, in any way
reflect a tightening up of acceptable reasons — quite the
opposite. It emphasises the flexibility that is available to
decision-makers in using their discretion to judge each case
on its merits. The claimant will always have the capacity

to reinstate the work-related component of their benefit

by re-engaging with their adviser and undertaking activity,
either as previously instructed or through a suitable agreed
alternative.

Active engagement with the labour market represents the
best opportunity for the future for those claimants with
some capacity to work. Taking practical steps, in the shape
of carefully considered work-related activity, is the best
route towards that goal. Allowing flexibility for advisers

in supporting claimants — while establishing a fair but
effective framework around responsibility and sanctions

— will be the first step in transforming employment and
support allowance into a forward-looking, active benefit that
balances support, obligation, flexibility and conditionality.

Mr A Maskey (The Chairperson of the Committee for Social
Development): Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Comhairle.
The Committee has agreed to support the statutory rule. |
will outline some of the points that the Committee dealt with
thoroughly.

The Committee regards its scrutiny role as very important,
and it has been thorough in examining this issue over the

past months. Indeed, at its meeting on 2 June this year,
the Committee had its first sight of, and considered, the
proposed statutory rule. | can safely say that all members
of the Committee came at this against the backdrop of
what are, in many cases, their fundamental concerns about
British Government proposals for what they call welfare
reforms. People are sceptical about many such proposals,
which come from a policy that is ideologically driven from
London. Notwithstanding that context, which it is important
to set out in the House, the Committee had fundamental
concerns about how this statutory rule may be implemented.

Committee members’ important primary concerns were
around whether staff who will carry out some of those
interviews will be sufficiently trained or skilled to recognise
difficulties in respect of mental health issues of, for example,
bipolar disorder, depression, autism or such illnesses.
Committee members were concerned that the officials
carrying out work-related interviews will not be sufficiently
skilled in those matters to make proper assessments.

The Department came back with responses, and the
Minister has outlined some of those assurances. The
Committee was given assurances that DEL staff will be
properly skilled and have had to take certain training
modules. On the basis of the assurances that were given,
the Committee agreed, on 8 September, to support the
statutory rule being laid.

10.45 am

Mr P Ramsey: Further to the Committee Chair’s point about
specially trained disability advisers, | chair the all-party
group on learning disability, and, for a long time now, people
have been deeply worried about the fact that there are not
sufficient numbers of disability advisers to adequately deal
with the range and complexity of disability issues across all
the constituencies in Northern Ireland. Does the Member
concur that that is the case? Will the Minister give an
absolute assurance that the Department will look into that
to ensure that the issue is addressed?

Mr A Maskey: | thank the Member for his intervention.

He makes a very important point. That is why Committee
members — my colleague Mickey Brady was most vocal on
the issue — considered the issue at length and questioned
departmental officials about it specifically. We were given an
assurance.

| have to put on record the fact that many members of the
Committee have serious concerns about the process by
which people arrive at work-related interviews. Indeed, it
is safe to say that there have been a number of reports in
the public domain quite recently in which the organisation
Atos Healthcare has been severely criticised. Members of
the Committee, therefore, sought an assurance from the
Department and directly from the Minister that the people
who conduct work-related interviews, the principle of which
no one has any difficulty with, are properly and appropriately
trained to make sure that they conduct their assessments
and their work with claimants with the highest integrity.
Having been given those assurances, the Committee, as

| said, unanimously consented to the statutory rule being
made. Of course, given that the Committee takes its
scrutiny role very seriously, it will seek to monitor how that
is delivered in the time ahead. The Committee endorses
the statutory rule, despite the reservations that | outlined
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and to which the Member referred, and which the Minister
sought to address in his opening remarks. The Committee
will continue to do that.

| will wear my party cap for a moment or two. Our party,
including our Members on the Committee and the rest of
our party colleagues, is very concerned about the issue. As
| said, we are very focused on the fact that the so-called
welfare reform programme is being ideologically driven by
the Government in London. It is about driving down benefits,
expenditure and so on and so forth. In the first instance,

it is an attack on people who claim benefits. That being
said, my party wants to work with the Department and the
Minister. Indeed, my party colleagues and | will meet the
Minister shortly after this morning’s debate. We want to
work with the Department and the Minister to see how we
can alleviate the most negative impacts of some of the
changes coming down the track. We will, of course, have to
discuss many of them in the House in the time ahead.

My party is very anxious to make sure that the people who
are entitled to benefits get them and that the people who
require and want support to get back into work get the
appropriate level of support from, in this instance, the Social
Security Agency or staff in DEL. We will continue to monitor that.

On behalf of the Committee, | confirm that it is content that
the rule be made. The Committee is determined to monitor
that in the time ahead to make sure that what the Minister
assures us will happen does happen.

Mr Easton: Will the Minister explain how employment
advisers will decide whether claimants are required to
undertake work-related activities?

Mr Speaker: Order. | just want to try to get the procedure
in the House right. There are no questions to the Minister,
because it is not a ministerial statement. It is a statutory
rule, which is treated more or less like a Bill as it travels
through the House. There is no time limit on what we are
dealing with this morning. Does the Member want to carry
on or has he finished?

Mr Easton: | just wanted a bit of clarification on that small
issue.

Mr Durkan: Like the Chair of the Committee, | wish to speak
with my party hat on.

My party also has issues with the whole onset of welfare
reform and, in this respect, with the migration of claimants
from incapacity benefit to ESA. We should welcome any
measures to ease that transition for vulnerable people.

It is important that we do what we can to get people who
are able back to work. There is no doubt that some people
abuse the system. That needs to be rooted out. However,
we are concerned that the new system will abuse other
people. We are concerned that, given the inordinately high
percentage of incapacity benefit recipients in the North
compared with that in the UK, people will be deemed to be
able to work when they quite simply are not.

As more and more welfare reform legislation comes to the
House, debate will become less about party politics and all
about parity politics. The legislation that we debate today is
certainly not punitive when compared with other stuff that
will be coming over the hill. We support the regulations.

Mr Brady: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Comhairle. As
the Chairperson said, many reservations were expressed
in Committee. After it sought reassurances from the
Department, the Committee endorsed the statutory rule.
Basically, these regulations deal with people who actually
reach the stage at which they have work-related interviews.
The difficulty is how they reach that stage. That relates
to the work-capability assessment, which, | accept, is a
different issue. Perhaps it needs to be dealt with another
day. However, those issues are linked. It is difficult to get
away from that.

Since 20 June 2011, Atos, the private company that has
carried out work-capability assessments, has come under

a lot of criticism. Indeed, last night, part of a news item

on Channel 4 highlighted that. Recently, | dealt with a
constituent who underwent one of those assessments. That
person was deemed not to have mental health problems
because, according to the healthcare professional, who

was a nurse, not a doctor, they did not appear to actively
rock back and forth in the chair during the assessment. |
received a copy of that report. It is bizarre to say the least.

| urge the Minister to consider that. In its response to the
Committee’s reservations on that particular legislation, the
Social Security Agency stated that it is fully committed to
high standards of decision-making. So it should be. It went
on to state that it has in place specific training packages
for decision-makers and a decision-making forum in which
staff can share best practice. Again, that is how it should
be. However, although | accept that it is a different issue,
the Minister should address the fact that people arrive at
interviews for the work-capability assessment because they
have been assessed through particular tick-box exercises.

Mr McCausland: | thank Members for their contributions.

| am, indeed, pleased that, as the Committee Chairperson
outlined earlier, when the matter came before the
Committee, it received support from all of the political
parties, albeit with reservations and concerns about how
all of it would work in practice. That cross-party agreement
is valuable and important. | thank the Chairperson for the
positive way in which the Committee has dealt with the
regulations.

Individual Members raised a number of points. In
particular, the question was raised about the training of
staff, especially on mental health issues. DEL, which has
responsibility for work-focused interviews, advises that
staff in jobs and benefits offices and jobcentres are fully
trained to deliver the work-focused interview service to
claimants. The pathways employment service advisers
and team leaders undergo a health and disability module,
which is delivered by the Department’s occupational
psychology service. It covers the area of mental health and
employment. That was enhanced in preparation for the
introduction of ESA to cover more severe mental health
issues such as psychosis and very severe depression.

The Disability Employment Service recognised the need

for advisers to be provided with skills and a framework to
provide support to claimants who are at risk of suicide.
Consequently, it procured PIPS programmes to deliver a
programme of suicide-awareness training to all pathways
advisers and team leaders across the DEL network. The
Department’s occupational psychologists worked closely
with pathways teams to offer support on a case-conference

45



Tuesday 22 November 2011

Executive Committee Business: Employment and Support
Allowance (Work-related Activity) Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2011

basis, analysing and discussing the most complex cases
such as mental ill health. Advisers can also refer such
claimants for occupational assessment in order that
suitable jobs and support needs are identified. DEL has
been instrumental in building links between specialist
disability organisations and the pathways adviser teams

in order that claimants with conditions such as mental ill
health can avail themselves of local and appropriate support
as and when necessary. That is included —

Mr F McCann: Will the Minister give way?
Mr McCausland: Yes, OK.

Mr F McCann: | have a couple of points. Alex said that, at
the Committee, we asked the Department to reassure us
that all eventualities would be covered. However, quite a
number of organisations that deal with people with mental
illness and disabilities are seriously concerned about the
progression of the legislation, and some people raised a
concern that, when people are sent to jobs to bring them
back into the workforce, they are being paid £10 a week for
stacking shelves in supermarkets. Do you not think that that
might be doing somebody out of a full-time job and allowing
businesses to get workers on the cheap?

Mr McCausland: | will conclude the point that | was about to
make, which was that, as part of the staff training, a number
of mental health organisations, including Action Mental
Health and Mencap, have made presentations to and had
discussions with advisers in local offices throughout the year.

A lot of the focus is on mental health; that seems to

be the area about which there is most concern. That is
understandable because it can be difficult at times to
understand the mental state of a person who comes into an
office because, quite often, such conditions can fluctuate. A
person may have a particular state of mind in the morning
and be different in the afternoon. There are fluctuations
even within the day. So, there are concerns about mental
health problems, which are particularly prevalent in Northern
Ireland, and, as the Member will know, there is a much
higher level of mental health issues in some constituencies
than in others. | assure the Member that, as far as possible,
| am confident that considerable concern is being given to
this and that considerable efforts are being made to ensure
that, if people have mental health difficulties, they will be
taken into account as far as possible.

| am sure that, as time goes on and as we work at this,
issues will crop up —

Mr Durkan: Will the Minister give way?

Mr McCausland: | will just finish this point. | am sure that,
as the work goes on, people will come across issues where
things do not work out as they should, and lessons can be
learned from that. When any change happens in any system,
there are always difficulties and hiccups on the way. We need
to make sure that we learn from those, and, if there are cases
where the system does not operate as it should, it is important
that they are brought to the attention of officials so that they
can be looked at and so that lessons can be learned.

Mr Durkan: | thank the Minister for giving way. Could the
Minister give similar assurances as he gave on the mental
health issue about conditions with fluctuating degrees of
severity such as Parkinson’s disease and MS?

Mr McCausland: | am sure that the Member will appreciate
the point that | have just made that, when any new change
takes place, there are always difficulties and hiccups on
the way and lessons to be learned. It is important that
those are learned. So, | assure the Member that there is
an awareness of the importance of not only mental health
issues but other issues as well, and the Member has
highlighted one in which the condition of the individual
changes from time to time.

| assure the Member that good cause for not being able to
attend and, perhaps, the appropriateness of some work will
be taken into account.

11.00 am

Work-related activity was raised as a point, and, in the
initial statement, | emphasised that any work-related
activity would have to be reasonable, realistic and relevant.
Fra McCann asked whether someone being put into work
would do someone else out of a job. | am not aware of

the wages that are to be paid to people, but, obviously, if
you were to put someone into a situation, there would be
fewer hours of work for someone else. | will ask officials to
look at that issue, and | emphasise that some of it is more
the responsibility of DEL than the Department for Social
Development (DSD). We will encourage a look at the nature
of the work that people are put into. Quite often, when
people have been out of work for a very long time and the
skills base needs to be built up, it is difficult to find the work
that is most appropriate for them.

Members raised the issue of disability advisers, and | will
speak to the Minister for Employment and Learning about
that. Mickey Brady raised points about work capability
assessments. | am meeting some folk after the debate
about that, when we can discuss those matters.

Alex Easton asked how employment advisers would decide
when to require a claimant to undertake work-related
activity. The defined work-related activity for fresh claimants
is that they have to go through six work-focused interviews.
Following on from the work-focused interviews, the adviser
will agree a personal action plan with the claimant, with

the primary aim of helping the person to move into or to
return to employment as quickly as possible. Therefore, the
disability employment service will have in place a support
model consisting of disability employment managers and
occupational psychologists. They provide the advice, support
and guidance to the advisers who serve the claimants in
the jobs and benefits and jobcentre network. They will also
deliver training and coaching on topics such as disability
awareness, addressing barriers to employment, caseload
management and so on. That support will enable advisers
to make evidence-based decisions that may result in a
claimant being able to take part in work-related activity.

| trust that | have dealt with the issues that Members
raised, but, if | have inadvertently failed to do so, | will write
to them in due course. | commend the motion to the House.

Question put and agreed to.
Resolved:

That the Employment and Support Allowance (Work-
related Activity) Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2011 be
approved.
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Land Registry (Fees) Order (Northern Ireland)
2011

Mr Wilson (The Minister of Finance and Personnel): | beg
to move

That the Land Registry (Fees) Order (Northern Ireland)
2011 be affirmed.

This order, under section 84 of the Land Registration Act
(Northern Ireland) 1970, seeks to adjust fees charged by
Land Registry to ensure that the fees cover the costs of
registration activity. That is in line with the requirements of
the Act. The fees set down in the order will replace those
that are currently in force under the 2010 fees order.

Members will wish to note that the statutory rule itself is
brief. It increases fees that, in accordance with the statutory
regulations, have been endorsed by the Land Registry rules
committee, chaired by a High Court judge and including
representatives of the Bar Council and the Law Society of
Northern Ireland. | hear Members tittering behind me, and

| am not so sure that that is an endorsement, but that is
how it has been endorsed. Under the Land Registration Act
(Northern Ireland) 1970, there is a legislative requirement
for Land and Property Services, in relation to registration
services, to recover fully the costs of the service provided.

Recent indications are that income in this financial year will
not cover costs. The shortfall is due mainly to a decline in
workload as a result of the depressed property market and
to a fall in property prices. Lower property prices result in lower
registration fees. There has also been an increase in the
registration directorate’s apportionment of departmental costs
for administration services provided to Land and Property
Services (LPS). Those factors, together with the increases in
salary costs for registration staff due to the recent equal pay
settlement, outweigh the efficiencies previously achieved in LPS.

The draft order will increase registration fees by up to 20%.
However, it will retain a discounted fee for applications

that are submitted electronically via the e-registration
method. E-registration has been a great success. The
increase in take-up has risen from 15% to 73% in-year.

The e-registration system enables solicitors to make
applications online, and it contains validation processes
that assist in ensuring that the applications are complete
before they are submitted. The system has benefits in
registration services for the solicitors who use it, as well as
for citizens, as it ensures that registrations are carried out
more efficiently. The e-registration system has improved the
applications that are submitted. It has enabled LPS to make
efficiencies in postage and staffing, as well as facilitating
quicker turnaround times. It is, therefore, important that
the new scale fees retain that incentive to ensure that the
efficiencies that have been made already are fully realised.

Following the completion of legislation earlier this year,
except for a small minority of cases, the Land Registry

will no longer require the lodgement of land certificates to
complete property transactions. It is anticipated that that
will speed up registration processing time and reduce LPS
overheads for the storage and management of documents.
Some customers may still wish to use land certificates and
request new certificates in situations where, for example,
land is subdivided. However, to support the implementation
of the earlier legislation, which will facilitate full electronic

registration, it is proposed to levy enhanced fees for the
production of new land certificates, updates to existing land
certificates and the issuing of certificates of charge.

Other charges include an increase from £3-50 to £4 for the
standard search fee. There will be an increase of 50p for
copy maps and documents, excluding uncertificated copy
folios. The fee for section 53 applications, which are very
complex, will be increased to £250, and the fee for any
application that requires a registrar to rule on any matter
will be increased to £200. The proposed changes will result
in the fee for the current average house price sale rising
from £240 to £300. Members should, however, note that
that fee is £90 less than the average £208 fee for a house
sale transaction that existed when properties were selling at
considerably higher prices.

Higher property prices generate greater fees for Land
Registry, and considerable efficiencies have been introduced
to registration services to drive down the costs and
overheads of the organisation. Members should also note
that the proposed order will have the lowest scale fee for
home registries for properties that are being transferred in
the maximum price bracket.

Although | consider that any fee increase should be avoided
where possible, | am content that the draft order strikes the
right and fair balance. | am also content that it is continuing
to encourage fee reductions for applications lodged in
electronic format, which will continue to drive further
efficiencies and deliver improved customer services. In line
with the convention of giving the legal profession prior notice
of the implementation of new fees, | propose that the new
order come into effect from 1 February 2012.

My Executive colleagues and members of the Committee
for Finance and Personnel were advised of my intention to
make the statutory rule. No comments were received on
the proposed introduction. The Committee was content with
the statutory rule. Therefore, | recommend that the Land
Registry (Fees) Order (Northern Ireland) 2011 be affirmed.

Mr Murphy (The Chairperson of the Committee for Finance
and Personnel): Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Comhairle.
Gabhaim buiochas leis an Aire. | thank the Minister for his
opening remarks. The policy proposals contained in the
statutory rule were considered by the Committee on 21
September 2011. The Committee noted that the rule seeks
to prescribe land registration fees to ensure that, as far as
is practicable, they are set at a level that will produce an
annual amount sufficient to pay all salaries, remuneration
and other expenses relating to the operating costs of the
Land Registry, which is part of Land and Property Services.

The Committee formally considered the statutory rule that is
before the Assembly today on 9 November 2011, together
with the accompanying report from the Assembly’s Examiner
of Statutory Rules. The Committee agreed to recommend
that the Land Registry (Fees) Order (NI) 2011 be affirmed by
the Assembly. Therefore, | support the motion.

Mr Girvan: |, too, affirm the motion. | agree that the cost

of delivering the service must be covered by the fees
received. In light of the comments made by the Minister
about the downturn in the housing market and the resulting
revenue reduction incurred, | see no alternative to the
implementation of what is, in the overall scheme of things,
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a small proportion of the purchase price of a property or the
transfer of the deed across and registration thereof.

This has probably been the only course of action that we
could take. Processes have been put in place to improve
efficiency in the Department to ensure that the digitisation
of maps and the transmission of that have improved, as

well as the establishment of the e-registration process. It

is good to see that solicitors are availing themselves of the
e-registration process, which means that they can pass on
the reduction in cost and save money for their clients. It is
good to encourage people to use and take advantage of that
portal.

The DUP supports the motion.

Mr Wilson: | am pleased that there has been consensus of
support across the Assembly for the regulations. | thank the
Committee for Finance and Personnel and its Chair, Conor
Murphy, for the positive manner in which they have dealt with
the statutory rule.

In my opening comments, | made clear the reasons for the
proposals. The service is sold to the public and, of course,
is of benefit to those who are purchasing properties.

Like any other service that is available from professional
sources, it has to cover its costs; it is not subsidised. That
does not mean that we have been lax in the costing of

this service. We have sought ways of driving efficiencies
through the system. We have cut staff, and we have looked
at ways of reducing overheads. The use of e-registration
has been one of the big ways of reducing overheads. That
is in addition to the other efficiencies that would have been
passed on through the normal savings that LPS would have
been required to find.

| thank Members for their support and commend the motion
to the House.

Question put and agreed to.
Resolved:

That the Land Registry (Fees) Order (Northern Ireland)
2011 be affirmed.

11.15 am

Registration of Deeds (Fees) Order (Northern
Ireland) 2011

Mr Wilson (The Minister of Finance and Personnel): | beg
to move

That the Registration of Deeds (Fees) Order (Northern
Ireland) 2011 be affirmed.

The order, under section 16 of the Registration of Deeds
Act (Northern Ireland) 1970 seeks to increase the Registry
of Deeds fees in line with the rise in the overall costs of
delivering services. The fees set down in the order will
replace those currently in force under the Registration of
Deeds (Fees) Order (Northern Ireland) 2007.

The 2007 order introduced zero charging for records prior

to 1 January 1990. That was set on the premise that the
searching of those records would continue to decline over
time. The volume of searching has not declined as expected,
and the continued use of records has necessitated
investment to replace the memorial microfilm and microfilm
readers, which are now beyond repair. To offset that
investment, the new fees order will include charges for
permits, which will allow searchers to access pre-1990
records on a daily, monthly or annual basis.

The draft order proposes to increase many of the
registration fees by £2. For example, the fee for a special
certificate of registration will increase from £13 to £15; a
certified copy memorial that was filed under the Registration
of Deeds Act will rise from £15 to £17; and the fee for
registration of an entry for satisfaction of a mortgage will

go up from £8 to £10. Other proposed changes include
searching fees. Electronic records that have been filed since
1 January 1990 will now include a fee of £7 for every set

of up to 90 results where the customer searches via the
internet. Where the customer searches via the agency’s
facilities, a fee of £10 for every set of up to 90 results will
be incurred. In addition, the fee for a common or negative
search is to increase from £25 to £30.

The fee increases will ensure that the costs of delivering the
Registry of Deeds services are covered by the fees charged.
| confirm that consultation has taken place with the Law
Society of Northern Ireland. In line with the convention of
giving the legal profession prior notice of the implementation
of new fees, | propose that the new order will come into
effect on 1 February 2012.

My Executive colleagues and members of the Committee
for Finance and Personnel were advised of my intention to
make the statutory rule. No comments were received on the
proposed introduction. The Committee was content with the
statutory rule. Therefore, | recommend that the Registration
of Deeds (Fees) Order (Northern Ireland) 2011 be affirmed.

Mr Murphy (The Chairperson of the Committee for Finance
and Personnel): Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Comhairle.
Gabhaim buiochas leis an Aire aris. | again thank the
Minister for his remarks. The policy proposals contained

in the statutory rule were considered by the Committee

on 21 September this year. The Committee noted that the
rule seeks to prescribe the fees to be taken in respect

of documents lodged for registration in the Registry of
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Deeds and of entries, records, examinations, inspections,
certificates and copies that are made and other matters
that are done in that registry under the Registration of
Deeds Act. The Committee did not have any issues to raise
in respect of the policy proposals.

The Committee formally considered the statutory rule that
is before the Assembly today at its meeting on 9 November
2011 together with the accompanying report from the
Assembly’s Examiner of Statutory Rules. The Committee
agreed to recommend that the Registration of Deeds (Fees)
Order (NI) 2011 be affirmed by the Assembly. Therefore, |
support the motion.

Mr Girvan: |, too, support the motion that has been put
forward by the Minister. | thank him for bringing it to the
House this morning. | appreciate that some of the figures
that have been mentioned are modest. We appreciate that,
in this time of austerity, we are attempting to just cover
the cost of delivering the service. In doing so, we have
attempted to keep everything at as low a level as possible.
As far as the Committee is concerned, | agree with the
Chair. | was present at that meeting, and | agree that that
was the case. On behalf of the DUR | support the motion.

Mr Wilson: Once again, | am pleased with the consensus
of support across the Assembly for the regulations. Again,
| thank the Committee for Finance and Personnel and its
Chair, Conor Murphy, for the positive manner in which they
have dealt with the statutory rule.

Question put and agreed to.
Resolved:

That the Registration of Deeds (Fees) Order (Northern
Ireland) 2011 be affirmed.

Private Members’ Business

Sports Clubs: Rate Relief

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

10 minutes in which to make a winding-up speech. One
amendment has been selected and published on the
Marshalled List. The proposer of the amendment will have
10 minutes in which to propose and five minutes in which
to make a winding-up speech. All other Members who are
called to speak will have five minutes.

Mr Swann: | beg to move

That this Assembly recognises the benefits which
community and amateur sports clubs bring to local
communities; notes the vital role which they play in
encouraging participation in sporting activities and the
contribution they make in promoting healthy lifestyles;
and calls on the Minister of Finance and Personnel to
raise the rate relief afforded to these clubs from 80%
to 100% to ensure parity with equivalent clubs in other
parts of the UK.

| thank the Business Committee for allotting time for me to
raise the issue, and | thank the Minister for his presence.

It is with great pleasure that | bring the motion to the

House. | do so not without care and consideration but after
conversation and consultation with a number of the main
sporting bodies in Northern Ireland: the Irish Rugby Football
Union (IRFU), the Gaelic Athletic Association (GAA) and the
Irish Football Association (IFA). However, rate relief is also a
priority for many small, community-based sports clubs. | saw
an opportunity to bring their requests for rate relief equality
with their counterparts in other parts of the UK, under the
community amateur sports clubs (CASC) scheme, before
the House today, and | am aware that | am not the only
Member to have been approached by one if not all of those
representative bodies on the issue. | am also aware that

it is high on the list of priorities for the all-party Assembly
group on rugby. The motion is also timely, in recognition of
the announcement by the BBC this morning of the possibility
that Northern Ireland may face an “obesity tsunami” in our
young people. The motion could in some way tackle that as well.

The Programme for Government that was launched last week
makes several specific commitments for sport over the next
few years: to develop sports stadiums, as agreed with the
IFA, GAA and Ulster Rugby; to host the World Police and Fire
Games; and to host a significant golf tournament. That is all
very commendable, but what is missing is the recognition of
the benefits of sport and leisure to the longerterm health
and well-being of our society. Commitments to increase
support for grass-roots participation are also lacking.

Unfortunately, my colleagues and | are not able to support the
amendment at this stage. However, that is not to say that
the situation may not change during the debate, depending
on the comments made by Mr Hamilton and his colleagues.
We feel that “to examine” is not the same as “to raise”, but
of greater concern is the fact that the amendment would not
even commit the Assembly to keeping the status quo.

The amendment is not strong enough and weakens the
proposal to the point at which the Department of Finance
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and Personnel (DFP) could roll back on prior decisions

on rate relief. Having brought the motion to the House, |
would find it hard to stomach if our amateur sports clubs
could face less than 80% rate relief as a result. | am sure
that Mr Hamilton will reassure me otherwise, but | and my
colleagues, before we could support the amendment, will
need to hear how long such an examination would take and
how soon we could work with clubs to increase the benefit
of sporting activity using the finances that would become
available to local clubs.

| pay tribute to the vast amount of work being carried out
by the main sports governing bodies in setting their targets
on participation. We need to be equally supportive in this
place. | also pay tribute to all the parties in the Assembly
that recognised the value of grass-roots sports in their
manifesto. | hope that they demonstrate that here today by
supporting the motion.

Sports clubs play an essential and significant role in the
development of sport in Northern Ireland. Clubs impact

on sport by providing opportunities for participants to

enjoy positive sporting experiences, and they provide
environments where, in partnership with governing bodies
and other agencies, young athletes can be supported to
realise their full potential in their sport. In all, 29% of 16- to
17-year-olds and 59% of 11- to 16-year-olds are members
of at least one sports club. In the overwhelming majority of
cases, the clubs are operated by enthusiastic and dedicated
volunteers who perform a range of coaching, management
and administrative roles, as well as many others. It is
estimated that 37,233 volunteers dedicate their time to
formal volunteering opportunities in sports clubs, of whom
18,095 are involved in at least one a week. A conservative
estimate of the monetary value of the contribution made

by volunteers in sports clubs is that it is in the order of
£180,950 a week or well over £9 million a year. The Sport
and Recreation Alliance’s findings support the proposition
that government’s investment in supporting the sporting
voluntary sector has a return of up to £30 for every £1 invested.

The previous Committee for Culture, Arts and Leisure carried
out an inquiry that came to the conclusion that the Executive
needed to champion participation in sport and physical
activity and ensure that all relevant Departments were
assigned targets for facilitating participation opportunities
under the next Programme for Government. The Committee
recommended that the Department of Health, Social
Services and Public Safety should invest more of its budget
on preventive health measures that involved participation

in physical activity as a means of reducing obesity-related
iliness and the associated financial cost to the health
service over future years.

We should also note that the positive health and well-
being from participation and social interaction goes far
beyond simply addressing obesity and has a major impact
on positive mental health. Mr Weir said yesterday that
there was a danger that we could produce young people in
Northern Ireland with the most able thumbs if they only rely
on Xboxes. That is why we want to support amateur sports
clubs: to get those young people not just into our libraries
but out on to the sports fields.

Mr Weir: Obviously that is an issue that my colleagues will
develop later, but | expressed concern that we would have
a generation that are very skilled with their thumbs and

nothing else. One of the problems is that, if we carbon-copy
what is in England, we will actually get lots of sports clubs
spending their time filling in an enormous number of forms
because what is there in England is not automatic across
the board but is discretionary. That is one of the areas that
will need to be looked at. | am sure that my colleagues will
develop that point when they speak on the issue.

Mr Swann: | thank the Member for his intervention. My
colleagues will likewise expand on that subject later, so |
hope that he is still here to pay attention.

The previous Minister, Nelson McCausland, addressed the
Committee as part of that inquiry and stated:

“As the Committee will be aware, Sport Matters
estimates that an additional £134 million will be needed
over the next 10 years to achieve all the aims of the
strategy. It also recognises that no one organisation can
singlehandedly meet that shortfall. All public, private and
voluntary stakeholders have a role to play. However, it

is important for central government and the Northern
Ireland Assembly to set the example. If the Executive

are to fulfil their commitments to sport and physical
recreation in Sport Matters and deliver the wider benéefits,
Ministers and Departments need to look imaginatively at
ways of supporting each other practically and financially.”

The Current Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure, in
response to a question | asked last week, said:

“One of the contradictions that sports clubs have pointed
out to me when | have met them is that, because many of
their sports are not funded, they must fundraise, particularly
for additional activities. They spend most of their time
fundraising. They did not volunteer to be fundraisers; they
volunteered to be coaches, to wash kits and to turn up
and do whatever they can. | do not know how that balance
will be struck for many of those clubs, but | encourage
Sport NI to take a more prominent role in helping clubs.
Some pressure needs to be taken off them so that they
can get on with doing the work that they want to; after all,
they volunteered and gave up their free time to do that.”
— [Official Report, Bound Volume 68, p349, col 2].

Sport NI, in its report ‘Bridging the Gap’, states:

“Sport and physical recreation, including the provision

of quality sports facilities, can have a profound effect on
peoples’ lives, whether it's future athletes being inspired
by world-class performances, or older people and women
becoming more active. It also plays a role in improving
health and well-being, education, and contributes to
improving social cohesion.”

The report also identifies the current lack of provision
needed to meet that demand, a shortfall of 142 badminton
courts, six swimming pools, 612 tennis courts, three
athletics tracks and 2,221 acres of grass pitches, which
could be 829 grass or 207 synthetic sports pitches or a
mixture of the two. We recognise the demand. We also
recognise the financial constraints within which we operate.

Sports governing bodies in Northern Ireland want to develop
their sports and the infrastructure. They recognise the

financial situation and want to play their role. The motion is
about starting the process of working smarter with a joined-
up government to get to the point that we all want to reach.
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Mr Hamilton: | beg to move the following amendment: Leave
out all after “Personnel” and insert

“to examine the rate relief afforded to these clubs.”

| thank Mr Swann for tabling the motion. In moving the
amendment, | will split the motion into two parts. At the
start of the motion, there is recognition, and at the end,
there is a call to action. In my speech, | will deal with
aspects of the motion, but probably more so towards the end.

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

All Members will subscribe, wholeheartedly and 100%, to
the first part of the motion, which stresses the obvious
value of amateur sports clubs to society in Northern Ireland.
We watch sport on television and see professionals at the
height of their game, but we sometimes forget that the
backbone of sport in Northern Ireland, as in any society,

is the amateur sports club. Amateur clubs have by far

the greatest number of members and are rooted in every
community in Northern Ireland. Were it not for amateur clubs
producing talent, professional clubs at the higher end of the
game would not be able to do their job. We focus on the

big money-making teams and forget that were it not for the
bedrock of amateur sport, the professional end would not be
there at all.

| have seen that in my constituency. | see some of the
volunteers about whom Mr Swann spoke, who freely give

up their time for nothing other than love of the sport in
which they are involved. They give up not only Saturday
afternoons but week nights; sometimes they give up entire
weekends for trips to away matches. There is an admirable
dedication that we should wholeheartedly support. It can be
seen at a local level. | saw it when | was Chair of the Social
Development Committee. Under that Department’s remit for
volunteering, | found out just how big the sector is. One way
or another, tens of thousands of people are involved.

On a personal level, my eldest son, although he is only five
years old, goes to an amateur football club once a week to
train, and hundreds of kids, from five to 15 years of age,

go to that club to train every week. Were it not for that club
and others like it in the locality, goodness only knows where
some of those older kids might be and what they might be
doing. We should all recognise that issue. Amateur sports
clubs play a key role not only in promoting health, combating
obesity and maintaining good physical fitness but in
ensuring a more stable society in Northern Ireland.

There is no dispute with the first part of the motion, and there
is not much dispute with the sentiments of the second part.

Mr Humphrey: | am grateful to the Member for giving way.

| agree entirely with his comments on the role of local
sports clubs in the community. Does he agree with me that,
particularly in urban areas, they can provide a huge resource
in giving young people a diversionary role and directing them
away from negative elements in the community to a positive
situation?

Mr Hamilton: The Member is absolutely right. It is no

coincidence, for example, that a lot of midnight football is
played in urban areas. That distracts kids from things that
they may be involved in — or could become distracted and

get involved in — and engages them in an activity that they
all love and can unite around. Certainly, sport plays a key
role not only in our towns and cities but across Northern
Ireland.

I will make two general comments on the second part

of the motion before | make a specific point, and | hope
that the Member and his colleagues can unite around the
amendment rather than the original motion.

There are risks involved in singling out good causes. We

all recognise amateur sport as a good cause, but there is

a risk in the Assembly asking for automatic rate relief, or
some automatic action, that will cost the Executive money.
All sorts of good causes could be singled out, and every one
of them would be seen as worthy and deserving. Very soon,
there could be an exceptionally complex rating system, and
millions of pounds would have been given up.

That leads me to my second general comment about the
costs involved. It is estimated that through the 80% rate
relief, about £4 million is given to amateur sports clubs

in Northern Ireland. It would cost about £1 million if that
percentage were increased. Some might say that £1 million
is not a terribly large amount of money, but in the context

of all the reliefs that are offered by the rating system in
Northern Ireland, we have to acknowledge that there is a
cost there. The motion does not deal with that; that is not a
weakness in itself but it is an issue. There are only two ways
to deal with it. You either forgo the revenue and say that we,
as an Executive, have £1 million less to spend on all sorts
of things or you put the burden on to some other ratepayers.

Mr McClarty: Does the Member not also agree that there

is a cost in not doing it? The health and well-being of young
citizens would be adversely affected, and that would have an
impact on our health service.

Mr Hamilton: You could make that argument with virtually
anything. You could say that there is a cost in not doing
something in relation to all sorts of causes. | go back to my
first point: before you know it, you have chipped away at your
rating system and made it more complex in the process.

The value of amateur sports clubs to society has been
recognised in the relief given to sports clubs. It was
recognised in 2004 when the relief that they received was
extended from 65% to 80%. We give lots of reliefs to all
sorts of organisations, particularly businesses. Indeed,
some amateur sports clubs benefit from small business
rate relief at the minute.

Mr Swann: Will the Member give way?
Mr Hamilton: | want to continue.

They will benefit further from the extension when we pass
the legislation in the House.

The tail end of the motion refers to bringing us into line with
the rest of the UK. As an avowed unionist, that is something
that | always look to do. | am always keen to have parity
with the rest of the United Kingdom as often as possible.
However, in this instance, | am not convinced that it is
entirely to the benefit of amateur sports clubs in Northern
Ireland. | will explain why.

Amateur sports clubs in Northern Ireland get 80% relief
automatically. As long as it is an amateur sports club
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without any professional aspect, it gets that relief. That

is not the case in Great Britain, where the system is very
complex. Amateur sports clubs in Great Britain have to
jump all sorts of registration hurdles with HM Revenue
and Customs (HMRC). They have to register as a charity

or with Community Amateur Sports Clubs, an organisation
that advises its members that doing that is sometimes not
necessarily to the benefit of a club.

Mr Weir made a valid point in his intervention. A lot of
people who are involved in clubs do it for the love of

the sport. They know that there is some administrative
burden on them. When we took through legislation on the
registration of clubs last term, my experience was that
people involved in those clubs do not want more and more
administration and bureaucracy pushed on them. Having
to register with HMRC or the Charity Commission would do
that. We have to bear in mind that, for that reason, it may
not be in the interest of some clubs.

The issue with the 20% additional discretionary relief is
that it is discretionary and not always applied. Indeed,

a great number of clubs in Great Britain do not get it. In
some cases, the local authority uses its discretion, and
restrictions are put on membership and the membership
fees charged, which takes you into a whole debate about
what is a worthy sport or club and what is not.

To say that we should move to 100% automatic relief as in
the rest of the UK is not accurate, hence the amendment
put forward by me and my colleagues that we should
examine the rate relief. Our argument is that the system in
Great Britain is not necessarily to the benefit of clubs.

Mr Swann: Mr Hamilton, will you give me an assurance that
you will not look at it the other way and go back to 65% rate
relief?

Mr Hamilton: | heard that point being made, and | intended
to address it in the final minute that | have. As far as | am
aware, there is no intention to do that. The Minister can
answer much better than me, although perhaps it will be my
responsibility at a later stage. There is no intention to go in
the opposite direction. The fact that the rate relief increased
from 65% to 80% shows that there is recognition of the
value of amateur sports clubs.

Our point is that the GB system is much more complex and
discretionary than our system. Clubs in Northern Ireland
may be better off with a guarantee of 80% than a hope of
100%. Indeed, some already benefit from small business
rate relief, and they will continue to do so.

The Member is a member of the Committee for Culture, Arts
and Leisure, and he mentioned the Department of Culture,
Arts and Leisure (DCAL) quite a lot. In taking the issue
forward, there is an onus on DCAL to come forward with
evidence to back up the case.

Mr Deputy Speaker: Bring your remarks to a close, please.

Mr Hamilton: Thank you, Mr Deputy Speaker. If DCAL brings
that evidence to the Finance Minister, there will be every
scope to look at the issue and to look at getting a system
that will be to the benefit of clubs, not to their detriment.

Mr Sheehan: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann Combhairle.
| cannot disagree with much of what the previous two

Members who spoke said. Let us face it: sport is good for
society. Health benefits are accrued from it and it gives
young people a focus in their lives. As Mr Humphrey said —
[Interruption.] Sport takes young people off the streets when
they may be involved in other activities that would have a
negative impact on communities.

| speak with experience from my own club, and | suppose
that | should have declared an interest as a member of the
GAA. Every Saturday morning, you go along, and there are
150 to 200 kids between four and 14 years of age, and
volunteers give up their time willingly to help to coach those
young people, to take them to matches, to provide kits for
them and to provide transport to matches. However, the
difficulty is that, in the current climate, the cost of new kits
for amateur sporting clubs has gone up, as have the costs
of heating clubs, providing electricity and fuel for transport.
Therefore, amateur sporting clubs are in a difficult position.
It is not just the GAA. | do not want to focus solely on the
GAA. Every weekend, soccer clubs and rugby clubs do the
same. Amateur boxing clubs are another resource in our
community, particularly in deprived and disadvantaged areas
in Belfast. They take the kids off the streets at night, train
them, provide a healthy lifestyle and give them a focus in
their lives.

We all know of the health benefits of being involved in sport.
Mr Swann mentioned the report on the radio this morning,
which suggests that an obesity tsunami will be coming
down the tracks in five or 10 years. We have everything that
is associated with obesity, such as stroke, cardiovascular
disease, certain types of cancer, and so on. Unfortunately,
in the report by the Committee for Culture, Arts and Leisure
in 2010, Sport NI reported that participation in sport and
physical activity is actually falling. Mr Swann also said

that the Executive need to champion sporting and physical
activity. One way of doing that is by providing 100% rate relief.

Of course, we need to look at the cost, and there is a cost in
everything. The argument was developed to a certain extent
about the dividend from any investment made in sport. My
belief is that the dividend from a relatively small investment
in amateur sporting clubs will be immense. We do not want
added bureaucracy, and | am sure that there is some way of
developing a system that can be easily resolved by amateur
clubs.

We support the motion, and if it is not contradictory, we also
support the amendment.

Mr D Bradley: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. Eirim le tacaiocht a thabhairt don rin ata faoi
bhraid an Tiondil inniu. | support the motion. | declare an
interest as a member of St Patricks Gaelic Football Club,
Carrickcruppen.

As previous Members who spoke said, sports clubs make a
huge contribution to our society, which benefits all of us in
many ways. Obviously, physical activity contributes greatly to
health and well-being and saves society millions of pounds
annually. More importantly, it saves hundreds of lives. On
the other hand, physical inactivity is costing millions of
pounds, year on year. The more people we can encourage
into sport and physical activity, the more money we will save
and the more lives we will improve and save.
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This is about more than simply saving money. Sport and
physical activity improve people’s lives in so many other
ways. They improve people’s mental health; create social
capital, which is the cement that binds society together;
and create a more cohesive society. Those who participate
in sporting activities that are provided by sports clubs
benefit from the physical activity, but they also learn other
important skills. They learn values like teamwork, loyalty
and selflessness, which, in turn, are transferred into other
areas of their lives, such as family, school, workplace

and community. Those have a multiplier effect that gives
tremendous added value to society as a whole. Although
those who participate in sports activities may learn their
skills on the field of play, they do not pick them up off

the ground. It is through the interest and hard work of
dedicated coaches who voluntarily give of their time and
effort that they gain those skills. That in itself is a priceless
contribution to our society.

Our young people are the main but not the only beneficiaries
of sport, which can lift them out of cycles of inactivity and
into positive healthy trajectories, which, in turn, improve
their mental, physical and emotional well-being. The benefits
of sport are not confined to young people. Across the

age ranges, people benefit from the work of sports clubs
through engaging in physical activity, but also through the
social and cultural interactions and outlets that clubs and
organisations provide.

It is impossible to place a monetary value on all those
benefits but if it could be done, it would amount to a vast
sum of money. Although the debate is, to some extent,
about money, there are more important things involved,
which are beyond the reach of money and which cannot
be bought and can never be paid for, regardless of the
contribution that government makes, welcome as it is. No
government scheme, no matter how well designed and
marketed, could replicate the work of the amateur sports
club or organisation, fuelled as it is by the enthusiasm of
the individual for the game and funnelled through the group
activity of the club.

However, government has a role, and it is not to try to
colonise the activity of the amateur clubs and organisations.
That would be wrong, even it were achievable. In my view,
government’s role is to act as a catalyst to provide the
resources that can make it easier to make things happen.
Government has contributed very usefully and generously

to sports development here through Sport NI, which falls
within the remit of the Department of Culture, Arts and
Leisure; neighbourhood renewal, through the Department for
Social Development; and physical education and coaching
schemes in the Department of Education. | am sure that
the Office of the First Minister and deputy First Minister
(OFMDFM) has contributed through various community
relation initiatives. This is an opportunity for the Department
of Finance and Personnel to make a further contribution by
extending rate relief for sports clubs to 100%.

Mr Hamilton said that there is a cost to all of this. | hope
that | can deal with that. In 2010, 77-6% of rates debt was
achieved.

Mr Deputy Speaker: Bring your remarks to a close, please.

Mr D Bradley: That exceeded the 75% target by 2-6%, which
was an increase of around £2 million.

Mr Deputy Speaker: Time is up.
Mr D Bradley: If we can continue to lessen rates debt —
Mr Deputy Speaker: The Member’s time is up.

Mr D Bradley: — we can use the money gained to pay for
this measure.

Mr Lyttle: |, too, congratulate the proposers of the motion,
and | welcome the opportunity that it presents for the
Assembly to recognise the contribution that community and
amateur sports clubs make to the health and well-being of
men, women and children across Northern Ireland. | also
welcome the call that it makes for additional support for our
clubs, but I, too, would prefer that we afford the Minister an
opportunity to examine the proposals in more detail.

As an amateur soccer player, with, admittedly, ever-
decreasing success levels, and as a coach and a committee
member, | am acutely aware of the vital contribution that
volunteers make in our community and sports clubs. As has
been mentioned, it is very often the local social or amateur
sports club that is the hub of the physical and social activity
of a community. It is a place where many people sacrifice
their time and effort to ensure that our children and young
people gain values and skills that allow them to achieve
their true potential. It is also a place where lifelong and
community-based learning allows people to achieve self-
esteem and routes to employability that otherwise would not
have been possible. | believe that, as an Assembly, we must
be passionately concerned to do all that we can to ensure
that that contribution is both recognised and resourced

so that such positive experiences and outcomes can be
delivered to as many people as possible.

We heard about obesity in the news today, and
recommendations from the Chief Medical Officer also
suggest that adults in Northern Ireland take part in at least
30 minutes of moderate physical activity five times a week.
However, the reality is that closer to 35% do so, meaning
that little over a third of our population comes close to
achieving those targets. If we compare those figures with
57% of Australians and 70% of the Finnish population, we
begin to understand part of the reason why our health
system is struggling to meet demand. We need to support
our volunteers and communities to help us to change that
scandalous situation. We must, therefore, recognise the
preventative role that regular participation in sport can play
in reducing the cost of inactivity to the health service, as
well as the significant well-being and employability benefits
that it can bring.

| have been fortunate to be involved in participation for most
of my life. | am aware of the excellent community and sports
clubs in my constituency, East Belfast, including Ridgeway
Rovers under-12 soccer team, which recently defeated
Swords Celtic to become all-Ireland champion in its age
group. | had to get that mention in there.

On a serious note, it is that type of exchange and
achievement that serves to highlight the important role

that clubs play in the social fabric of our communities. The
benefits of well-resourced community and sports clubs can
be wide-ranging. Only last week, the Minister of Culture, Arts
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and Leisure highlighted the significance of volunteering in
Northern Ireland and outlined the Department’s efforts to
increase opportunities throughout the region. The Northern
Ireland Federation of Clubs reports that its own private-
member, non-profit-making sports, social and recreational
clubs provide volunteering opportunities for around

6,500 people. Figures reveal that clubs also provide job
opportunities for many more. It has also been mentioned
that enhancing and developing community cohesion is
arguably more relevant in our community than in any other
area of the UK or Ireland.

For all those reasons, | congratulate the proposers of the
motion but | also accept that the amendment would afford
the Minister of Finance an opportunity to properly examine
this important issue and, | hope, return to the House with a
full statement on improving community and sports club rate
relief as a matter of urgency. | ask the Minister, and, indeed,
the Executive, to consider in his examination the wide-
ranging benefit that community and sports clubs deliver and
to ensure that we offer them the fullest support possible.

Mr Girvan: | support the amendment. The motion highlights
the benefits of sport to our community and is a good
opportunity for the House to debate those benefits and the
amateur clubs that deliver them. Those benefits are wide
and varied.

| just asked my colleague beside me whether a darts club
would be classed as amateur. There are a number of things
about the motion that we need to look at seriously. We
cannot look at the matter as being one for the Department
of Finance and Personnel in isolation. As already alluded

to, the Department of Culture, Arts and Leisure has a key
responsibility in identifying which clubs should, or should
not, benefit from rate relief. | appreciate that we have moved
from 65% to 80% rate relief across the board without putting
clubs through all the bureaucracy. For those clubs that are
able and have the capacity to fill in forms, tick boxes and
ensure that they have the correct registration, we have taken
an approach that allows 80% rate relief across the board.

Mention has been made of what has happened in the rest of
GB. Having had experience with some of the clubs based
there, | can say that it is quite evident that they have a number
of hoops to go through before they can achieve 100% rate
relief. Not a large percentage does, and local authorities
have some involvement in that as well. From that point of
view, there are aspects that we need to look at seriously.

The costs associated with this would remove a certain
amount of money from use in other areas. | am not saying
that we have to throw the baby out with the bath water.
However, some of the revenue generated could be used to
support our hospitals, roads and schools. Rates are our
only tax-gathering power in Northern Ireland, so we have to
make very good use of them. We cannot hark back to what
happened in the days when we received everything from the
Exchequer in London. If we were able to fund this, it would
be a penny out of —

Mr Beggs: Does the Member accept that there is a cost
when a large number of people do not participate in sport?
It is reflected subsequently in ill health and in our health
systems. There is a cost to the public purse if we do not
encourage participation in sport.

Mr Girvan: | appreciate that, and | take on board that there
are health benefits from being involved in sport. There are
also health risks for those involved in sport. It depends on
who is taking part. For instance, if you want to play rugby
with me, | might end up slightly worse off. | look round

the Chamber and | notice, with interest, that people have
declared their involvement in certain clubs. Sometimes, |
wonder whether that involvement is in only the social aspect
of the club, and | say that with tongue in cheek.

| believe that there is merit in our having the debate today.
We should not look at the Department of Finance and
Personnel in isolation because other aspects need to be
examined. The Minister of Health, Social Services and Public
Safety was present this morning, and | appreciate that if
people get involved and engage in sport, they can offset
some of the illnesses that they may have in later life. There
are great benefits to be gained from that. We should not
take only a broad brush approach on this matter; there are
private clubs that generate revenue due to paying members,
and there are those that have a commercial aspect as well,
in that they generate revenue from the hire of their facilities.
All those aspects need to be considered. | think that the
issue has to be looked at in the round. | still feel that we
have taken the proper approach as regards clubs having
80% rate relief. | am not ruling out a full review to see
whether there is a way to include other clubs and other ways
of increasing rate relief for them. They can take advantage
of the charities aspect, and | know that a number of them
have done so.

12.00 noon

Mr McLaughlin: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Comhairle. | endorse the sentiment of the motion, and |
congratulate our Ulster Unionist Party colleagues on tabling
it. My party looked carefully at the motion and considered
tabling an amendment. However, we decided simply to
address our questions in the context of the debate and

on the basis of supporting the motion. The amendment is
constructive and helpful, and we will support it.

| will follow up on some of Paul Girvan’s comments. If
Members think about it, they will see that the reference

to community and amateur sports serves to give them a
broad definition. The Minister may give us some examples
of the difficulties that such a broad definition might create.
We should accept from the beginning that the differential
between 80% and 100% rate relief will not make a
significant difference to programme spend for the Executive.
Indeed, we should factor in the cost of collecting those
revenues and measure the health and social benefits of
amateur club membership, as Members have repeatedly
addressed. | am a lifelong member of the Sean Dolan’s
Gaelic Athletic Club in Derry. Therefore, | know the benefits,
and Member after Member can testify to them. There

is no difference between us on that. However, we might
want to reflect on practical or operational issues, and the
amendment provides that breathing space while allowing the
parties in the Chamber to express their positive intent. This
is a positive motion, and it is meant to address an issue
that has health and well-being implications for our entire
community. On that basis, we should find the ways and
means to support it.

As Members have said, there are different types of club. We
know about workplace social clubs. Over the years, such
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clubs emerged out of the industrial era that our economy
experienced a generation ago. Nevertheless, some of those
clubs continue to exist and have taken on different forms
over the years. It is a necessity that we look at whether the
existing system can be improved by providing additional
relief. However, we might create additional problems that
have not manifested themselves yet. If possible, we should
establish the cost benefits as well as the social and well-
being benefits, and doing that will take an assessment in
the round. Therefore, my party supports the amendment.

| hope that the Members who tabled the motion will
consider the note of caution that is being sounded and take
another look at the motion. We may find ourselves involved
in disputes and arbitration processes over which clubs

are entitled to qualify. At the end of the day, it might end

up being more costly than we had originally intended. We
should try to preserve the original intention and find a way of
moving forward.

Mr Humphrey: | declare an interest as a member of
Woodvale Cricket Club, although | am long since retired. |
thank the Members who tabled the motion, and | support
the amendment.

The issue of 100% rate relief has been raised before,
particularly by the GAA in a co-ordinated lobby in 2005-06.
That lobby was followed equally effectively by the lobby

of the Grand Orange Lodge of Ireland and the Orange
Community Network about the derating of Orange halls and
community halls such as scout halls. | declare an interest
as a founding member and a former board member of the
Orange Community Network who was involved in that lobby.
In the Orange fraternity, over 200 activities exist across the
600 halls in Northern Ireland, and 4,500 groups operate

in those halls. Orange halls were, obviously, the very first
community centres.

As other Members have, | commend the clubs that work —
particularly in an urban context — in socially deprived areas
on interfaces and close to interfaces for all the diversionary
work that they do. It is absolutely vital. At the outset, | pay
tribute to the clubs in my area, including Shankill United

FC, which got to the semi-final of the Steel and Sons Cup
this year and were beaten by a wee amateur team called
Bangor FC. | also pay tribute to Woodvale FC, which won the
IFA Junior Cup this year; Albert Foundry FC, which won the
Clarence Cup in 2010; and, of course, Woodvale Cricket
Club, which reached the Northern Cricket Union Junior Cup
final and were beaten on the last ball. They were robbed. |
also pay tribute to the former Minister of Culture, Arts and
Leisure for the amount of work that he did in ensuring that
sports facilities and investment in those facilities were

high on the agenda and for recognising, as he did on many
occasions, that the provision of sporting facilities is vital to
addressing the problem of obesity in Northern Ireland as we
go forward.

We must remember that the rates relief scheme does not
apply to bars and restaurants in amateur sports clubs.
Members mentioned that the 80% rates relief that clubs

get is the same as the mandatory relief that exists in the
rest of the United Kingdom. However, that is not an entirely
true and accurate picture. In GB, the mandatory relief is
80%, regardless of the membership fee, and clubs qualify
regardless of paying policies. That has been the case since
1978. To gain the 80% rates relief, clubs must be non-profit-

making, engage in sport and have no professional players.
It is important to remember that 100% rates relief in GB
can depend on the local authority; it is not a universal or
blanket policy. Therefore, whether clubs get 100% relief and
are exempted from paying the extra 20% depends on local
government.

Mr Swann: In the Minister’s review, which may come forward,
is there a possibility that the decision on whether that 20%
is granted could be taken away from local authorities and
dealt with directly by the Department?

Mr Humphrey: | am sure that, in summing up, the Minister
will deal with your point. The position that | have set out
relates to the mainland, but the Minister can deal with that
when making his comments.

Clubs that are registered with Her Majesty’s Revenue and
Customs as a charity or a community amateur sports club
can receive mandatory 80% rates relief. However, many do
not avail themselves of it, due to the huge obligations that
are placed in their way and the lack of capacity that may
exist in those clubs. It must be remembered that the clubs
or associations that have the capacity and the expertise to
fill in the forms and to see the process through are the ones
that will benefit. Many of the clubs that we are talking about,
in the communities that we represent, simply do not have
that expertise. Therefore, it would be prudent of the House
to support the amendment and for the Minister to come
back at a future date —

Mr Swann: Will the Member give way?

Mr Humphrey: | am just coming to the end. It would be
wise to allow the Minister, having listened to the debate, to
come back at a future date with suggestions that may be
of benefit to amateur clubs in Northern Ireland. We must
remember that they are amateur clubs, and the capacity
does not always exist.

Mr Cree: | was interested in Mr Humphrey’s history of the
issue. For the record, | will also cover that history, with slight
variations.

Rates relief for sports and physical recreation facilities was
granted under article 31 of the Rates (Northern Ireland)
Order 1977. Since 2002, sports clubs that do not wish to
register as charities can receive rates relief under that order
if they register as community amateur sports clubs. Initially,
such registered clubs here were granted a maximum of
65% rates relief. That changed with the introduction of the
Rates (Capital Values, etc.) (Northern Ireland) Order 2006,
which increased that level to 80%. However, the situation of
clubs in the rest of the UK is different. For clubs in England
and Wales, section 64 of the Local Government Act 2003
provides 80% mandatory rates relief, and it enables local
authorities to provide an additional discretionary 20% rates
relief. In Northern Ireland, proposals to increase the level

of discretionary rates relief were postponed and were to be
considered as part of the review of public administration.
However, as you will know, Mr Deputy Speaker, unfortunately
that process stalled, and clubs lost out on the benefits that
could have accrued from that relief.

The current rates revenue collected from clubs classed as
sport and recreation organisations is £1-4 million. That is
0-14% of the total rates collected. Compared with the overall
amount collected, that does not appear to be a lot, but it
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represents many hours of quizzes, ballots, car boot sales
and sponsored activities by clubs across Northern Ireland of
every sporting type. It represents a loss of opportunities to
buy new equipment, provide coaching standards and develop
new facilities. Mr Weir referred to form filling. However, the
time spent on those fund-raising activities exceeds by far
any time that is likely to be spent on form filling.

Mr Humphrey: | am grateful to the Member for giving way.

| agree entirely with what he said about the time and effort
that have to go into fundraising. However, not only time is
required to fill in those forms, but expertise, which many
amateur clubs will simply not have.

Mr Cree: | thank the Member for that intervention, and he
is right. Although not a member of a sporting club, | help
people to fill in forms, and | am sure that he is happy to do
the same in North Belfast.

In 2009, research carried out on behalf of the Sport and
Recreation Alliance reported that the average Northern
Ireland sports club had experienced a reduced annual
income of £4,179, while the average income of a UK club
increased. In the same survey, 23% of Northern Ireland
clubs reported a financial deficit for the year 2008-09, and
11% more had experienced deficits in the previous financial
year. | refer Members to the Central Council of Physical
Recreation (CCPR) report of 2009. According to that study,
clubs in Northern Ireland are 6% more likely than the UK
average to own their facilities, making rates and other
associated overheads increasingly important and detrimental
to the sustainability and development of such clubs.

The additional savings to sports clubs that 100% rate

relief would bring can be demonstrated by taking the

Belfast Indoor Bowls Club as an example. It would retain

an additional £1,865 a year — a significant saving for any
community sports club. That club is a great example of how
sports clubs benefit society at large, and it is particularly
important when we consider it in light of sports participation
by older members of the public. As it stands, the rates costs
are being passed on to members, many of whom currently
live on the state pension.

The potential benefits to sports clubs of being able to avail
themselves of 100% rates relief are many. Such benefits
would enable the further realisation of increased and
improved community involvement, health, well-being and
athletic development. This is an opportunity to empower
local people to develop communities by removing a

major financial barrier without making an actual financial
investment. In the past, my party expressed concern that
the investment in spectator infrastructure over the next
few years must be followed by investment in facilities to
increase participation. Instead of taking money with one
hand, passing it through the systems of government and
giving it back bound up in red tape with the other, let us
start to think more strategically about how we invest in the
future of sports development and leave the resources that
we currently take in rates in the community, where they will
generate long-term benefits. Mr Hamilton referred to all the
likely good causes and to the fact that, obviously, all good
causes could not be supported. However, | contend that
amateur sport is not just a good cause; it is an essential
ingredient of society.

12.15 pm

Mrs McKevitt: | welcome the motion and congratulate the
Members who tabled it. | am delighted to speak because,
like most Members in the Chamber, | have witnessed at
close hand the community benefits that amateur sports
clubs bring to their neighbourhood. | take the opportunity
to congratulate Burren GFC on reaching the Ulster club
final, albeit that it will be against Crossmaglen. However, it
is great to see two clubs from the Newry and Mourne area
reach that stage.

The calculated cost to implement the change that is
proposed will undoubtedly be far outweighed by the cost
benefit and savings to the Department of Health, Social
Services and Public Safety by having the young and old

in our communities living healthier lives. Approximately

100 sporting and recreational activities are listed under
prescribed recreation and qualify for rate relief. The activities
listed can involve strenuous activity such as hurling, hockey
or camogie or a more relaxing activity such as yoga. No
matter what the activity, the benefits that it brings to an
individual’s well-being and quality of life are enormous. Clubs
providing those activities and facilities are not just looking
after the individual but improving the well-being of the whole
community.

During this discussion, we should recognise the contribution
of the many volunteers in sports clubs across the North in
many activities who have given a lifetime of service to their
sport, club and community. Indeed, many of those clubs,
rural and urban, such as my local GAA club, are much more
than sporting organisations. They are often at the very heart
of community life, with facilities made freely available for
wakes, funerals, special occasions, senior citizens’ activities,
school events, youth clubs, indoor bowling and so forth.

The motion calls on the Minister of Finance and Personnel
to raise the rate relief afforded to those clubs from 80% to
100% to ensure parity with equivalent clubs in other parts
of the UK. We all recognise that the provision of 100% rate
relief in the UK is discretionary and that it is up to a local
authority to decide whether it should be awarded. | also
note that the Finance Minister has indicated in the past
that responsibility for that could be passed to local councils
following the introduction of the RPA. Rate relief should

be introduced in full and should not be discretionary. If a
club or group meets the criteria for rate relief, it should

be given that 100%. | would also guard against waiting for
the introduction of the RPA and passing the responsibility
to local councils. That would be an act of gross folly. Just
imagine the lobbying that local councillors would face from
various clubs. Why would one club or, indeed, one sport get
preference over another? How would it appear if a certain
sport qualified for relief in one council district but not in a
neighbouring one? The ramifications would be horrendous.

| fully support the motion, but rate relief must be
implemented fairly and equally across all sports and
districts. The people who will administer the relief are the
same people who do so today — those in Land and Property
Services (LPS) — and their criteria should be as it is today:
if a club qualifies for 80% relief, it will receive 100% relief.
By supporting the motion today, we are supporting the many
sports clubs across the country that are experiencing severe
financial challenges and have been put in jeopardy during
the economic crisis. We are obligated to support them and
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to do all in our power to increase participation in sport and
physical activity.

Mr Wilson (The Minister of Finance and Personnel): | thank
all the Members who took part in this useful debate. Some
Members engaged in acrobatics by supporting both sides

of the argument, so there has even been some sporting
activity in the House today. Most Members spoke about the
benefits of sport, and | have absolutely no doubt that all
that they said is correct. As one can see, | do not personally
benefit a great deal from sporting activity. However, | know
the value of sports clubs and sporting activities in my
constituency, as Members said, not just to those who are
very able at sports but to those who simply want to dabble
or to send their youngsters along. Additional qualities, such
as discipline and friendship, are acquired from engaging

in sporting activities, and it helps to keep youngsters away
from harmful endeavours and so forth. So | do not think that
anybody would disagree with the first part of the motion or,
indeed, with the preface to almost every Member’s speech.
That is my first point.

My second point is this: of course the Executive ought

to encourage sporting activities for all the reasons that
Members gave. The Executive are keen to encourage all
sporting activities because of their benefits not only for
medical conditions but for education and for addressing
antisocial behaviour. It is far better to engage in preventative
measures than to deal with a problem once it has arisen.
Engaging youngsters and older people in sporting activities
can lead to a reduction in pressure on the budgets for
health, education, policing etc. Therefore, the Executive
already invest considerably in sporting activity.

| do not want to go through all that the Department of
Culture, Arts and Leisure does through Sport NI and

other activities, nor what is done by the Department for
Social Development or the Office of the First Minister and
deputy First Minister. However, | will say that a range of
Departments are already engaged in helping to promote
sport and sporting activities in Northern Ireland, not just at
professional level but at amateur and local level. On top of
that, a lot of money comes from local councils. Therefore, it
is wrong to give the impression that the only thing that can
be done is to give help through the rating system.

Let me outline the help that is already afforded through the
rating system. First of all, a wide variety of clubs already
qualify for 80% rates relief. On top of that, they can qualify,
as many do, for relief on the 20% balance. At present, 170
clubs qualify for small business rates relief. | trust that,
when the new proposals come before the Assembly, | will
have Members’ full support.

Mr Swann: Will the Minister give way?

Mr Wilson: | will give way in a moment or two. Let me just
finish the point.

Under the new proposals, another 155 clubs will benefit
from small business rates relief. In effect, that will put the
relief on rates up to 84%.

Mr Swann: | thank the Minister for giving way. In my opening
remarks, | said that my party could be convinced about the
amendment. As the Minister is leading into proposals that
he will bring to the House, | will point out that Ulster Unionist
Party Members come to the House to listen to measured

arguments and debate; we do not come with our mind
already made up. Will the Minister give me his personal
commitment that the rates relief will not drop below the 80%
level as a result of any future review and that any increase
that is applied to that 80% after a review will be automatic
and will not require the paperwork and form-filling that has
been mentioned?

Mr Wilson: Let me deal with the first point. | can, of course,
speak only about the current Programme for Government
and the policy that exists over the current four-year
budgetary period. There are no plans to change the level of
relief under the Programme for Government. Nor, indeed, is
there any assumption in the Budget provision for the next
four years that there will be a lowering of the rate of relief
in order to earn additional revenue. | do not expect that the
Member anticipates that | would give a commitment beyond
that because to do so would be foolish. If he were any kind
of inquisitor at all, his next intervention would be to ask

me how | can prophesy what will happen during the next
four years. The simple answer is that | cannot. | give the
commitment that he has asked for in that regard.

Considerable help is already given through the rates system.
Do not forget that the regional rate has been frozen for the
past four years and will be for the next four years. That, in
turn, will reduce the amount of additional money that clubs
would have had to pay had we gone for an increase in rates
over that period.

A number of Members suggested that the change would not
mean very much — an increase of just £1 million or, probably,
£6 million, if bar and restaurant facilities were included —
and that, surely, that money could be found. Some Members,
of course, simply skirted around that question. Others made
suggestions on how the money could be raised, although |
will not say whether they were helpful or useful. | accept
that, if there were a compelling argument for the motion
before us, it would not be an insurmountable task to find
that amount of money. However, we would then have to
explain to other people who are looking for relief why we have
put sporting clubs above, for example, small shopkeepers
who are finding themselves under huge pressure during the
current recession or above other activities that would plead
a special case. So it is not just a question of “Why not give
it to clubs?”; you then have to say why you have given that
activity priority over some other activity.

A number of people mentioned form filling and so on. As

| see it, the real crux of the motion is that Members really
ought to be aware of the implications of what is proposed.
The current system in Northern Ireland is very simple: if
you qualify as a sporting club because you are amateur or
a charity, you will qualify automatically for the 80% relief. In
GB, not every club gets 100% relief. There are considerable
conditions attached, and the more you look at the complex
position in GB, the more you could find that, if we were to
go down the route that has been suggested in the motion, it
could disadvantage a large number of clubs.

A number of Members have explained the position pre-
2004, when clubs that were in operation qualified for a
discretionary 80% relief, and local authorities could then
decide to top that up for worthy clubs. Since 2004, the
conditions have been that a club must be registered with
Her Majesty’s Revenue and Customs as a community
amateur sports club; must be a registered charity and a
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community amateur sports club; and must bring benefits
to the community. Membership must be open to the whole
community with no discrimination against those who wish
to use the facilities, and fees cannot be set at levels that
exclude the local community. The clubs must be organised
on an entirely amateur basis, and their main purpose must
be to provide facilities for and promote participation in

one or more eligible sports that are recognised by sports
councils. That would exclude an awful lot of clubs that
experience rates relief here, and there will be obligations in
running the sports clubs.

All of that has resulted in two things. First, it is estimated
that, since 2004, only between 10% and 15% of clubs
have registered. So, immediately, by moving away from

our automatic system to a system that attaches all those
conditions, you create a barrier, which may well be down
to the fact that clubs do not wish to have that level of
interference in how they are run or, as Mr Cree and others
said, do not want anything that immediately means that
an awful lot more information is required, more forms
need filled in and bureaucracy is increased. The clubs that
qualify for the additional 20% — local authorities make
that decision — have to be deemed worthy. How do you
qualify as a worthy club? The local authority will probably set
criteria, and clubs will have to show how they meet them.
Once again, you get into the issue of the additional burden
on clubs to prove that they qualify under those conditions.

It may well be that, in light of a review, people think that it
is better to filter out clubs like that and have a system that
puts the onus on clubs to prove that they meet all those
conditions. However, | suspect that many small clubs and,
indeed, even some larger ones may decide that, because
of the degree of interference involved, they do not want to
go down that route. Let us learn from the GB experience.
Where we have wide coverage of 80% relief in Northern
Ireland, you might find that you have a much more limited
coverage of 80% relief and, on top of that, you have the
20% discretionary top-up that can be exercised by local
authorities.

If it is done by local authorities, it creates a problem. We
have a dual system of rates here: the regional rate and the
district rate. Should the district authority set the criteria

for the district part of the rate? Local authorities might set
different criteria. What would that mean for the regional
rate? Should we have the same criteria or varying criteria, or
do we exempt the regional rate from the 20% part? Those
are the kinds of complex issue that need to be dealt with

if we are going to make a decision on the matter. Some
Members have suggested that it should be taken away from
local authorities and should be done by LPS. Again, whether
it is done by two bodies or one body, you still have the issue
of how you set the criteria, how clubs qualify and what the
implications of that are for the clubs. Will you find that clubs
simply walk away and say that they do not want to be part of
the scheme at all?

| am not averse to looking at the scheme. Any review, |
suspect, will be undertaken not by my Department but by the
Department of Culture, Arts and Leisure. A case has been
made, and | want to outline today — | hope that | have —
that the issue is not as simple as it might appear. It would
not automatically mean that every club would have 100%
relief. It might mean that many clubs that currently qualify
would not qualify or would not seek to qualify in the future,

and, in fact, we might find that we have a consequence that
we never intended to have in the first place.

| have given an assurance that, at least over the period

of this Programme for Government and this Budget, my
opposition to the Member’s motion is not the first step
towards removing or reducing the relief. It is genuinely a
much more complex issue than he has suggested. Bearing
in mind that assurance and all the points that | have made,
| ask Members to oppose the motion and support the
amendment.

Mr Deputy Speaker: The Business Committee has arranged
to meet immediately on the lunchtime suspension. |
propose, therefore, by leave of the Assembly, to suspend the
sitting until 2.00 pm. The first item of business after lunch
will be Question Time. The sitting is, by leave, suspended.

The debate stood suspended.

The sitting was suspended at 12.32 pm.
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On resuming (Mr Principal Deputy Speaker [Mr Molloy] in the
Chair) —

2.00 pm

Oral Answers to Questions

Employment and Learning

Further Education: Community Groups

1. Mr McNarry asked the Minister for Employment and
Learning to outline any plans he has to engage with local
community groups to develop new courses to be delivered at
further education facilities. (AQO 808/11-15)

Dr Farry (The Minister for Employment and Learning):

| fully support the continued efforts of further education
colleges, as the main providers of education in communities
throughout Northern Ireland, to encourage people to access
their provision. All six colleges deliver a wide and varied
curriculum, tailored to meet local needs, through their main
campuses and network of community outreach centres
strategically placed throughout Northern Ireland.

My Department recently made a significant investment in a
range of new cutting-edge college campuses in a number of
areas. Colleges will continue to engage with local community
groups to ensure that those facilities and services are
utilised fully and that the learning demands of communities
are met locally.

In recognition of the valuable role that voluntary and
community groups can play, the Department developed

the learner access and engagement pilot programme,
which allows further education colleges to contract with
voluntary and community groups for the provision of learner
support. The Department commissioned a longitudinal
evaluation of the pilot and a recent interim report indicates
that the learner access and engagement pilot programme
has resulted in new and more effective partnerships
between colleges and non-statutory organisations. The final
evaluation report, which is due in December 2011, will help
to inform future policy decisions post-March 2012, when the
pilot ends.

Mr McNarry: | thank the Minister for his answer. | find very
encouraging what is under way. Does every college have a
dedicated outreach officer in touch with community groups
and are they developing ideas with primary and post-primary
schools along the lines that we would expect, namely, in
collaboration between his Department and the Department
of Education?

Dr Farry: | thank Mr McNarry for his supplementary question
and, indeed, his interest in the issue. | certainly hope and
assume that each college has such an outreach officer. With
regard to the wider issue, | take very seriously opportunities
for collaboration with the Department of Education, schools
and further education (FE) colleges. We have the entitlement
framework, which addresses some of the specific issues
around access to courses. The two Departments are
working on finalising a 14 to 19 framework, which will,

hopefully, move beyond the confines of the entitlement
framework.

Mr McElduff: Go raibh maith agat, a Phriomh-LeasCheann
Combhairle. In light of serious concern in rural communities,
not least at the consequences of the recession, particularly
for the construction industry, what new courses are delivered
at FE colleges that may help unemployed people with
construction skills to make themselves more employable in
other potential areas of economic growth?

Dr Farry: It is important to emphasise that we recognise
that there is a large rural dimension to Northern Ireland, and
the scope of community engagement is significant. | think
we have 600 community outreach centres across Northern
Ireland, so that, hopefully, takes on board that issue.

With regard to construction, a whole range of further
education opportunities are available. One of the strengths
of our further education sector is that it extends across
almost the full spectrum of the skills agenda in Northern
Ireland. We have a lot of people with construction skills. For
that reason, it is not a priority skill area because we already
have the capacity within Northern Ireland. It is important
that we stimulate demand for those with the skills. Equally,
however, those who wish to train in other skills need to be
encouraged, and there are plenty of opportunities for people
to look at different courses if they want to try something
different.

Mr Dallat: | am sure the Minister will join me in
acknowledging the transformation in many people’s lives
brought about by the collaboration between community
groups and further education colleges. Does the Minister
agree that there should be a review of that delivery to
ensure that there is consistency across all colleges?

Dr Farry: It is important to bear in mind that our FE colleges
are autonomous and they will wish to shape their own
curriculum provision to suit their own areas, although, of
course, there are expectations of a certain commonality
across Northern Ireland. We have the learner access and
engagement pilot programme, which is being evaluated and
which, hopefully, will address some of those issues.

It is also important to reflect on some of the things that

Mr Dallat talked about, such as the type of engagement
and the creativity that is out there. We have, for example,
partnerships with the community on mental health issues,
English lessons for speakers of other languages and
support for Traveller groups. So, there is a lot of creativity in
the type of engagement that exists with the community.

Mr Agnew: What work is being done to make enrolment

for FE courses flexible? | am thinking particularly about
people who have come out of the justice system midterm
or who are just after a pregnancy and looking to get into a
course midterm. Is work being done to ensure more flexible
enrolment?

Dr Farry: Again, that points to the real flexibility that the FE
sector offers. It is there to meet the needs of a very diverse
range of customers.

There are some particular areas in which we could always
look for improvement. | am particularly interested in
following through with the justice issue, because it is
important that we focus on the rehabilitation of offenders.
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Virtually everyone who goes to prison will, at some stage,
come out, and it is important that they are integrated back
into society. If the chances of reoffending are reduced,
community safety will obviously be enhanced.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: | should have announced that
questions 9 and 12 have been withdrawn and will require
written answers. Question 11 has been transferred to the
Department of Agriculture and Rural Development for written
answer.

Higher Education: Equality and Employment
Legislation

2. Lord Morrow asked the Minister for Employment and
Learning whether all universities and higher education
facilities, including teacher training colleges, are complying
with current equality and employment legislation.

(AQO 809/11-15)

Dr Farry: Yes, there is a legal obligation to do so. Higher
education institutions, including the teacher training
colleges, must comply with all legislation relating to equality
and employment, including section 75 of the Northern
Ireland Act 1998. Furthermore, the financial memoranda
between my Department and the higher education
institutions stipulate that they give:

“due regard for all legislative requirements placed upon
them”.

In addition, the institutions provide an assurance statement
to the Department twice a year stating that they are
complying with all relevant legislation.

Lord Morrow: | thank the Minister for his reply. Minister,
quite recently you provided me with a policy statement

as adopted on 22 October 1998 by St Mary’s University
College. Can you explain why, on 22 September 2011,
some 13 years later, the Protestant workforce at the college
comprises only 7% of the total workforce? How do you plan
to deal with that inequality? Do you accept that equality not
only needs to be done but needs to be seen to be done?

Dr Farry: | thank Lord Morrow for that supplementary
question. | recognise that St Mary’s University College is an
equal opportunities employer. At the same time, we have

a situation where 8% of its total workforce comes from a
Protestant background.

In collaboration with the Equality Commission, the college
has a religious affirmative action plan, which is reviewed on
a three-yearly basis. The college is also actively promoting
the recruitment of Protestant staff on the “Employment
Opportunities” section of its website.

| believe that St Mary’s is conscious of the need to improve
that situation. The balance of the workforce is something
that | have concern about. Obviously, it is important to
recognise that a whole range of historical and societal factors
have led to the situation that we are in today, but that does
not mean that there does not have to be change. Change
needs to come soon. | want to impress on the House and,
indeed, on Lord Morrow that St Mary’s is very conscious of
that issue and of the need to address it in the very near
future. | have certainly made those points to the college.

Mr Eastwood: Given the ongoing and historical
problems, will the Minister give us his assessment of the
PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC) report into redundancy
procedures at the North West Regional College?

Dr Farry: | think that that is a very broad stretch of the
subject of the core question. A draft report is in place, and |
will hopefully have the chance to review the full report in the
near future. | am more than happy to make representations
to the board of governors in a very general sense about the
need to address concerns about human resources issues
at the college. However, it is equally important to stress that
the college is autonomous and that it, not my Department,
has direct responsibility for those issues.

Mr Allister: The Minister refers to societal pressures and
history that might explain the St Mary’s situation. Could the
same not be said historically of Stranmillis, and yet it has
been remarkably successful in attracting a cross-community
workforce, in that 30% of its workforce, including its teaching
staff, comes from the Catholic community? In contrast, as
has been pointed out, St Mary’s is stuck in the rut of 8%.
Why is that?

Dr Farry: | thank Mr Allister for his supplementary. The
statistics are as he outlined. It is fair to say that more
progress has been made in Stranmillis over time. Of course,
it is important that we bear in mind that Stranmillis is a
non-denominational institution and has a mixed student
enrolment. | reiterate that St Mary’s needs to travel on a
journey in respect of the balance, but it is committed to
travelling along that path. Others have travelled slightly
further due to a whole range of issues, including the nature
of our society, geography and where institutions may be
located. The whole House will want to observe that progress
in the years to come.

St Mary’s University College, Belfast: PA
Consulting Group Report

3. Mr Sheehan asked the Minister for Employment and
Learning why his Department did not respond to the PA
Consulting Group report on the future sustainability of St
Mary’s University College, Belfast. (AQO 810/11-15)

Dr Farry: A copy of ‘A Report on the Way Forward’, which was
produced by PA Consulting, was sent to my Department in
December 2010, and the permanent secretary responded
to it in February 2011. In essence, the response was an
acknowledgement that the Department had received a

copy of the report. At that time, it was not appropriate

for the Department to comment on the report as its
recommendations had not been agreed or accepted by the
college’s governing body.

It is my understanding that the report informed the
production of a draft college institutional plan, which was
agreed by the governing body in June 2011. Since then, |
have had several meetings and discussions with members
of the governing body and senior staff of the college, which
have proved very informative.

Mr Sheehan: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann Combhairle.
Gabhaim buiochas leis an Aire as an fhreagra sin. | thank
the Minister for his response. On page 73 of the PA
Consulting report, recommendation 2 states that there
should be a small-scale expansion of liberal arts student
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numbers at St Mary’s University College. Can the Minister
tell us his Department’s attitude to that recommendation?

Dr Farry: | thank Mr Sheehan for his supplementary. | hope
to make a statement on teacher training issues to the
House in the very near future. For now, it is worth saying that
| do not have any immediate plans to increase the number
of liberal arts places at St Mary’s. It is important that the
House understand the context of those places. St Mary’s
is a university college that is, essentially, based around
teacher training; liberal arts are an expansion beyond its
core area of business. There could be an argument that
such courses should be consolidated elsewhere in the
university system, so we have to take great care in how we
approach the issue.

It is also important to bear in mind that the provision of
liberal arts places in St Mary’s goes a considerable way
towards aiding the college’s finances. In effect, liberal
arts act as a significant subsidy to keep the college viable
when it would not be otherwise. Those are all issues that
the House needs to reflect on. As Minister, | am certainly
reflecting on them.

Mr Storey: Minister, you made reference earlier to the fact
that St Mary’s was on a journey. What evidence have you
based that on? There is absolutely no evidence to suggest
that it has even commenced the journey —

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: | remind Members that we are
on the next question; we are discussing the report.

Mr Storey: Yes. | will come to that, Deputy Speaker. In
relation to —

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: It is a question, not —

Mr Storey: Will the report include an explanation as to why
St Mary’s will not allow students from Stranmillis to do the
Catholic certificate at St Mary’s? That forces our students
to go and have it paid for in Glasgow. Surely that is not the
indication of a university on a journey.

2.15 pm

Dr Farry: | thank Mr Storey for his supplementary question.
Clearly, St Mary’s is a major focus of attention here today. |
have had some very frank meetings with St Mary’s where my
officials and | raised a range of issues, of both a financial
nature and relating to equality of opportunity. St Mary’s has
engaged in a constructive and creative way and is alert to a
number of the issues and concerns raised by Members and
in the wider community.

I am minded of the differential access to the Catholic
certificate between students that attend St Mary’s and
those who attend Stranmillis, and | hope to say more about
that next week. St Mary’s has engaged with me on that issue.

Mr Nesbitt: Does the Minister accept the report’s premise
that enrolment is key to sustainability, and, if so, what is the
actual hard number that represents the minimum enrolment
to secure the future sustainability of St Mary’s?

Dr Farry: Enrolment figures are critical to the sustainability
of any institution. It is important that it is clear to the House
that the initial teacher training numbers are set by the
Department of Education but that my Department funds
those allocated places. Beyond that, my Department pays a

premium on top of the initial funds for each teacher training
place, and that also goes to the viability of the colleges.
There is also the support of the liberal arts grants at St
Mary’s and other forms of support that go to Stranmillis,

so the teacher training institutions attract a wide-ranging
funding package. We need to ask ourselves whether we

are best using the financial resources at our disposal in
what is a difficult financial context for us all and bearing in
mind the other pressing demand-led pressures within the
Department.

Ms Lo: The bottom line is that we have far too many teacher
training institutions. Does the Minister intend to carry out a
review on the sustainability of the sector?

Dr Farry: | thank my colleague for that question. | have
seized upon teacher training issues at the moment: there

is the Stranmillis/Queen’s merger, but there are also

issues around the system as a whole. It is fair to say that
my starting point is to ensure that we have a world-class
teacher training system in Northern Ireland. We owe nothing
less to the future schoolchildren of Northern Ireland as well
as the future teachers of this society. It is important that the
institutions are there to reflect the demands and needs of
society rather than the other way round. We have to consider
a range of issues, and | hope to return to the House over the
next week or two to make a full statement on these issues.

Apprenticeships: North Belfast

4. Ms P Bradley asked the Minister for Employment and
Learning how many students are enrolled on apprenticeship
programmes at further education colleges in the North
Belfast constituency. (AQO 811/11-15)

Dr Farry: The Newtownabbey campus of the Northern
Regional College is the only further education college
located in the North Belfast parliamentary constituency, and
90 apprentices are based there. In addition, 826 apprentices
with addresses in the North Belfast parliamentary
constituency avail themselves of apprenticeship training
through a range of training organisations including private
training providers, those in the community and voluntary
sector, the Newtownabbey campus of the Northern Regional
College, and other colleges.

Furthermore, because of the economic downturn, the
Department established provision for the programme-led
apprentices as a short-term measure. That programme
provides training at level 2 based on the respective
apprenticeship frameworks to unemployed young people
who are unable to secure employment to follow an
apprenticeship under ApprenticeshipsNI. There are currently
463 programme-led apprenticeships in the North Belfast
constituency.

Ms P Bradley: | thank the Minister for his answer. What
is his assessment of the ApprenticeshipsNI programme
in equipping these people for further employment in the
workplace?

Dr Farry: Apprenticeships Northern Ireland is the core
apprenticeship scheme that my Department has. It is very
important that we invest in apprenticeships in Northern
Ireland. The difficulties with that scheme are that it is
demand-led and that we need the buy-in from employers to
provide places. It was for that reason that, under a previous
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regime in my Department, programme-led apprenticeships
were established to reflect the fact that some people were
not able to find the employment-based route in order to
take forward an apprenticeship. The Member will also be
aware that we have managed to ensure the restoration of
essentially 50% funding for adult apprenticeships. On the
back of that, we have launched a review of adult training
to see how we can better target the resources available
for adults in order to maximise the benefit for both the
individuals and the future needs of the economy.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: | understand that there may
be some problems with the amplification system. | ask
Members to speak clearly into their microphone so that they
are picked up right.

Dr McDonnell: How high a priority does the Minister set by
investing in and maintaining apprenticeship programmes
generally? Let me put it another way: what plans does the
Minister have to put us in a position to take advantage of
any potential in the future of an upturn in the construction
industry?

Dr Farry: | thank Dr McDonnell for his question, and | assure
the House that | take apprenticeships incredibly seriously. |
would like to be able to pump as much resource into them
as possible. Apprenticeships Northern Ireland is, of course,
demand-led, so the Department will respond to demand as
it changes. Equally, it is important that we recognise that

we are in a very difficult financial context right across the
Executive, including within my Department. In particular,

we are currently wrestling with a very heavy demand for the
employment service. That is also about finding means of
getting people who are out of work into work and ensuring
that we invest in their lives and how they can make a
contribution to the economy. Within the means that we have,
we will certainly direct as much as we can to the front line in
relation to training.

Mr Swann: | think that | am close enough to the
microphone. Will the Minister give his assessment of the
creative apprenticeship scheme set up in April 20117?

Dr Farry: At this stage, it is something that we will need to
take a bit longer to do, rather than doing it after six or seven
months. Perhaps Mr Swann will return to the House with
that question in a few months’ time, and | will give him a
more rounded answer.

Incapacity Benefit

5. Mr P Ramsey asked the Minister for Employment and
Learning whether his Department has employed any new
advisers for the reassessment of incapacity benefit.
(AQO 812/11-15)

Dr Farry: In recognition of the need for reassessment and to
make transition as smooth and as painless as possible, my
Department’s employment service has secured funding for
an additional 24 front line staff for the period to 31 March
2012. That is made up of 19 advisers and an additional five
staff to provide administrative support. The Department’s
human resource branch is in the process of filling those
posts as demand gradually rises due to the reassessment
of incapacity benefit.

As the number of clients engaging with the Department’s
employment service increases due to the reassessment of
incapacity benefit, it is likely that further additional front line
staff will be required. | will ensure that the situation is kept
under review and future funding is sought as necessary to
ensure that sufficient resources are in place to deal with any
increases.

Mr P Ramsey: | thank the Minister for his response. Given
the expected migration of so many, possibly thousands

of people, from long-term sickness benefit to jobseeker’s
allowance, will the Minister assure the House that there

will be adequate staff with the capacity and training to deal
with the range and complexity of learning and mental health
problems that will come around?

Dr Farry: We expect around 76,000 individuals to go through
the process of reassessment. We estimate that around
7,500 individuals will make the full migration to jobseeker’s
allowance. In relation to the issue of staff, | will certainly
push for additional resources if those are required. | will
certainly not shirk in that regard. The Member also made

a broader point about mental health issues. That reflects
some of the discussion earlier about the Social Security
Agency, which does the initial reassessments.

It is important that we are sensitive to the individual

needs of all customers coming through our doors. | have
impressed that upon the employment service and upon

my officials, and they are acutely aware of it. Training is
being given to staff to make sure that they pick up on those
issues and that they are sensitive to the whole range of
people’s mental health issues.

Mrs Overend: | thank the Minister for his responses. The
reassessments of incapacity benefit will have a direct effect
on the numbers looking for employment. Will the Minister
detail the consequences of not being awarded his full bids
in the October monitoring round for the Steps to Work
programme? What effect does he believe that will have on
the delivery of its goals?

Dr Farry: | thank Mrs Overend for her question. There is
considerable pressure on the employment service, and

it is important that the whole House be aware of that.
Unfortunately, we had to freeze recruitment on the Step
Ahead programme, which is the most expensive of our
offerings. It was necessary because resources were tight
and so that we could focus on other aspects of Steps to
Work and maximise the numbers that we can process. We
are still in difficulties in ensuring that we can live within
budget, given demand this year. We are looking carefully
at how we manage budgets internally, and | will have no
hesitation in making future monitoring round bids to meet
any shortfall.

Mr F McCann: | thank the Minister for his answers until
now. The Minister said that he is happy with the level of
training given to those who carry out the focused interviews.
That is OK, but some people suffer from mental illnesses
such as paranoia, autism or bipolar disease, among others.
Is the Minister confident that if such people become
distressed during interviews, those conducting the interview
can look after them and deal with any such situation?

Dr Farry: | thank Mr McCann for his supplementary
question. People will be trained to anticipate and respond
to the type of scenarios that he points out. This is about
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treating everyone who comes through the door as an
individual, not just a number or statistic. Each is an
individual with his own hopes, aspirations and the capacity
to make a contribution to society. In many cases, they have
a very strong willingness to enter into work. Equally, people
have a range of barriers that might prevent them from
accessing work; therefore it is important, for a whole range
of reasons, that our staff are sensitive to them. It is not just
about how we manage an interview; it is also about how we
address those issues and encourage people to think about
entering the workforce.

Regional Colleges: Capital Requirements

6. Mr Lynch asked the Minister for Employment and
Learning to outline the current capital requirements of
regional colleges. (AQO 813/11-15)

Dr Farry: Over the past 11 years, there has been significant
capital expenditure in further education; however, the six
colleges still have a range of estate requirements. Bids

for those have been made in the investment strategy for
Northern Ireland No 3. The projects are at various stages
of development; some have business cases prepared while
others are continuing to work on their business cases.

The estate needs are as follows: for the Northern Regional
College, there are the Ballymoney, Coleraine and Ballymena
campuses, and there has been little significant investment
in the estates of that college; for the Southern Regional
College, there are the Portadown, Lurgan, Banbridge and
Armagh campuses; for the South West College — which
will be of most interest to Mr Lynch — there is the Fairview
campus in Enniskillen. That college has submitted a
business case that has been assessed by the Department.
There are a number of issues to be resolved by the college,
but those should be dealt with in the near future. For the
North West Regional College, there are the Strabane,
Tower, Courtyard and Springtown campuses; the college
also wishes to develop a new campus at Clondermot in the
Waterside. For the South Eastern Regional College there

is a new Performing Arts Centre and Technology Innovation
Centre in Bangor. For the Belfast Metropolitan College, a
new campus at Springvale is being built. There is also a
need to address deficiencies at the Castlereagh campus,
which wishes to develop a sports and drama facility.

Capital funding for the further education colleges over the
next three years totals £26-3 million, of which £18 million
is contractually committed; some £8 million remains
unallocated. It will be used for minor works, and all colleges
will be invited to bid for an allocation.

2.30 pm

Enterprise, Trade and Investment

Invest NI: Small and Medium-sized Enterprises

1. Mr F McCann asked the Minister of Enterprise, Trade
and Investment why the number of jobs created by Invest NI
in small and medium-sized enterprises in 2010-11 was the
lowest in the last five years. (AQO 823/11-15)

Mrs Foster (The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment): In the past financial year, Invest NI offered
assistance of over £29 million to 2,820 small and
medium-sized enterprises (SME) projects. That resulted

in the promotion of 1,500 new jobs, a slight drop from

the previous year, when 1,700 new jobs were promoted.

A number of factors contributed to that downward trend,
including increased difficulty for businesses in securing bank
funding and companies delaying their expansion plans as a
means of minimising the impact of the economic downturn
on their core business.

Mr F McCann: | thank the Minister for the response.
However, figures prove that SMEs do not get support
from the Department proportionate to the role that they
play in the economy. Will the Minister agree to review the
investment made in SMEs and foreign investment, with
a view to ensuring that SMEs get support from Invest NI
proportionate to their role in the economy?

Mrs Foster: | thank the Member for his supplementary
question, because it gives me an opportunity to say that,
in the previous Programme for Government period, 59% of
all Invest NI support — or £254-8 million — was offered
to locally owned businesses. There is a perception that the
majority of Invest Northern Ireland’s investment is foreign
direct investment, but that is not true. | have to say that that
perception is aided by some Members who keep on saying
it. I really wish that Members would look at the figures:
nearly 60% of all of Invest Northern Ireland’s support in the
previous Programme for Government period went to small
and medium-sized businesses.

Mr | McCrea: The Minister just referred to the previous
Programme for Government. The Programme for Government
announced last week refers to the promotion of over
25,000 new jobs. Will the Minister assure the House that
she is committed to ensuring that small to medium-sized
enterprises are a focus for her and that the target audience
will be new business start-ups?

Mrs Foster: | thank the Member for his question. If we

look at the breakdown of the 25,000 jobs announced

in the Programme for Government and detailed in the
economic strategy, we see that 5,900 are to come from
foreign direct investment; 6,300 from expansions by locally
owned companies, which relates to our ongoing work with
the Boosting Business programme that, as the Member is
aware, has been rolled out right across Northern Ireland;
6,500 as a result of new business starts; and 6,300 as a
result of the jobs fund. The jobs fund is going very well, and
there will be more announcements on it in the very near future.

Mr Swann: Why, six months after the launch of a short-term
employment scheme with a £19 million budget, have so
few, if any, small and medium-sized enterprises grasped the
opportunity to employ additional staff?

Mrs Foster: Again, that is not true. Only one large company,
Capita pensions in north Belfast, took advantage of the jobs
fund. To date, any other companies that availed themselves
of the jobs fund were small companies. Around 13 jobs were
created at a couple of companies in Londonderry. Creative
Composites in Lisburn is an SME and created 30 new jobs
in Lagan valley. To date, we have promoted 400 jobs through
the jobs fund. As | said in the Chamber last week, 1,300
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jobs have been approved, and there will be announcements
on those in the very near future.

Mr McGilone: Will the Minister please give us some detail of
the loan fund suggested in the Programme for Government,
particularly with regard to small and medium-sized
enterprises? What are the criteria for that loan fund, and
where will those be announced?

Mrs Foster: We have approvals in place for the £50 million
growth loan fund. The loans will be targeted at viable SMEs
in the manufacturing and tradable services sector that
need additional funding to realise their growth potential.
Essentially, we want to assist firms that are trying to grow
but cannot get the funding to do so because of the banking
crisis. We identified that gap, of which the Member is

well aware. We had to find an innovative way in which to
close the gap. In the very near future, we plan to begin

a procurement process to appoint a Financial Services
Authority (FSA)-approved fund manager to manage the fund.
Loans will typically be between £50,000 and £500,000,

so we are not talking about huge sums of money, but it is
money that cannot be had elsewhere.

Small businesses across Northern Ireland tell me that they
are having severe difficulties in accessing funding. That is
why | found it rather strange to hear a representative from
one of the banks on ‘Stormont Today’ last night saying that
we needed more enterprise in Northern Ireland. That is
absolutely right. We do need more enterprise in Northern
Ireland, but it would be lovely if the banks stepped up to the
mark and helped those small and medium-sized businesses
to invest in their companies and to grow. However, Invest
Northern Ireland has had to come forward with a growth loan
fund. A few technicalities need to be sorted out, and, once
that happens, we will make a fuller statement. | know that
people are waiting for that.

Economy: Euro Zone

2. Mr P Ramsey asked the Minister of Enterprise, Trade
and Investment for her assessment of the impact that the
economic uncertainty in the euro zone is likely to have on
our economy. (AQO 824,/11-15)

Mrs Foster: Uncertainty across the euro zone is dampening
economic growth around the world. We are not immune from
those impacts, as we have strong trade links with the euro
zone. With only modest growth projected across the euro
area, our exports, for example, are likely to be affected by
muted domestic demand for our goods and services in the
euro zone.

Mr P Ramsey: | thank the Minister for her response. What
measures could the Minister or her Department put in place
to support local businesses exporting to euro zone countries
against the backdrop of the current economic crisis?

Mrs Foster: | thank the Member for his supplementary
question. He is right to be concerned about that issue
because 49% of our manufacturing exports are to the euro
zone, 29% of which go to the Republic of Ireland, and 21%
go to the rest of Europe. That is why the economic strategy
refers to a deepening of our export base. The strategy
also mentions the diversification of our export base, and

it is hugely important that we look to new markets outside
the euro zone. Therefore, as the Member will know — he

has probably heard me speak about this before — Invest
Northern Ireland is taking a trade delegation to Brazil in the
very near future. We also want to look at Russia, India and
China. He will also know that | returned from Kurdistan only
a couple of weeks ago.

It is about looking for new markets as well as supporting
companies in their current markets. That is why | welcome
last week’s PricewaterhouseCoopers report, which
highlighted the fact that the best potential way to grow our
economy is to raise the share of our exports focused on
developing economies outside the euro area. We have taken
that on in our economic strategy.

Mr Flanagan: Go raibh maith agat, a Phriomh-LeasCheann
Combhairle. Has the Minister given any consideration to
providing InterTradelreland with additional support to get
cross-border trade back into a position of growth?

Mrs Foster: It would be more useful for me to concentrate
on deepening and diversifying our export base than looking
to a base with which we already do a lot of business. As

| said, our exports are at almost 30%. It is fine if firms

want to look to the Republic of Ireland for their first export
experience, but, from a sustainability point of view, we really
need to encourage them to look wider into the global village
so that we do not have huge export activity in the euro zone
and then have to deal with the consequences.

Mr Givan: With the uncertainty in the euro zone, would the
Minister be concerned if the instability continued and some
countries ended up having to withdraw from using the euro?
What impact would that have, particularly on the financial
markets and the banks in the United Kingdom and their
current levels of lending to the domestic market?

Mrs Foster: | thank the Member for his question, but it
could probably be more expertly answered by my colleague
the Minister of Finance. However, if the euro were to break
up, there would be wide implications for Northern Ireland,
including a major impact on the banking sector. If we think
of the countries that have given sovereign loans to Greece,
Italy and Spain, we can see that the implications for the
rest of us are absolutely huge. It may lead to a run on
banks in weaker European countries, causing wider liquidity
problems for us in Northern Ireland. My goodness, have

we not enough liquidity problems as it sits? Be under no
illusion: what happens in the euro zone will have an impact
on us in Northern Ireland. That is why we very much need to
keep an eye on what is happening, keep in contact with Her
Majesty’s Treasury and take advice in relation to how the
United Kingdom economy goes forward.

Mrs Overend: Does the Minister agree that the euro zone
is not the only threat to our economy from Europe? What
specific action is the Minister taking to argue against the
potential loss of cohesion funds from 2014, as Northern
Ireland is currently classed as a more developed region for
2014-20207?

Mrs Foster: | understand that my colleague the junior
Minister was at a Joint Ministerial Committee meeting on
Europe yesterday and cohesion funding was raised. The
Member is right to say that the euro zone and the financial
difficulties there are not the only difficulties that we face
from Europe: a lot of funding for various schemes comes
from Europe. Obviously, | am concerned about the debate
that is going on about the selective financial assistance
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regional aid or, in other words, the cutting down of the 100%
availability of that to Northern Ireland and the consultation
that has just finished in relation to it. | also continue to be
concerned about the number of regulations that come to us
from Europe via Whitehall and the impact that they have on
our small businesses. The cumulative effect of all of that

is that Europe has a disproportionate impact on Northern
Ireland. Therefore, we need to be proactive in Brussels to
make sure that we argue our case forcefully.

Credit Unions

3. Mr Nesbitt asked the Minister of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment to outline how she has addressed the concerns
of credit unions, following the publication of the HM Treasury
and the Financial Services Authority joint consultation paper
‘FSA regulation of credit unions in Northern Ireland’.

(AQO 825/11-15)

Mrs Foster: In 2009, the Committee for Enterprise, Trade
and Investment’s report on the role and potential of credit
unions in Northern Ireland recommended that regulatory
responsibility for credit unions in Northern Ireland should be
transferred to the Financial Services Authority. The FSA and
Treasury joint consultation on the transfer of the regulatory
function closed at the end of October 2011. | share some
of the concerns raised by the sector as part of that process
and have written to the Treasury Minister responsible, asking
that a number of the proposed changes to the regulatory
regime be reconsidered.

Mr Nesbitt: Will the Minister assure the House that she will
do what she can to make sure that credit unions in Northern
Ireland continue to receive what they have described in their
submission as “peace of mind” through their interaction
with her Department?

Mrs Foster: | thank the Member for his question. The
relationship between the credit unions and officials in

my Department has been very good. They have a close
relationship, and they have worked well over the past
number of years. However, as the Member will realise,
regulation by the FSA was to enable credit union members,
with the additional consumer protection of the FSA scheme,
to get access to the Financial Ombudsman Service and to
create the ability to offer a wider range of services to the
people who use the credit unions. Those issues were the
genesis of the very good work that was carried out by the
Committee for Enterprise, Trade and Investment.

We want to see the credit unions grow in Northern Ireland.
They are a vital part of our financial capability here in

the Province. That is why | have written to Mark Hoban,
Financial Secretary to the Treasury, and pointed out some
of the difficulties with the scheme as it sits. | hope that he
will take on board those factors. The credit union regime
in Great Britain is completely different to the credit union
societies in Northern Ireland. They are much more prevalent
here and do a lot of very good work, and | very much hope
that he takes on board what | have said, what | know the
Committee for Enterprise, Trade and Investment has said
and what | know very many credit unions throughout the
country want us to say.

Ms Gildernew: Go raibh mile maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. | welcome the Minister’s response and the fact
that she has written to the FSA, but | do not think that

that peace of mind will be available, given that the FSA is
regulating. | have spoken to directors of credit unions, and
they are very concerned about the accountability structures
that they will be under. Is there any way we can have a
regional variation on the rules here, given the importance
of our credit union sector and the fact that many people
involved in the credit union movement work voluntarily?

2.45 pm

Mrs Foster: | recognise what the Member says. This whole
debate originated when credit unions, of which there are
many in our constituency, wanted more powers to be able to
interact more meaningfully with their communities and deal
with issues like child trust funds, which they were not able
to do under the existing regime. That is why it was felt that
they needed to be FSA-regulated. However, | recognise some
of the problems that have arisen, particularly in relation to
the capacity of some of our credit unions. Some of them
work in a very small but very meaningful way, and it is

about how we as a Department can help them with capacity
building. | have asked Mark Hoban to look at that issue. |
have also asked him to look at a reduction in the maximum
deposit limit, the proposed limits on the investment maturity
period and the proposals to limit credit union borrowing. All
those things need to be looked at again, and | hope that he
takes the opportunity to do that.

Mr Dunne: Following on from the previous answer, can the
Minister advise what help the Department of Enterprise,
Trade and Investment (DETI) can give to small credit unions
to ensure that they are able to cope with the additional
bureaucracy and regulation? Does she acknowledge the role
that credit unions play in community building?

Mrs Foster: | have absolutely no problem in acknowledging
the role of credit unions throughout the years in many
communities across Northern Ireland. As well as writing to
the Minister concerned at the Treasury, | have spoken to the
Minister of State at the Northern Ireland Office, Hugo Swire,
and raised with him our concerns about the difficulties that
we face. It is really a balancing act. We want to be able to
offer more services, but we recognise that there may be
capability issues with some credit unions. They may find
the burden of being regulated by the FSA onerous. It is
about trying to close that gap, and my officials in DETI and

| will work proactively to see how we can close that gap.
However, we have to work with Treasury officials as well on
this matter.

Titanic Centenary

4. Mr Gardiner asked the Minister of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment for an update on preparations for the 2012
Titanic centenary celebrations. (AQO 826,/11-15)

Mrs Foster: Next year will be a momentous one for Northern
Ireland, with a series of significant dates, commemorations
and anniversaries. The key anniversary will be the centenary
of the maiden voyage of Titanic in April 2012, and we will

of course see the opening of the new £97 million Titanic
Belfast visitor experience, which itself is a significant marker
of the centenary. This will be an opportunity to clearly
identify Belfast and Northern Ireland as the home of Titanic.

| recently launched NI 2012: Our Time, Our Place, which
is an exciting year-long programme of major international
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and national events. This includes significant recognition
of the Titanic centenary, both celebrating the shipbuilding
achievement and commemorating the maiden voyage and
the lives lost. The programme will provide a real platform
to change perceptions of Northern Ireland on a world stage
and provide significant economic benefits.

Mr Gardiner: | thank the Minister for her reply. However,
given that 2012 will mark the loss of life associated with
the sinking of the Titanic, | have to ask why the major
celebration was not the launch of the ship, the anniversary
of which was last year.

Mrs Foster: As | have always said to the House, this is
about celebrating what is going on in Belfast in 2012 but
also commemorating the lives that were lost on the Titanic.
| am sorry that the Member has not seen the plans. If

he had been at the all-party working group on tourism on
Monday morning, he would have seen the plans for not only
celebrating but commemorating. It is about that balance. We
want to celebrate what happened in the past, and we want
to look to the future for Northern Ireland and recognise the
great work that happened at that time. Do not forget, Mr
Principal Deputy Speaker, that she was all right when she
left Belfast.

Mr McKay: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann Combhairle.
The Minister will be aware that the Titanic ported not

only in Belfast but in Cobh, County Cork. Will she explore
what work can be done with Cork County Council and the
Dublin Government to ensure that the product in Belfast is
signposted in Cork? What work of mutual benefit can be
done in both areas?

Mrs Foster: As you know, the Northern Ireland Tourist

Board is responsible not just for Northern Ireland but for
marketing in the Republic of Ireland, and it has been working
through its office in Dublin to see how we can sell the story
of the Titanic in the Republic of Ireland. There is a lot of
work going on there, and | am happy to share it with him in
correspondence. | do not have the details here, but | know
that the Tourist Board has been doing a lot of work through
its Dublin office.

Dr McDonnell: Does the Minister agree that there is
substantial potential for a successful marina development
in the Titanic Quarter in Belfast that could go alongside the
various Titanic celebrations?

Mrs Foster: A huge programme of work is going on in the
Titanic Quarter, as the Member is aware. | am not sure
whether he is talking about something specific that he is
aware of. Certainly, there are great plans to develop the
Titanic Quarter, and we will see those in the work on the
signature project, the building offices and the slipways, as
well as in work on the rest of the harbour. It is my hope that,
when people go to the Titanic signature project, it will be
seen as a real destination to visit. As well as that — | take
up the point made in the previous question — there is a
need to signpost visitors to all the other attractions around
the Province, so that people do not just come to Belfast but
go out and around Northern Ireland and take in all that we
have to offer. There will be a lot going on next year.

Ms P Bradley: | was one of those who attended the launch
of the all-party group on tourism on Monday morning,

and | heard, at first hand, from the Tourist Board and the
Minister about the exciting plans for next year. How will the

celebrations affect not only the greater Belfast area but
Northern Ireland as a whole?

Mrs Foster: The Member wants to know how | am going to
help Dervock; | will have to come back to that.

There is a programme of major events. There will be around
seven tier 1 events, as we are calling them, and those

will be international events. However, there are also tier 2
events, which will go across the Province. It is my hope that
other new or existing events will come forward to fit into the
2012 themes of the giants of Northern Ireland, which is a
very wide theme that can cover a lot of issues, or Titanic
Belfast and maritime heritage, which covers our coastline.
So, this is a Northern Ireland gig; it is not just a Belfast gig.
| very much want everybody across Northern Ireland, from
Enniskillen to Belfast, to get involved to make sure that we
get the most out of it.

Invest NI: Job Creation

5. Mr Allister asked the Minister of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment, of the jobs promoted by Invest NI in the last five
years, how many jobs have been created and how many are
still in existence. (AQO 827/11-15)

Mrs Foster: Invest Northern Ireland does not presently
measure job creation. However, in line with the independent
review of economic policy (IREP) recommendation, | have
asked that there be a greater focus on project outcomes,
and new systems are now being developed. Once they are
in place, it is intended that Invest Northern Ireland will be
able to provide a half-yearly update on the number of jobs
created as a result of any offers made since April 2008.
Following the completion of a full data collection exercise, it
is expected that Invest NI will be in a position to present the
final analysis of job creation by spring 2012.

Invest Northern Ireland currently has some 1,500
employment-related letters of offer in process, each of
which has its own implementation plan, job creation profile,
delivery date and control period. Provision of precise
point-in-time job creation data is complex and open to
misinterpretation without an in-depth understanding of the
job creation profile of each of the individual projects that
were supported during the period in question.

Mr Allister: | think that many people will be amazed that the
Minister does not know how many of the jobs that Invest

NI says it promoted over the past five years it in fact saw
created and how many still exist. Surely that knowledge is
essential to measure promises of future job creation and to
see how the people who are making the promises actually
performed in the past. It might be welcome that they are
now beginning to put in motion measures that may answer
those questions, but why have we lived through a system in
which we do not know how many jobs were actually created?
We certainly know how many were lost, but is it not time that
the Minister knew how many were created?

Mrs Foster: It is disappointing that the Member does not
recognise that the matter is being dealt with. The IREP
report made proposals on all those issues, and 95% of
them have been implemented. This one is in the process
of being implemented and will be in place by spring 2012.
Of course, the Member cannot acknowledge when progress
is going on. He just cannot acknowledge that we are
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dealing with the issue. Instead, he reverts to what | read
of his Radio Ulster piece of work, in which he said that we
were interested only in foreign direct investment. We are
not interested only in foreign direct jobs. | have already
detailed the number of jobs coming from our companies,
from business start-ups and from the jobs fund. Yet again,
however, the Member cannot acknowledge that that is the
case and seeks to mislead the Assembly on the 25,000
jobs. The matter is being dealt with, and it would be nice if
he could acknowledge that.

Mr D Mcliveen: | will come back into a slightly more
optimistic world. Will the Minister outline how much
investment has gone into North Antrim recently as a result
of Invest NI? Does she agree that the Member for North
Antrim might have been a bit better informed had he stayed
in the Chamber and listened to details of the economic
strategy as those were being put forward last week?

Mrs Foster: The Member for North Antrim was down to
speak on the economic strategy, so it was disappointing
that he left the Chamber and did not take the opportunity
to raise a question with me on that occasion. However, | am
happy to say that, if the Member had been here, he would
have heard me refer specifically to the tremendous work

by Wrightbus in Ballymena on the London bus and to the
research and development being done there. As well as that,
in the hotel industry, the Adair Arms Hotel is investing £1-6
million, and | understand that the Galgorm Resort and Spa
is investing in new jobs. Those are just three examples of
what is going on in North Antrim. There is a lot of activity,
and there is more that can be done. Of course, there is
always more that we can do. | have asked all Invest NI
offices right across Northern Ireland to be more proactive in
working with small and medium-sized businesses.

Ms Lo: Very often, public procurement here tends to favour
large companies parachuted in from England. How much
help can Invest NI give to our home-grown companies to
make them more competitive and win the big contracts?

Mrs Foster: The Member is right to raise the issue of
procurement as a barrier to small and medium-sized
enterprises, and we have been concerned about it.
InterTradelreland does some work with companies here.
Some of its programmes — for example, Go-2-Tender

and Network and Getwork — are, essentially, for small
businesses so that they can get into the system and learn
how to tender for government contracts. As well as that,
the Boosting Business initiative brought forward by Invest
Northern Ireland intends to get alongside those companies
and give them any help that they need. Therefore, there will
not be an exclusive use of Invest NI's time. Instead, it will
look at ways that it can help small companies. | am sure
that procurement will be one of the issues that will come up
time and time again.

Agrifood

6. Mr McCartney asked the Minister of Enterprise, Trade
and Investment what work her Department is undertaking to
promote the agrifood sector. (AQO 828/11-15)

Mrs Foster: On 10 October 2011, | attended the Northern
Ireland pavilion at Anuga, Cologne, and launched a new
Northern Ireland red meat export initative with the English
Agricultural and Horticultural Development Board and Quality

Meat Scotland. Twenty-six Northern Ireland companies
participated at that international trade event, including three
of Northern Ireland‘s largest red meat processors: Dunbia,
Foyle Food Group and Linden Foods.

In these challenging economic times, the Northern Ireland
food and drink processing sector continues to be the
biggest contributor to the manufacturing sector, with a
growth of 8:3% in turnover last year from £3-4 billion in
2009 to £3-7 billion in 2010. To sustain that growth, my
Department, through Invest Northern Ireland, continues to
promote the Northern Ireland food sector internationally
through a comprehensive programme of trade missions,
exhibitions and events. In the past two months, 128 food
sector companies were promoted outside Northern Ireland
at trade events.

Mr McCartney: Go raibh maith agat, a Phriomh-LeasCheann
Comhairle. Gabhaim buiochas leis an Aire as an fhreagra
sin. | thank the Minister for the information that she gave in
her answer. | am told that a report on how we can improve
the agrifood sector across the island of Ireland has been
ready since May 2011 but remains unpublished. Does she
share my concern at that?

3.00 pm

Mrs Foster: | am not responsible for the publication

of reports, including the agrifood report produced by
InterTradelreland, which | think was what the Member
referred to. However, if the Member checks online, he may
find that that report has been published.
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Sports Clubs: Rate Relief

Debate resumed on amendment to motion:

That this Assembly recognises the benefits which
community and amateur sports clubs bring to local
communities; notes the vital role which they play in
encouraging participation in sporting activities and the
contribution they make in promoting healthy lifestyles;
and calls on the Minister of Finance and Personnel to
raise the rate relief afforded to these clubs from 80%
to 100% to ensure parity with equivalent clubs in other
parts of the UK. — [Mr Swann.]

Which amendment was:
Leave out all after “Personnel” and insert

“to examine the rate relief afforded to these clubs.” —
[Mr Hamilton.]

Mr McQuillan: | rise to wind on the amendment proposed by
my colleague Simon Hamilton. I, like many other Members,
agree with the sentiment of the motion. However, in the
current economic climate it would be hard to defend such a
decision, which would ultimately see money being cut from
somewhere else to pay for it. After all, sport is an issue

for the Assembly and not one for local government. Where
would the money come from? Would it come from health,
education or roads? | am happy to hear suggestions, but |
heard none during the debate.

When the Conservative Party campaigned prior to the 2010
general election, its members shouted about the Labour
Government spending more money than the nation was
bringing in. That led to a Budget deficit, which became a
major focus of the Conservative Party’s manifesto, and, it
must be said, of the Ulster Unionist Party in the form of the
Ulster Conservatives and Unionists New Force (UCUNF).
When the Conservatives formed an alliance with the Liberal
Democrats in the wake of the general election, which produced
a hung Parliament, the Conservative-led Government pushed
forward an emergency Budget and a spending review that
was published in October 2010. That resulted in our
Executive having less money to spend, despite growing
pressures on the health service, social housing, education
and roads. My party fought against those cuts while others
stood on the sidelines, and that was reflected in the
endorsement of my party in the May elections.

Community and amateur sports clubs contribute a
significant amount to society and to their communities,

and | value their contribution to society in Northern Ireland.
Such clubs not only provide a function in the promotion of
healthy lifestyles, especially by tackling childhood obesity
among our young people, but they also help to reduce crime
and antisocial behaviour. They have also been proven to
promote good relations between all sections of society in
Northern Ireland, which is the centrepiece of the cohesion,
sharing and integration policy for tackling sectarianism and
racism. Many of the clubs also act as community hubs and
provide a centre for communities. However, many community
centres are exempt from paying rates as they not revenue-
generating.

Although the Minister of Finance and Personnel would like
to assist all worthwhile causes across society, we must
take into consideration the financial constraints that the
Assembly must operate under. At present, 700 clubs benefit
from the 80% rate relief, the cost of which is met by the
Department of Finance and Personnel at a total cost of
£3-8 million each year. Increasing the relief would result in
an additional cost of £1 million each year, and if the relief
programme was extended beyond sporting clubs, it would
cost an additional £6 million each year. That would only put
an additional burden on the Northern Ireland Executive at a
time when we need to spend our block grant wisely amid a
major worldwide economic crisis.

It is worth stating that the Northern Ireland Executive have,
in fact, frozen the regional rate for some years now, and that
has gone some way to limiting the burden on community and
amateur sports clubs. The amendment does not change the
nature of the motion; it simply asks the Minister of Finance
and Personnel to examine the case for increasing the rate
relief that is afforded to such clubs.

I will now move on to summarise some of the points that
were made during the debate. Mr Robin Swann proposed
the motion and said that he did so after consulting various
sports clubs. He went on to say that the Programme for
Government makes several commitments to sport but that
commitment is lacking at a grass-roots level. Mr Swann also
said that he would not support the amendment as it would
weaken the motion, but that he might change his mind,
depending on what he heard from the DUP Benches.

Mr Simon Hamilton proposed the amendment and he
thanked Mr Swann for tabling the motion. He said that

no one in the House would argue with the first part of the
motion; he went on to commend the volunteers in sporting
clubs for giving up their time. He also said that clubs help
with obesity and play an important role in society.

In an intervention to Mr Hamilton, Mr Humphrey said that
sports clubs can help kids to turn their lives around, and,

in a further intervention, Mr McClarty said that there would
be a cost if we did nothing. Mr Hamilton replied that sports
clubs already receive 80% relief. He gave a commitment that
clubs would continue to receive that level of rate relief and
that there was no intention of going back to the previous
level of 65%. The Minister reiterated that commitment in his
contribution.

Mr Sheehan said that he agreed with the two previous
Members; he also said that it was positive for kids to be
involved in sport and that it gave them a focus in life. He
gave the example of his own amateur sports club, which is
finding it very difficult. That point was agreed with by nearly
all Members who spoke.

Dominic Bradley said that, through improving health and
well-being, implementing 100% rate relief would save £1
million in the long run. He also said that kids learned values
from sport that they then applied in other walks of life.

Chris Lyttle said that he is an amateur sports player. He
agreed with the amendment and the motion but said that
the amendment would make the motion better because it
would give the Finance Minister a bit of scope.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: Will you bring your remarks to
a close?
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Mr McQuillan: | certainly will. The Finance Minister said that
he welcomed the debate. He gave a commitment to Mr Swann
that he would not roll back rate relief and that it would stay
at 80% for the lifetime of the Programme for Government.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: | call Mr Danny Kinahan to
wind on the motion.

Mr Kinahan: Thank you very much, vice-principal Speaker
— vice Deputy Speaker. That is always a hard one to get
around, deputy principal.

| am pleased to wind on the motion. | am amused that Mr
Lyttle said at the beginning of the debate that, for all his life,
he has been involved in sport. When he reaches my age, he
would like to be able to say the same. However, there comes
a time when the body will not do what you want it to. | think
that we have heard every Member here declare an interest
in sport, except perhaps for the Minister, but he has the
same fine figure that | have. We may all need to take part in
a little more sport.

| remind Members that our motion recognises the benefits
that community and amateur sports clubs bring to
communities, and everyone here today has recognised that.
The motion also notes the vital role that clubs play:

“in encouraging participation in sporting activities and the
contribution they make in promoting healthy lifestyles”.

Once again, almost everybody who spoke agreed on that.
However, the nub of the motion was the call on the Minister
of Finance and Personnel:

“to raise the rate relief afforded to these clubs from 80%
to 100% to ensure parity with equivalent clubs in other
parts of the UK.”

Members took various angles on their agreement or
disagreement, but what we ask for is simply a proposal that
will increase the funds that sporting bodies already have to
hand by reducing the rate burden.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: | remind Members not to walk
in front of Members who are speaking.

Mr Kinahan: Thank you. To go back to my point, we are really
asking the Minister to reduce the rate burden, and to do

so in that way rather than through calling for other forms of
funding for sporting bodies.

To be gloomy for a little while, most of us talked about
the need to be fitter and healthier. This morning, the BBC
reported that an “obesity tsunami” was coming our way.
Other figures have also come out —

Mr Dunne: No pun intended.
Mr Wilson: | think that the waves are rolling around here.
Mr Kinahan: If they are listening at all. [Laughter.]

Each year in Northern Ireland, 2,100 deaths are attributed
to inactivity. Tackling obesity could save the health service
£8-4 million and reduce sickness absenteeism by 170,000
days — think of the money that is behind that. We are also
told that 10 years of life could be added to our average lifespan.

Mr Humphrey: | am grateful to the Member for giving way.
Thank you. He will obviously be aware that our colleague the

former Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure delivered quite
a considerable amount of money to sporting facilities and
the sporting infrastructure in Northern Ireland, and that will
greatly help to address the issues that the Member has just
raised. Does he accept that, as arose in the debate, there
is no rate relief parity across the United Kingdom? It very
much depends on the local authority on the mainland as to
whether there is 80% or 100% rate relief.

Mr Kinahan: Thank you very much. | am intrigued by the
point, but we are back to splitting hairs. In this case, we are
not looking for exact parity; rather, we want parity with the
100% relief so that clubs do not pay any rates, and we want
to find a way in which to do that.

| go back to my summary, which is gloomy but important,
because it shows what we will save if we get a healthier
society. We know that, through a better lifestyle, cancer in
two thirds of those who get it can be prevented. There would
be less cancer if we exercised more or changed our diet.

We should know that 7% of all diseases, one third of cases
of coronary heart disease and stroke, and 60% of cases of
hypertension are significantly related to obesity.

We heard from many Members about all the other emotional,
mental and physical benefits that come from having a
healthier lifestyle and participating in sport, all of which are
phenomenally important. | am looking at the Minister and
wondering why he is smiling at me. We feel that raising the
level of rate relief is a very small price to pay. What we are
asking for today will cost only £800,000, which is, using

the Minister’s figures, 20% of the £4 million. Just think of
the money that would be saved if people in the community
were in better health. Look at the amount of money that will
be coming in now as a result of the rates being charged on
vacant buildings in, for example, Ballymena. That new rate
will generate £2 million, so the £800,000 needed can easily
be paid for. Today, we are requesting that the Minister find a
way to do this. We believe that reducing the rate burden is a
no-brainer.

I will now look at some of the points raised. Mr Hamilton
divided the motion into two parts: recognition and action.
Taking the sports theme, we could liken it to a game of

two halves. We definitely won the first half and played
extremely well in the second half. Mr Hamilton mentioned
that amateur sports groups are the backbone of our society
but that there is a risk in singling out one good cause. He
said that there is a complex weighting system in the UK.
Nevertheless, we are asking the Minister to find a way of
aligning Northern Ireland with the rest of the UK, though

we do not have to provide rate relief in the same way. Mr
Hamilton is not convinced that it is worth doing, given all the
hurdles and barriers that are put in the way in the rest of the
UK. | say that we can do it, just in a different, much easier
way and with less red tape.

Mr Sheehan said that participation had gone down but that
the dividend of having a healthier society was immense. Mr
Bradley said that inactivity was costing more and more. He
also said that people learn about teamwork and loyalty when
they play sports at clubs and that there are many more
benefits to be gained, be they mental, physical or emotional.
We really cannot put a monetary value on that.

Mr Lyttle, when he was not telling us about the football
prowess of Ridgeway Rovers, highlighted the fact that
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amateur sports clubs are at the centre of the community. He
indicated that he will not support the amendment. He said
that the Minister needed more time to explore the issue,
and that is really what we are asking him to do.

Mr Girvan said that we should not pin all the responsibility
for this on just the Department of Finance and Personnel
but on the Health Department and others. He also said
that supporting the amendment would mean that local
authorities would have to jump through massive hoops.
However, my party is saying that we need to find a way of
ensuring that we do not put hoops in the way.

Like many others, Mr McLaughlin said that sports clubs are
at the centre of the community and that — he was actually
making our point for us — the small amount that it would
cost to make up the little differential in the fund could easily
be found in the Budget. Many more good points were made.
Mr Humphrey mentioned Orange halls and the 200 activities
provided by over 2,000 groups. | could go on and on. We all
recognise the benefits.

I will move on to the Minister’s remarks. He said that no
one would disagree with the first part of the motion. On

the second part of the motion, he said that the Executive,
through the Budget, already invest in sporting activities and
that he does not agree that the rating system should be
changed. He said that an extra 20% of rate relief meant that
it could be 84% for more. | want to move away from that,
except to mention the best of the Minister's comments,
which was his assurance that, over the next four years that
he has control of, the rate relief would not be reduced below
80%. We are very grateful for that. Today, we ask him to look
at how the rate relief could be increased to 100%.

3.15 pm

The Minister also said that he was unable to examine the
issue. Instead, he suggested that DCAL should look at

it. My party suggests that the issue is bigger than that: it
is about joined-up government, reducing bureaucracy and
tackling problems at their source, rather than tackling their
symptoms.

Mr Wilson: Perhaps the Member misunderstood the point
that | made. The activity to which he refers comes primarily
under the Department of Culture, Arts and Leisure’s remit.
The reason why | said that is not because | do not believe
that there is some interplay between any review that

DCAL might undertake and implications for DFR but simply
because it is the lead Department. That is why | suggested
that DCAL would take that forward.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: Time is up. We have to move on.
Mr Kinahan: Thank you very much. My party —

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: You gave way in the last
minute. You lost the remainder of your time.

Mr Swann: On a point of order, Mr Principal Deputy Speaker.
Earlier, Mr Kinahan gave way for another Member. Surely he
should be given an extra minute.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: The Member had 10 minutes
to make his winding-up speech. No additional time will be
allocated. | was watching the clock.

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

That this Assembly recognises the benefits which
community and amateur sports clubs bring to local
communities; notes the vital role which they play in
encouraging participation in sporting activities and the
contribution they make in promoting healthy lifestyles;
and calls on the Minister of Finance and Personnel to
examine the rate relief afforded to these clubs.

70



Tuesday 22 November 2011

Motion made:

That the Assembly do now adjourn. — [Mr Principal
Deputy Speaker.]

Adjournment

Flooding: Clogher Valley

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: | advise Members that the
Speaker has received a letter from the Minister of Agriculture
and Rural Development to say that she is unwell and unable
to respond to the Adjournment debate. Unfortunately, on this
occasion, it has not been possible for one of her ministerial
colleagues to respond to the debate on her behalf. | am
assured that her officials are in the Gallery and that they will
respond to any questions that are raised in the debate.

The proposer of the topic for debate will have 15 minutes. All
other Members who wish to speak will have approximately
10 minutes.

Lord Morrow: Thank you, Mr Principal Deputy Speaker. |
have noted your comments on the Minister’s non-attendance
and her inability to respond to the debate. | understand

and accept that there are good reasons why she cannot

be in the House to respond to the debate. However, we

will continue. | welcome the opportunity to bring before the
House the unfortunate issue of flooding in Clogher valley.

In bringing the topic to the Chamber, | am conscious that,
during recent heavy rainfall, there were many serious flooding
incidents throughout Northern Ireland, not just in Clogher
valley. However, in my constituency of Fermanagh and South
Tyrone, the Clogher valley area has perhaps suffered as
much and indeed more than many others. We have heard of
and seen the destruction that has been caused by severe
flooding in areas such as Beragh. | want to bring to the attention
of the Department and, in particular, the Rivers Agency the
serious incidents that have occurred in Clogher valley, where
flooding has now occurred on a number of occasions.

One particular incident occurred at Carntall Presbyterian Church,
which flooded suddenly while mourners waited in their pews
for a funeral service. Indeed, | understand that the funeral
service in the church was unable to go ahead in the manner
in which it had been originally planned. | ask Members to
take a minute to grasp how distressing it was for the family
and friends who were attending that very sombre occasion
and found themselves having to deal with the funeral service
being disrupted by elements that were outside their control.
The trauma of a death in the family is difficult enough to
cope with, but imagine having to deal with that and then face
the unexpected devastation of flooding while trying to take
your loved one to their final resting place on this earth. We
are appealing to Rivers Agency to take all necessary steps
to ensure that there is no reoccurrence of such incidents.

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

| feel that one way forward would be to make available
information on areas that are susceptible to flooding. That
information must be easily accessed by all areas of media,
be it through a computer, a telephone or in person. Indeed,
| feel that Rivers Agency should be proactive in alerting
residents to be aware of the fact that their property lies in

or near a flood plain. If that information were available at

all times, preventative steps could be taken to minimise

or greatly reduce the damage and destruction caused by
flooding. In a separate incident, a section of a farmer’s
agriculture building was partly washed away, and the remainder
was severely damaged as a result of the flooding in Clogher
valley. Of course, there were also incidents of homes being
flooded, and the devastation that that causes is never fully
understood until one finds themselves caught in such a situation.

| accept that it is not entirely a matter for Rivers Agency but
is, rather, a cross-cutting issue that involves the Department
of the Environment (DOE), the Department of Agriculture and
Rural Development (DARD) and the Department for Regional
Development (DRD). Each Department has a significant and
useful role to play. The issue of overflowing rivers spilling

on to our roads also has to be tackled. We often hear that
those floods happen once every 100 years but, in recent
times, it is happening much more frequently. | trust that
DARD will apply itself to ensuring that the infrastructure is
adequate to deal with any potential flooding, and that there
is joined-up thinking in the various Departments. Local
councils could also play a useful role in co-ordinating.

Recently, there was a meeting — | want to emphasise this
because it was a tragedy — of Dungannon and South Tyrone
Borough Council, and the various agencies were invited to
come along and listen to councillors’ concerns and respond
accordingly. One agency that refused to attend was Rivers
Agency. On being invited, its response was:

“Rivers Agency staffing levels could not accommodate the
workload associated with meetings of district councils to
discuss emergency planning in detail.”

We welcomed Roads Service, the Southern Trust, the PSNI
and Northern Ireland Water, but Rivers Agency, the most
important body in a situation such as that, was missing.
Surely it is unacceptable — | believe that it is — that the
lead agency in situations such as the one that we are
discussing today refuses to attend a council meeting where
councillors want to question and receive detailed answers
as to why their constituents were left adrift. Surely that

is unacceptable by anybody’s standards. That was a big
disappointment and sent out the completely wrong message
to the people of Clogher valley, to Dungannon and South Tyrone
Borough Council members and to the community further afield.

| have since submitted a written question to the Minister
asking for a projected costing of the attendance of a Rivers
Agency representative at an evening council meeting. It will
be interesting to see what the Department says, and | am
looking forward to receiving its reply. | did not realise that
there was as much involved in sending a representative to

a council meeting to give an account of themselves, and

| believe that what we were told could be or was close to

an excuse. We will not pre-empt the Department’s answer,
but we will certainly wait with bated breath to see what it
says. | do not for a moment accept that Departments are so
bereft of resources that they are unable to come to a council
meeting and give an account of their stewardship.

If the Minister were here today — | acknowledge that she

is ill and that it is impossible for her to be here — | would
impress on her the importance of Rivers Agency’s role in
this matter. | am asking for an assurance that the issue will
be investigated thoroughly as a matter of urgency, because
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it is totally unacceptable that any Department or agency
should refuse to hear the concerns of constituents via their
elected representatives, by whom | mean local councillors. It
should be said that none of the other agencies, which also
face straitened times, proffered any such excuse and were
in attendance that evening.

It was notable that Northern Ireland Water sent
representatives, who put forward an explanation of its role
in situations such as those that we are discussing. Northern
Ireland Water was questioned about the new arrangements
that it has in place following last year’s disastrous lack of
responses to people’s plight during the big freeze, but full
marks to it on this occasion. It presented a comprehensive
report on how it intends to deal with a similar situation,
should it arise in the future. We commend the agencies that
attended and record our appreciation, but a question mark
remains over the Rivers Agency’s commitment and attitude
when it comes to dealing with public representatives,
including local councillors.

Although | have been very critical today of the Rivers Agency
and its attitude and lack of attendance at the recent council
meeting, when | spoke to its representatives by telephone,
they were keen to come to the Clogher valley. | am aware
that, since our council meeting, they have met councillors

in the area and discussed some of the serious issues that
concern district councillors and members of the general public.

The Minister has given a commitment that she will respond
to the debate, a transcript of which she will receive. She has
given an assurance that she will respond in writing to the
debate. | look forward to receiving the same, together with
assurances that the issues that have been raised today will
be addressed and that we will hear from the Rivers Agency
of new measures and steps so that the people of Clogher
valley, particularly those who have been affected, will not
have to endure a reoccurrence of the surge and devastation
that was caused during that awful time of flooding.

Ms Gildernew: Go raibh mile maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. | welcome the opportunity to have the debate,
and | thank the Member opposite for bringing it to the
Floor of the House. The debate is timely, given some of
the unfortunate difficulties in the Clogher valley in recent
times. | pass on my best wishes to the Minister, who is
not well. She would have been here if she had been able.
| know of her personal commitment to the issue. In fact,
recently, on the evening that she visited the residents in
Beragh, she also diverted off the road on her way back to
visit a householder in Ballygawley who has been flooded
three times in three years. That resident’s home is beside
St Ciaran’s College, and the Member will know where that
is. St Ciaran’s College has been flooded on a number of
occasions, which has been very disruptive not only to the
school community but to preparation for exams, and so on.

Flooding is horrendous and traumatic. Recently, on a night
of very heavy rain, one of my children asked me what we
would take with us if our house were flooded. He wanted

his farm set to be rescued, and | said that | thought that
the baby pictures might be more important. There you

go; we all have different priorities. It brings the thought

of water flowing through your home and washing away the
possessions that you scrimped and saved to buy or things
that cannot be replaced such as photographs and memories
of your children’s younger days. | have been to homes that

have been flooded and seen the devastation, and people
were stoically trying to pick up the pieces. When | visited the
O’Rourkes’ home in Ballygawley, they had set quite a bit of
their furniture on crates to try to lift them out of the flood water.

Unfortunately, that was not enough, and most of their
furniture was destroyed. The house was absolutely beautiful:
you could see the curtains and wallpaper. It was a lovely
home, and to have it destroyed by flood waters for the

third time in three years was absolutely devastating. It was
devastating on a personal level for a family who reared their
children in that home and cannot imagine living anywhere
else. At the same time, they said to me that evening that it
used to be great to lie in bed and listen to the rain on the
window and know you were safe and warm inside. However,
once you have been flooded, that is never a comfort.
Hearing that rain on your window is such a threat because
you know that, when you get up in the morning or possibly
in the middle of the night, your living room will be under 2

ft of water. The fear that, every time there is heavy rainfall,
your home will flood again is absolutely horrifying for a lot
of families. That fear cannot be overstated and is probably
worse than the fear of fire because, if it happens to you
once, you think that there will always be the chance of it
happening again.

3.30 pm

Minister O’Neill, on that evening when she was in Beragh,
visited that home in Ballygawley. | was very appreciative that
she did because all the hype and talk was about Beragh.
Although | understand that that project needs to be done
and a lot of families were badly affected in Beragh, families
and a school community were also affected in Ballygawley.

| wanted to ensure that the Minister understood the
challenges that we faced in our constituency as well. She
was very sympathetic that evening and understood where
the O’Rourkes were coming from.

| know from experience that it is very hard to know that

you do not have enough money for all the flood alleviation
work that you want to do and it is devastating to see the
consequences of that. A flood alleviation scheme for
Ballygawley has been earmarked and in the pipeline for a
period of time. The road infrastructure that was built recently
would have had an impact on the timescale, but | am very
hopeful that we can get the flood alleviation scheme for
Ballygawley and St Ciaran’s through in the not-too-distant
future.

We also have to recognise and understand the topography
of the wider Clogher valley. It is very high up, and the water
rushes down Sliabh Beagh. Indeed, not too long ago, |
visited another family who live on the banks of the Fury
river. That family had built a home. They knew the river and
knew that it could get very high at times but there was no
history of flooding, at least in that area. As a precautionary
measure, however, that family spent £11,000 putting in
gabions — crates filled with stones — along the river to
shore up the bank. They also erected a fence for the safety
of their young children.

One night, a year or two ago, the Fury river got very high,
came rushing down the mountain and washed away
£11,000 worth of work that the family had invested in to
protect their home. Engineers who went out to look at that
felt that that work would be enough to secure the land at the
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home. When | visited recently, the crater that was left behind
when the river rushed through was only a number of feet
from their back door. | saw the home in Magherafelt on the
TV news last Friday. | am sure that other Members did also.
I know how worrying and scary it must be to see your back
step literally washed into the river. It really is horrendous.

| welcome the fact that we are having this debate on
flooding, specifically in the Clogher valley. | could talk ad
nauseam about other examples of flooding. It is an issue
that we want to highlight. We want to encourage the Minister
to put in whatever resources she can or to persuade the
Minister of Finance and Personnel to make more resources
available so that flood alleviation work can be carried out

on many of those schemes. Flooding may not directly affect
thousands and thousands of people, but it can affect people
in a way that has devastating consequences for their family
and their peace of mind.

| am delighted to be here for the debate. | look forward to
receiving the Minister’s response in writing. | believe that, by
working proactively and together, we can find a solution to
this problem and ensure that those families get the peace
of mind that they so truly deserve. Go raibh mile maith agat,
a LeasCheann Comhairle.

Mr Elliott: | thank Lord Morrow for bringing this topic to the
House, and | apologise for not being in the Chamber for his
entire introduction.

Clearly, this is a huge issue. | listened to Lord Morrow

and Michelle Gildernew talk about flooding not only in the
Clogher valley area but further afield. It has been a massive
problem over the past number of years. If you will permit
me, Mr Deputy Speaker, | will highlight some of the broader
aspects about flooding and then talk about the Clogher
valley issue in particular.

We have witnessed over the past number of years the
serious amount of damage from flooding that there has
been to this society and to businesses. We can add to that
the clean-up costs and the losses that some of those
businesses incurred. In the agriculture industry, we have had
a long-running debate about the flooding that happened a
couple of years ago, which destroyed the crops, particularly
the barley, wheat and potato crops. | accept that you cannot
mitigate every instance of flash flooding; that is impossible,
because it can happen so quickly. However, there are recurring
problems that we seem to be having about which more could
be done. That must start with ensuring that, whenever new
work is proposed, regardless of the Department responsible,
we take cognisance of the longer-term affects that that work
may have and of its potential to lead to flooding. In other
words, if you are making a new road, you should make sure
that you have a bridge that is high enough to avoid the
water. If there is construction work ongoing, you should
make sure that it will not affect an existing floodplain and
push a flood risk on to someone else.

| have to say that, for quite a number of years, Departments
have not had the necessary foresight. Whenever flooding
happens, the Departments take no responsibility whatsoever
for it. | see that as a huge problem. There needs to

be a joined-up approach in the Executive and between
Departments to ensure that we are not left with situations
that Departments cause.

There are a number of areas in which there is recurring
flooding. In some of those areas, the problem can be
resolved quite easily. Like Lord Morrow, | am concerned
that the Rivers Agency is not prepared to spend what may
in some cases be very small amounts of money to alleviate
the problems. Some of the issues have been touched on,
but there are several cases in the Clogher valley area. |
know of one home in particular that has, | am assuming,
been flooded at least six times in the past three years.

It is desperate, as Ms Gildernew said, to see the water
coming in through the front door and going out through the
back door and to see the whole ground floor of the house
flooded, causing huge damage. In some cases, the flooding
problems could be resolved fairly simply and with small
amounts of money, but the agency is not prepared to do
that.

There was one instance where a local football club made
flooding conditions in an area worse. A local resident
explained to the Rivers Agency the problems that would
arise from the development, and they have arisen. Even
though the Department and the Rivers Agency were
warned that there could be flooding, they still allowed the
development to go ahead, they still allowed the club to fill
in the land, they still allowed it to divert the river or put
some sort of pipes in and they allowed the local residents’
laneway to flood. It does not flood just once a year; it floods
very regularly. The husband in the household in question
is very ill and has to go for regular treatment in hospital.
His family have huge problems getting him in and out of
the home, and often they have to transport him by tractor
through the flooded area. That is in south Tyrone.

Once you deal with cases like that, you can offer very few
excuses for the Rivers Agency. It now refuses to even meet
the family to try to resolve the issue. There are opportunities
that Rivers Agency could take at the moment. Clogher Valley
Country Caravan Park is an example of a business that was
hit badly during the most recent flooding. In fairness, Rivers
Agency gave a promise to help it, but | note that that has
now been put back for some considerable time.

| want to see action out of all this, not just pretty words.
There are opportunities that Rivers Agency, in conjunction,
on some occasions, with other agencies and Departments,
can take to alleviate serious flooding issues that recur
regularly. | ask for that to happen as soon as possible, and
| ask that we in the Chamber do not get just nice words or
some sort of fluffy response. We need action.

Adjourned at 3.41 pm.
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Monday 28 November 2011

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

Members observed two minutes’ silence.

Assembly Business

Public Petition: Community Libraries

Mr Speaker: Mr Dominic Bradley has sought leave to present
a public petition in accordance with Standing Order 22.

Mr D Bradley: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Comhairle.
Eirim le hachaini a chur faoi bhraid an Tionéil ar son
Leabharlann an tSruthdin i gContae Ard Mhacha.

Mr Speaker, on behalf of the members and supporters

of Bessbrook library in County Armagh, | present a public
petition, through you, to the Minister of Culture, Arts and
Leisure. The petition opposes the reduction in opening
hours at Bessbrook library from 24-5 hours a week to 18
hours a week, which is a reduction of 25%.

The House debated the issue recently, and | do not propose
to go into the detailed arguments that | made then. However,
| will say this: Libraries Northern Ireland has a vision of
modern libraries being at the centre of the community and
assisting people to attain their full potential. It is highly
unlikely that that will be the case for a library that has its
opening hours reduced to 18 hours a week. In fact, there is
a strong likelihood that such reductions will result in a two-
tier library service. Smaller libraries will struggle to deliver
even the most basic library service, with minimal community
involvement, while bigger libraries, with longer opening
hours, will have the time and staff to deliver a far superior
service. They will have no restrictions on the level of service
to which their users will have access. Eventually, that will
result in users from the smaller libraries migrating to the
larger libraries, and the foreseen or unforeseen effect of that
reduction of opening hours may well be the eventual closure
of many of the smaller libraries.

The criteria used to make the decisions to reduce opening
hours were neither fair nor equitable. The threshold of
80,000 activities placed libraries that opened for less than
30 hours per week at a severe disadvantage. Although the
library service is keen to promote library involvement in the
community, no statistics regarding class visits, children’s
activities or cultural and heritage activities were published.
Those activities are at the core of the modern library service
as outlined by Libraries Northern Ireland, so it is extremely
strange that they were not taken into account when the
criteria used in this consultation were drawn up.

The suggestion that there will be consideration of an

increase in hours, should money become available, does
not hold out much hope. A consideration is no substitute
for a commitment, and it remains highly unlikely that the

reduced opening hours will ever be replaced. In fact, many
people fear that the reduction in opening hours sounds

the death knell of many of those smaller libraries. There

is, therefore, a high level of concern among library users in
Bessbrook and many other areas served by smaller libraries.
It appears that the process used to collect data was flawed
and skewed against smaller libraries. As a result of that, we
can conclude that Libraries Northern Ireland’s proposals for
reductions —

Mr Speaker: Order. | am very reluctant to interrupt the
Member, but, when Members present petitions to the House
under Standing Order 22, their statements should be very
short. | understand the importance of what the Member is
saying, but | ask him to conclude his remarks as soon as
possible.

Mr D Bradley: Thank you very much, Mr Speaker. | propose
to bring my remarks to a conclusion fairly quickly. As | was
saying, the result of this is that Libraries NI's proposals

to reduce the hours of smaller libraries are unfair and
inequitable and need to be revisited with a view to producing
a fairer and more equitable outcome for smaller libraries.
The petition asks the Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure to
take such action.

Mr D Bradley moved forward and laid the petition on the Table.

Mr Speaker: | will forward the petition to the Minister of
Culture, Arts and Leisure for information and send a copy to
the Chairperson of the appropriate Committee.
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Teacher Training

Dr Farry (The Minister for Employment and Learning): | am
grateful for the opportunity to make a statement about our
future teacher training arrangements.

At one level, this is simply about organisational
effectiveness. At another, it runs much deeper. It touches
our values and traditions, points up the costs of division in
our society and raises issues about equality of opportunity.
Most importantly, however, it is about the future education
of our children and the quality of the provision that we put
in place for the training of their teachers. It is therefore an
emotive issue that can provoke strong feelings.

The education of our children and young people is
fundamental to how our society functions. If we are to
achieve a shared, inclusive future, much of that work must
take place in school so that sharing, rather than separation,
becomes the norm. The only sustainable future is a shared
future. | am a strong advocate of increased sharing and
integration in our education system, and there are strong
economic, financial, social and educational reasons for
taking that course of action. This applies equally to the
training of our teachers, who are in loco parentis for many
hours of the key formative years of a child’s life. Shaping the
future of teacher training is, therefore, a matter of central,
long-term importance. We must approach this issue by doing
what is best for our children. The particular organisational
structure should flow from that, not vice versa.

The situation we have in Northern Ireland today for the
training of our teachers is not sustainable, particularly given
the number of unemployed teachers, teachers on short-term
contracts and other real financial priorities. In my statement,
| want to formally respond to the public consultation on the
proposed merger of Stranmillis University College and Queen’s
University, but | will do so in the context of my vision for the
future of teacher training provision in Northern Ireland.

The governing body of Stranmillis had become concerned
at the perceived fall in pupil roll numbers in schools,

the changing financial structures for the college and the
challenges that it faced in the future. In July 2007, the
governing body engaged David Taylor, an educational
consultant and former director of inspection at Ofsted,

to provide a report on the long-term strategic options for
Stranmillis. In April 2008, after careful consideration of the
options, the governing body took the decision, in principle,
to merge with Queen’s. That was seen as the only option
that would ensure the continued viable and sustainable
existence of Stranmillis. The merger option has the
unanimous backing of the board of governors of Stranmillis
University College as well as the full backing of the senate
of Queen’s University. The merger was strongly endorsed
by my ministerial predecessor and was issued for public
consultation in March 2011. The merger of Stranmillis
University College with Queen’s University Belfast to create
the Stranmillis School of Education at Queen’s would
deliver a world-class facility with first-rate teaching, learning
and research in a fit-for-purpose estate. There are many
advantages to be gained by having a school of education
that can bring together teacher training from early years,
through primary, post-primary and tertiary levels.

Stranmillis University College’s undergraduate teacher
education programmes have a high reputation. It brings
significant research strength, particularly in early years
education, and made an impressive return to the 2008
research assessment exercise. The School of Education

in Queen’s University has developed the largest doctoral
programme in education on the island of Ireland and is

one of the leading research schools in the UK. It runs the
largest post-primary initial teacher education programme in
Northern Ireland as well as the largest masters in education
programme. Bringing the strengths of both institutions
together would create synergies that would encourage
effective and efficient use of resources, enhance the quality
of education across all age groups, from early years through
to postgraduate, and facilitate quality research.

One has only to look at the example of the merger of the
Peabody College of Education and Human Development with
Vanderbilt University in Nashville, Tennessee — Belfast’s
sister city. That merger in 1979 united two separate but
highly esteemed institutions and enhanced the intellectual
and social resources available to their students. Since merger,
Vanderbilt has been ranked in the top 20 US universities.
Peabody was ranked as the number one graduate school of
education nationwide in 2009 and has maintained a place
in the top five schools for seven straight years.

The second key driver for the merger is financial. The
decision taken in principle to merge was not arrived at
lightly and reflected the very challenging circumstances
faced by the college. The main income stream of Stranmillis
is the block funding paid by my Department on a per
student basis. However, the number of teacher trainees in
Stranmillis has fallen dramatically. There were 821 trainee
teachers at Stranmillis in 2004, and that has fallen to 552
in 2011, a decrease of almost 33%. On the basis of the
current numbers of trainee teachers coming through from
the Department of Education, the governors believe that the
college will begin to incur annual deficits from the 2012-
13 academic year. It is estimated that the annual deficit
will be in excess of £1 million by 2014-15. Deficits have
been avoided in the past couple of years only because of
temporary, transitional funding and other factors that are
no longer relevant. In addition, the college has substantial
capital requirements to enable it to deal with an ageing
estate. Current estimates of backlog maintenance amount
to around £6 million, and a further £3 million is required
for the Henry Garrett building alone, which is currently
unoccupied.

My Department has allocated £1 -6 million to the college
over the current spending review period. That is clearly well
short of what is required. The proposed merger represents
an unprecedented opportunity to put Stranmillis on a sound
financial footing, as Queen’s University has undertaken to
deal with the maintenance issues and to invest a further £7
million in the estate. That scale of capital investment is not
available to Stranmillis other than through the merger.

12.15 pm

Stranmillis and Queen’s are already academically integrated.
Stranmillis is a college of Queen’s University. However,
Stranmillis is independently governed and maintains its own
administrative and financial structures. The merger would
bring Stranmillis wholly within the governance structures of
Queen’s, and the Stranmillis governing body would cease to
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exist upon merger. A number of principles of the merger
were also agreed between the prospective partners to
protect staff and the position of Stranmillis in a merged
institution. For example, both bodies have agreed that there
will be no compulsory redundancies as a result of the merger.
The staff of the college will be transferred to Queen’s on
their existing terms and conditions of employment and can
remain within their existing pension schemes. Queen’s has
recently undertaken to protect the transferred posts for up
to four years, and existing Stranmillis staff will have access
to a voluntary severance scheme.

It has also been agreed that the transferor churches

would have a role in the governance structures of the new
school of education. An advisory stakeholder forum will

be established on which the transferor churches will have
guaranteed representation, along with other churches

and key stakeholders from the wider education system in
Northern Ireland. That has been welcomed by the transferor
churches, and it gives them a role that they do not currently
enjoy at Stranmillis. The enabling legislation will require
that that forum is established and maintained by Queen’s.
Moreover, the new college would train teachers who are able
to deliver the agreed religious education curriculum in any
school in Northern Ireland. That will replicate what currently
happens at Stranmillis.

A decision to merge two autonomous bodies is usually a
matter for those bodies. However, Stranmillis University
College needs to be formally discontinued under the terms
of the Colleges of Education (Northern Ireland) Order

2005 before its assets and liabilities can be transferred

to Queen’s University. That means that the Assembly

must pass the enabling legislation for the merger to
proceed. From the meetings that | have had with various
stakeholders, | have reluctantly concluded that there is not
yet sufficient support in the Assembly to pass the necessary
legislation to allow the college to merge with Queen’s
University. There is a perception that Stranmillis is primarily
a Protestant institution. However, Stranmillis recruits
students and staff from all parts of our community. The
transferor churches no longer have a role in the governance
of Stranmillis. In such circumstances, it cannot be described
as a Protestant institution. Stranmillis represents the main
different sections of our shared community and is therefore
non-denominational. | believe that the proposed merger,
even taken in isolation, would be beneficial for community
relations. The Community Relations Council has recognised
the benefits that the merger would bring and stated in its
response to the public consultation:

“Education in Northern Ireland has a crucial role

to play in reconciliation, peace-building and conflict
transformation. Our vision for education is one where the
opportunities for meeting, sharing and collaboration are
maximized on a cross community basis...we welcome
this proposal to merge the Stranmillis College and QUB
as it will have both economic, social and reconciliation
benefits for our society.”

In the event that the Stranmillis/Queen’s merger does not
proceed, the outlook for Stranmillis University College is
bleak. The college does not have access to any funding
streams that would deal with the estate issues that |
referred to earlier, nor would it have the resources available
to invest in staff or to improve its student experience.
Academic standards would most likely suffer. If the number

of trainee teachers being allocated each year continues on
its downward trajectory, the impact on Stranmillis will be
significant and a financial crisis will soon be upon us.

| do not have any additional funding for Stranmillis. My
departmental budget is already under considerable
pressure, and | have many competing demands to deal with.
As Members are aware, with the support of the Executive

| achieved a funding package to both sustain university
funding and freeze tuition fees through finding greater
efficiencies in my Department and securing budget transfers
from other Departments. How could | justify distorting my
budget when there is already a surfeit of trained teachers
and the number of teaching jobs may decline further? How
could | justify that when there are such pressures on my
employment service? Therefore, until the merger takes
place, Stranmillis University College must manage its own
affairs as best it can.

| am grateful that Queen’s University remains a willing party
to the merger, and | am sure that both institutions will
continue to work closely together in the interim. | believe
that, as soon as there is sufficient political support to

pass the enabling legislation, the merger should proceed.

It will be a significant first step towards a more rational,
shared and integrated system, and it could not be viewed as
prejudicial to any wider reforms that could follow. Therefore,
| remain committed to moving the merger forward as soon
as possible with the support of the Assembly.

In considering the Stranmillis and Queen’s merger, | have
taken the opportunity to take a step back and ask much
more fundamental and searching questions regarding our
current teacher education infrastructure in Northern Ireland.
Although the teacher training numbers and academic
requirements are set by the Department of Education,

the funding of the institutions falls to my Department. At
present, teachers are trained in five separate institutions

in Northern Ireland. That seems excessive for a region with
a population of 1-8 million people and must be viewed in
the context of the changing landscape around the need for
qualified teachers and the number of school-aged children.
Of the five institutions, in addition to Stranmillis, St Mary’s
University College is the other dedicated teacher training
college. St Mary’s is a faith-based institution and prides
itself on being part of a worldwide network of Catholic higher
education institutions. The histories and circumstances

of the university colleges are different. Like Stranmillis, St
Mary’s is an autonomous body and did not take a decision
to consider any merger. It was never part of the current
merger proposal. There are, nevertheless, issues relating to
the future of St Mary’s. | will address those issues shortly.

| know that St Mary’s has a proud tradition and history

in west Belfast, and | am confident that higher education
provision will continue to be delivered on the site. However,
it has long been my view that there should be a single
integrated teacher training system in Northern Ireland. There
is no reason that our teachers should be trained in separate
institutions. | realise that we have different education
sectors, but that does not mean that we should not take
opportunities, when they arise, to move towards a more
sensible arrangement. All schools must deliver the Northern
Ireland curriculum, and all schools are inspected by a single
inspectorate. Professionally trained teachers should be

able to teach in any educational context, irrespective of the
prevailing ethos in the school.
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In the course of my considerations, | have concluded that
there are wider issues that | wish to address. At the heart of
those is how best to achieve a more shared, integrated and
financially sustainable landscape for the delivery of teacher
education. | also want to examine associated issues, such
as equality of opportunity for all those who enter into and
qualify from the teacher education sector.

Students from whatever part of our community can apply
for places in any of our higher education institutions, and
gaining a place is based on academic achievement. Most
students apply via the University and College Admissions
Service (UCAS). However, St Mary’s does not use that
service and has a separate application process. That
leads to a situation in which Stranmillis may give offers to
students who also hold an offer from St Mary’s. Some will
opt to choose St Mary'’s, resulting in Stranmillis having to
fill some of its final places through clearing, despite having
been oversubscribed initially. There is also potentially a
risk of graduates from the two colleges having different
employment prospects. That is particularly acute in a
declining and more competitive market for teachers.

At present, teaching positions in the Catholic maintained
primary sector require the applicant to hold the certificate in
religious education. That certificate is taught at St Mary’s,
and students there can elect to take it along with their initial
teacher education. | understand that the vast majority of
students at St Mary’s elect to take the certificate, as they
wish to gain employment in the maintained sector. Students
at St Mary’s do not pay a fee to take the certificate. At
Stranmillis, there is no course of study leading to the award
of a certificate of religious education. However, Stranmillis
students can opt to take a distance learning course from
Glasgow University that leads to the certificate. | understand
that a small number of students from Stranmillis take the
course, and they are funded by my Department. Therefore,
we have a situation in which all the necessary teaching

and support to gain employment in the maintained sector

is offered by one of our university colleges, while students
at the other must undertake a distance learning course to
obtain such requirements. Although students at Stranmillis
are not out of pocket when they take the course, they are at
a disadvantage, as the course is not delivered or supported
in their teacher education institution.

When it comes to finding a teaching position, graduates
from St. Mary’s can take up a post in any primary school in
Northern Ireland, as they will have the certificate in religious
education. However, a Stranmillis graduate can take up a
teaching position in a maintained Catholic primary school
only if he or she has taken the certificate in religious
education by distance learning. The situation could be
addressed either through measures to remove the capacity
for schools to require the certificate or through ensuring
fairer and more ready access for students to the certificate
across all institutions. It is in the latter option that the
interest and remit of my Department lie.

In financial terms, both university colleges are in a
precarious position. Owing to a decline in teacher numbers,
as determined by the Department of Education, the
university colleges have increasingly relied on additional
support funding from my Department. In particular, they were
permitted to recruit students to a number of non-teacher
training degree programmes. | have direct control of the
number of non-teacher training places, and the funding

associated with those places represents considerable
financial income for the institutions. In the current year,
there are 277 non-teacher training students at Stranmillis,
for which my Department provides a grant of almost £1-1
million. That represents over 20% of the total grant support
given to the college. There are 286 non-teacher training
students at St Mary’s in the current year, for which my
Department provides a grant of almost £1-1 million. Again,
that represents 20% of total grant support. In addition, a
premium is paid on each teacher training student at each
of the two university colleges, totalling around another £1
million for each institution.

Moreover, since 2008-09, my Department has provided
conversion funding to Stranmillis to help keep it sustainable.
In the last year in which it was paid, the funding totalled
£171,000. In the current year, my Department has paid
£208,000 to the college to ensure that it sustained the
required efficiency of no more than 6%. The combined

effect is that, in recent years, my Department has provided
between £10 million and £11 million to the two university
colleges by way of block grant each year. However, only just
over half of that total relates to the training of teachers.

In Northern Ireland terms, the funding of two separate
university colleges is, therefore, a clear cost that we all
bear as a result of the division in our society. The matter

is further compounded by the fact that teacher training
education also takes place in three universities in Northern
Ireland, and do not forget that Northern Ireland students are
trained as teachers elsewhere in the United Kingdom and
return here to seek one of a diminishing number of jobs.

If we examine figures for 2009-2010 for those graduating
with a Bachelor of Education from the university colleges
who were employed in a teaching capacity six months after
graduation, we can see that 41% of them were employed on
a short-term contract lasting less than 12 months. A further
27% were employed on a temporary contract. Only 10% of
the graduates gained a permanent teaching contract within
six months of graduating.

Recently, my colleague the Minister of Education announced
that there were around 50,000 unfilled school places in
Northern Ireland and that that could rise to around 80,000.
The Department of Education is conducting a review of the
number of schools. All our schools need to be sustainable,
and the school estate requires some rationalisation.
Although that is clearly a matter for the Minister of
Education, it is very likely that it will have a direct impact

on the number of teachers required to staff the system in
coming years. After all, it is also the Minister of Education
who determines the number of new teacher training places
each year and allocates those to the five providers. Over
the past few years, the number coming into the system

has declined from 846 in 2005-06 to 663 in 2011-12. For
Stranmillis alone, the drop has been from 230 intakes to
160, representing a reduction of 30%. The indications are
that the numbers will further decline or, at the very least,
remain static. Thus, both university colleges are in a weak
financial position, and the likelihood is that that position will
get worse as time goes on.

| believe that, as currently constituted, their sustainability
is in question. Indeed, | must consider the value for money
of the various subsidies, in light of other pressures and
opportunities.

78



Monday 28 November 2011

Ministerial Statement: Teacher Training

12.30 pm

| contend that the training of teachers in Northern Ireland
in the current system is inefficient and that our funding
could be used better by the teacher training institutions if
they were prepared to move towards a more shared and
integrated system. Therefore, | am today announcing a
two-stage study of the teacher education infrastructure in
Northern Ireland.

I am well aware, Mr Speaker, that the Minister of Education
has a clear interest in teacher education, particularly with
regard to delivery and academic considerations, and that he
is considering a number of relevant issues. The work that |
am announcing today will not preclude any changes that may
flow from my colleague’s Department.

The first part of my study will be an objective analysis of
the financial stability and sustainability of the two university
colleges. Essentially, that part of the study will consider

the affordability of the current system and the rationale

for the various funding streams, benchmark costs and
models of delivery with other jurisdictions, and seek to
forecast whether the institutions are sustainable into the
future, given the current demand for teachers, the number
of qualified teachers in Northern Ireland and the future
demographic trends in the school-age population. The
second strand of the study will set out options for a more
shared and integrated system for the delivery and funding of
teacher education.

We need clarity on the way forward for teacher education

in Northern Ireland, and | am sure that the current teacher
training providers would welcome that. All providers will be
included in the study and all will be given the opportunity to
express their views, present arguments and evidence and
help to shape the outcome of the study.

The study will be carried out by persons independent of

my Department, and | am anxious to have it carried out as
quickly as possible. My desire is to facilitate, create and
agree a shared system of teacher education. | am not going
to be prescriptive of the type of sharing and integration that
may be recommended by the study. Areas for consideration
should include services, facilities and teaching. Issues
regarding equality of opportunity and equality of access
also need to be addressed. | am also conscious of issues
relating to ethos and diversity in society, and any shared
system would need to respect and address areas such as
language, art, history, culture and sport.

As mentioned, | am aware of the potential interfaces
between the study that | am announcing and the work of
the Department of Education. | am mindful of ministerial
responsibilities, remits and limitations and | will respect
those boundaries. | am also aware, however, that the
interests of our Departments may overlap on some teacher
education issues, particularly around stage two of my
Department’s study, and | will ensure that my officials and |
liaise closely with our counterparts.

In conclusion, | believe that the current system of teacher
training is neither affordable nor sustainable. That is

why | believe it is essential to carry out the study and to
produce an objective analysis of the financial stability and
sustainability of the two university colleges. However, | think
that it needs to be undertaken in order to inform the debate
on the funding of the teacher education system into the future.

| am convinced that the best way forward for Northern
Ireland society is to develop a fully integrated education
system comprising an integrated system of teacher
education. However, | know that | cannot deliver that by
myself. The views of others, including, in particular, the
various stakeholders, are critical. | will, therefore, remain
open to all reasonable suggestions and recommendations.
| emphasise that that does not necessarily mean a single
provider. My vision provides for a plurality of provision where
it makes economic sense to do so, but it means that we
should take opportunities when they arise to move towards
a more sensible arrangement than the current profile.

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

My priorities are clear. Teacher education must contribute

to a world-class education system. It must be financially
efficient, sustainable and affordable and it must reflect our
vision that children are educated through a system that is
inclusive, open and shared. As | said at the outset, we owe
nothing less to the future schoolchildren of Northern Ireland,
as well as to the future teachers in our society.

Mr B McCrea (The Chairperson of the Committee for
Employment and Learning): You will appreciate, Mr Speaker,
that that was a long and comprehensive statement by the
Minister. There are a few points worth making for context.

First, the Minister has rightly identified that there are concerns
about the loss of the Protestant ethos in Stranmillis if it
were to be merged. It is also fair to say that there is a
question regarding Stranmillis’s merger if St Mary’s were not
to merge. In fact, | wonder why you are going for a study
when the figures so blatantly obviously show that the
numbers are not there to sustain two colleges.

Secondly, the Committee has taken representation from a
number of people, and there is concern about the fact that
one of the teacher training colleges is not part of UCAS
while the other is, and that seems to give some imbalance.
Finally, the issue of the certificate seems to preclude certain
sections of student teachers from gaining employment in
certain areas, and that appears to be unfair.

Taking it all in the round, however, | am disappointed that
we have set out the problem but have more or less left
Stranmillis hung out to dry. Stranmillis must find its own
way. The issue comes when | ask you a specific question.
The additional money for non-teacher training for students
at Stranmillis is £1-1 million. Will that be withdrawn and will
it also be withdrawn for St Mary’s? Although you are going
through with the study, is there no way, for the sake of those
learning and teaching there and for the children of Northern
Ireland, that we can find some form of temporary financial
solution that will not make this the disaster that it looks to be?

Mr McElduff: On a point of order, Mr Principal Deputy Speaker.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: Points of order will be taken
after questions on the statement.

Dr Farry: | thank the Chair for those comments. | will run
through them in order. The potential merger of Stranmillis
will not result in a loss of ethos. Let me be clear: Stranmillis
is not a mirror image of St Mary’s. Once the transferors left
the board of governors, Stranmillis became formally a non-
denominational institution. However, | stress that with regard
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to the proposed merger, a stakeholder forum will represent
transferor churches plus other faith backgrounds. In some
senses, that aspect will be enhanced if the merger goes ahead.

| have set out in detail the issues regarding UCAS and the
Catholic certificate. | am mindful that we have a lack of
equality of opportunity and equality of access.

Stranmillis has certainly not been hung out to dry. | strongly
endorse the merger as the best way forward. The study
that | am announcing today should in no way be seen as
delaying the merger of Stranmillis and Queen’s. Indeed, if
we were to move ahead with that merger, | do not believe
that that would in any way prejudice the conclusions of the
wider study. We can move ahead on parallel tracks. Once it
is clear that the Assembly supports the enabling legislation
for the merger, | will come straight away with that legislation
and the merger will proceed. Until then, | am happy to work
with all the stakeholders, including political stakeholders,
to ensure that we have that level of support. | would like

to think that the serious bleak financial situation that
Stranmillis faces will be a factor in those discussions and in
reaching a successful conclusion.

With regard to the additional resources going into Stranmillis
in the short term, | am uncomfortable with that line of
thought. | am pointing out a very inefficient system of
financial support for teacher training, one which, | believe, is
not sustainable in the future, particularly when we are under
severe financial pressure across Northern Ireland, including
in my Department. | have grave difficulties in advocating

the shift of resources from elsewhere to do that. Indeed,
there was a lot of discussion in the news this morning about
problems with the schools estate and the cuts to school
budgets. How can we tell the schoolchildren of Northern
Ireland that we will take money from elsewhere to prop up
an already inefficient system of teacher training?

The additional resources that my Department provides to
Stranmillis and St Mary’s are of deep concern, and | do not
believe that they can be sustained in future. We need to
go about this in a measured and appropriate way. It will be
through the scoping study and the discussion around how
we provide a more shared and sustainable system that we
will address that issue.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: Members, we have a lot of
questions to get through, and | ask Members to be concise.
From now on, Members should only ask questions.

Mr Buchanan: In the introduction of his statement, the
Minister used all the key bywords when he talked about
“equality of opportunity,” “sharing, rather than separation”
and when he said:

“The only sustainable future is a shared future.”

Yet, he seems keen to press forward by advocating a merger
with between Stranmillis and Queen’s that would exclude St
Mary’s. That, | believe, defeats the entire purpose.

Focusing on what the Chair of the Committee said, and given
that the Minister has met with the Finance Minister to get
extra funding for things such as the cap on student fees —

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: Question.

Mr Buchanan: — extra student places in the north-west
and other policy issues, will the Minister give the House

any indication of what contact he has had with the Finance
Minister to discuss extra funding for Stranmillis? Why is
Stranmillis continually the Cinderella in his Department?

Dr Farry: In my statement, there are lots of words that
relate to sharing in education. | mean every word that | say
about that sharing and about equality of opportunity. If you
read through the detail of the statement and consider it,
you will see that | am setting out a road map by which we
can achieve real sharing in our teacher training provision in
Northern Ireland. It is about real delivery and how we move
forward on the shared educational agenda. A number of
parties have referred to the need for that, in the Chamber
today and in other recent debates, so let us move ahead
with that.

| do not believe that moving ahead with the merger of
Stranmillis and Queen’s is in any way prejudicial to wider
reforms in the system, and | am strongly pushing ahead
with that agenda of wider reform. The issues and problems
in our teacher training landscape are much broader than
the current financial problems that are faced by Stranmillis.
We have a very inefficient system, and as a Minister with a
responsibility for using public resources wisely, | have great
difficulty in standing here and justifying what is, in effect, a
major subsidy from my Department that reflects a divided
system and the divided society in Northern Ireland. We must
change and we must build a shared future.

| have secured the extra funds from the Executive for tuition
fees; that is essentially a done deal. However, | have had

no discussions with the Finance Minister on additional
funding for Stranmillis, and | have a major moral difficulty in
putting more money into an already inefficient system. In my
Department, | have problems with the employment service;
we need to spend a lot more money in that area, and | am
struggling to hold the line in that regard. Other Ministers are
also facing up to real difficulties within their portfolios. How
can we justify to the people of Northern Ireland our taking
money that is needed elsewhere and putting it into one
area because we are not prepared to move ahead with the
merger of Stranmillis and Queen’s? That merger will provide
a financial rescue package for Stranmillis and it will stop it
from being, in the words of Mr Buchanan, the “Cinderella.”

Mr P Maskey: Go raibh maith agat a Phriomh-LeasCheann
Combhairle. | think that the Minister is trying to the close St
Mary’s by stealth. He will not have my or my party’s support
for that, so good luck with that.

St Mary’s is a first-class university. It has been on the Falls
Road for 110 years, it is second to none and has some of
the best employment rates for students who graduate and
go into the workforce. Consultants’ reports also clearly show
that St Mary'’s is viable with added numbers.

Why does this announcement deal only with two universities,
and not the three other universities? Is the Minister afraid of
the other universities? He is sailing very close to going down
the road of sectarianism on this matter, and that is wrong.

Dr Farry: | much regret the language that Mr Maskey has
used. This is about building a shared system in Northern
Ireland; it is not about sectarianising any debate. We want to
move forward in a way in which we respect everyone’s
background and diversity but we also want to move forward
together on a shared basis. | have not set out any agenda
for the closure of St Mary’s. | respect the role that St Mary’s
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has played throughout its long history in training teachers in
Northern Ireland. | also recognise its high academic
standards. | have set out the need to address a financially
unsustainable situation. That applies as much to St Mary’s
as to Stranmillis. St Mary’s is financially viable today only
because my Department — the public purse — significantly
subsidises it. Its core teacher training funding provision
constitutes only half of St Mary’s budget. The other half
comes from the funding of liberal arts students and a premium
of £1,500 that we pay for each place, reflecting how small
St Mary’s is as an institution. We have to consider that in
the round to compare what we are doing there with other
jurisdictions, and ask ourselves whether that is wise.

12.45 pm

We should look to the future system and study carefully the
end of my statement in particular, in which | referred to my
personal opinion that we should have an integrated system.
| also stated my clear commitment to respect and to take
on board the views of other stakeholders. We could have a
single system or a shared system, and within that shared
system, we could have a plurality of providers. That does not
amount to an agenda to close St Mary’s. However, we must
make sure that the overall system in Northern Ireland is fit
for purpose and financially sustainable.

Mr McDevitt: In April 2003, the Department for Employment
and Learning (DEL) and the Department of Education began
a joint study, Teacher Education in a Climate of Change: The
Way Forward, which went out to consultation last year. In
fact, consultation on it closed a year ago today. Will the
Minister tell us what the future is for that strategic review?
Will he further inform the House why it is not a joint review
conducted by his Department and the Department of Education,
as both are so obviously directly affected by its output?

Dr Farry: That review is primarily the responsibility of the
Minister of Education. However, | understand that it is due
to report in the very near future. The review looked primarily
at how we reached conclusions on our requirements for
teacher training numbers and academic standards. The
measures that | announced are separate from that. They
look at issues of affordability from a financial perspective
and how we move ahead to reshape the institutional
landscape. | said clearly in my statement that | respect the
responsibilities of my colleague on the Executive, and we
will co-ordinate what we do around the two reviews. Indeed,
| met the Minister of Education in advance of my statement
today. In particular, when we reach the second stage of
that study, the Department of Education will be an integral
partner in how we take it forward.

Mr Lyttle: | thank the Minister for his statement and
acknowledge that he is one of the few Ministers in the
Executive to recognise in detail the cost of division, in this
case in relation to teacher training in Northern Ireland, to
the taxpayer and to his Department. He has also set out
an opportunity for the Assembly to show that it pays more
than lip service to its commitment to a shared future and
that it will deliver change to tackle a broken system. Will the
Minister, therefore, elaborate on his vision of what a shared
and integrated teacher training system in Northern Ireland
would look like?

Dr Farry: | thank my colleague for his question and remarks.
We can talk about a range of different models. We can have

a tight, single integrated system. Equally, we can have
different models of sharing. We can have a loose sharing
model or much tighter versions. | think that areas about
which we can have discussions would include shared services
and shared facilities, such as buildings and sports facilities.
Also, and most critically, we can talk about shared teaching:
future teachers being trained in the same room as their
counterparts from different institutions, should we have them.
We already have models in the secondary system in which
schools are collaborating. Those may well provide lessons
that we can draw on. This has to be an open debate. | have
my own personal preference as to what | believe is in the
best interests of Northern Ireland but | am here as one of
many and | am open to hearing the views of others, including
the stakeholders of the system as we find and shape a
model that works for the future of Northern Ireland.

Mr D Mcllveen: | thank the Minister for his statement. He
said that his:

“desire is to facilitate, create and agree a shared system
of teacher education.”

Does he believe that starving Stranmillis of funding and
continually treating it as a second-class citizen to St Mary’s
is the best way of achieving that?

Dr Farry: | am at a complete loss as to where the argument
that | am starving Stranmillis of resources is coming from.
At present, we are funding trainee teachers at Stranmillis.
We are also pumping in additional resources that are
nothing to do with the training of teachers. We are paying

a premium for each teacher training place, reflecting the
fact that we have small institutions in Northern Ireland.

My predecessor decided to invest in non-teacher training
academic courses at Stranmillis, which, again, is another
form of subsidy going into the system. Stranmillis and St
Mary’s are being treated fairly and equally in that regard.
The bottom line is that they are both receiving a significant
subsidy from the public purse that is nothing to do with the
training of teachers, which is their core responsibility.

| have grave difficulty in justifying, in a society of 1-8 million
people, having five different teacher training institutions. |
do not believe that that is efficient. Stranmillis’s finances
are falling due to Northern Ireland’s circumstances. It is
not because we are taking money away from the college.
The fact is that we have a declining market for teachers

in Northern Ireland and a major legacy issue of required
investment in the site. The Queen’s University merger
allows us to address those issues without the public purse
having to pump in additional resources. Why on earth are
we walking away from that opportunity? Why are we making
arguments that we have to take resources from elsewhere
in a very tight Northern Ireland Budget in order to prop up
something that does not need to be propped up in the way
that the Member suggests?

Ms S Ramsey: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. | do not know whether | welcome the Minister’s
statement but | thank him for making it. With the niceties
out of the way, | agree with him that St Mary’s has a proud
history and tradition. | will continue to support St Mary’s in
its endeavours.

Some of the parties here need to go back to look at the
history of their involvement in Stranmillis because they
supported the merger at that time. Does the Minister agree
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that when Stranmillis’s board of governors announced in
2008 that it would merge with Queen’s University, it did so
without the Assembly’s support? Will he outline whether,
at that time, the board of governors — although it did not
have the support of the Assembly or the Committee for
Employment and Learning at the time — was supported by
the Department and its officials?

Will the Minister clarify whether the independent study
will be truly independent, considering the rewriting of the
student fees review —

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: It is really just one question.

Ms S Ramsey: That review was rewritten to suit the needs
of the Department at that time to ask for an increase in
student fees. Will students be involved in that study?

Dr Farry: First, we are already seeing polarisation in the
Chamber. One side is standing up for Stranmillis and the
other is standing up for St Mary’s. The point is that we need
to focus collectively on the way forward for the system as a
whole. Let me be clear about what the study is going to do.
It is in two stages; the first is a financial review, which will
go out through the normal public procurement processes
externally to the Department. It is there to provide an

independent look at the financial realities that we are facing.

The second phase of the study, which will be about shaping
the future system, will be led by independent experts from
the Department. My Department has had a long-standing
interest and involvement in the proposed merger. It has
been on the agenda since before the restoration of the
Assembly in 2007. It is a long-running issue, and it is to
my deep regret that we are still at the stage that we cannot
proceed with it.

With regard to student fees, | believe that the Member
would agree that, at the end of the day, we have reached a
politically and, indeed, economically sound solution. That
was very much done with the full support of my officials and
all political parties in the Chamber.

Mr Ross: In his statement, the Minister announced a two-
stage study into the viability and sustainability of both St
Mary’s and Stranmillis. However, he also suggested that
Stranmillis will be starved of finance ahead of that study.
Surely, the Minister is putting the cart before the horse? If
the study is to have any real meaning, the Minister must
continue to support Stranmillis until its conclusion. Can the
Minister give that guarantee in the House today?

Dr Farry: | do not propose to take any more funds from
Stranmillis ahead of the various stages of the study.
Members have gotten the notion that Stranmillis is being
starved of finance. It is being starved due to circumstances
that it faces at present, not through any action that | or,
indeed, my predecessor has taken as Minister. Indeed, we
have pumped money into Stranmillis to keep it viable —
funding that is actually difficult to justify at any time and
particularly when we all face difficult finances. Therefore,
circumstances are working against Stranmillis with the
falling number of teacher places. That is a reflection of how
society is changing.

It is also worth stressing that teacher training is not a
priority skill area. Northern Ireland does not have a shortage
of teachers. There are shortages elsewhere in the system.

Therefore, if we talk about the wise use of resources, surely
that is about investment in future scientists and engineers
who will propel the knowledge economy in Northern Ireland
forward, not in more teachers?

Mrs Overend: | thank the Minister for his statement. Until
such a time as there is political consensus on how to move
forward, the Minister should agree that his Department must
do more to meet Stranmillis’s funding needs. In fact, he
says in his statement:

“In the event that the Stranmillis—-Queen’s merger does
not proceed, the future outlook for Stranmillis University
College is bleak. The college does not have access to any
funding streams that would deal with the estate issues
that | referred to earlier”.

The Minister said that there will be funding of £1-1 million
this year. Can he assure me that that funding will continue
next year and the year after that?

Dr Farry: Current funding arrangements will continue
pending the outcomes of the study and consideration of
the way forward. | must return to the issue of pumping
more money into Stranmillis and ask people where they
would like me to take that money from? Do they want me
to take it from the universities, which are trying to reorient
themselves to invest in the future needs of the economy?
Am | to take it from the further education sector or the
employment service? Many people express concern about
the current situation of Steps Ahead as part of the Steps
to Work programme. | remind Members that a growing
number of people are unemployed and need support to
find work. Therefore, where exactly do Members want me
to take money from to pump into a situation that is already
financially unsustainable?

Mr McElduff: Go raibh maith agat, a Phriomh-LeasCheann
Comhairle. In the context of St Mary’s wanting to retain

its autonomy, | ask the Minister whether the chairman of
Stranmillis University College has lobbied him to facilitate
a merger between St Mary’s University College and Queen’s
University. Furthermore, has the First Minister lobbied the
Minister directly on the future of St Mary’s? My question
really is: who is actually setting the agenda on the matter?

Dr Farry: The facts of the matter are that | have met the
chairman of the board of governors of St Mary’s. It is fair

to say that he did not lobby me in that direction or in any
particularly strong direction. | have discussed the merger
with a number of stakeholders. | have not had a meeting
with the First Minister in that regard, although | have had a
meeting with the leader of the DUPR | have also spoken to the
leaders of a number of other political parties on the matter,
on the basis of which | reached the conclusion that the
required level of support does not exist.

Let me be clear: the statement that is before the House is
my statement and mine alone. It has not been dictated to
me by any political party whatsoever. It reflects my analysis
of the situation in which we find ourselves at present.

1.00 pm

I will return to the detail of the statement: | inherited the
situation of the Queen’s and Stranmillis merger. However,

in considering what | inherited, | took the opportunity to ask
much more fundamental and searching questions about
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future teacher training provision in Northern Ireland. That
has led me to the conclusion that | have set out today
and to the road map through which we can build a shared
teacher training infrastructure.

Mr Durkan: Go raibh maith agat, a Phriomh-LeasCheann
Combhairle. In April 2008, Department for Employment

and Learning officials presented the board of governors of
Stranmillis with financial projections based on a new funding
model, and those pointed to large deficits in the future.
Then we had the merger proposal. Does the review, which is
three years later, have a preordained outcome, and will we
hear that DEL officials are to present the board of governors
of St Mary’s with similar financial projections?

Dr Farry: Given that our Department funds both university
colleges, our officials are in regular contact with both about
their finances. The Stranmillis board of governors is acutely
aware of the projections, and it is worth stressing that the
merger has not been imposed on Stranmillis. The board of
governors elected for the merger, and, indeed, support for it
on the board is strong and unanimous.

Mr Douglas: Does the Minister agree that there is no
political agreement in the House? Does he also agree
that the two-stage study should consider a much stronger
working relationship between Stranmillis and St Mary’s?

Dr Farry: | thank Mr Douglas for his question. The study
can be open-ended in the context of all the different models
of sharing, and closer co-operation between Stranmillis

and St Mary’s or between Stranmillis college at Queen’s
and St Mary’s is one potential scenario. Equally, we could
have a single system for Northern Ireland. All the potential
scenarios are on the table for discussion. | have a personal
preference on the way forward, but, equally, | want to respect
and listen to other stakeholders’ viewpoints. The current
system is not sustainable: we have to change it. The status
quo can no longer be accepted in the light of the subsidy
and the waste of resources, so we have to talk about a
shared system. Let us talk together about how we shape
that system in the interests of society as a whole.

Mr Storey: Does the Minister agree that part of the
reason that we have ended up in this situation is because
the previous Ministers who held the post agreed to very
questionable intake numbers at St Mary’s? They failed to
address the discriminatory nature and practice of having a
Catholic certificate, and Sir Reg’s best attempt at dealing
with the issue was to suggest that we have a Protestant
certificate, at which he failed. There is nothing in today’s
statement that tells us how we will deal with the inequality
of St Mary’s —

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: Question.

Mr Storey: — having the best of both worlds with UCAS. Will
the Minister clearly set that out for us? That has to come to
an end, irrespective of whether we have a review.

Dr Farry: It is fair to say that we could have reached this
situation quicker if some decisions in the past had not
been taken, and it seems to me that, over the past number
of years, we have pumped more and more resources into
both teacher training colleges in an attempt to make them
sustainable while the demographics have been working
against us and against the whole notion of having two
separate colleges. However, we are where we are today.

Having a different type of certificate would be a major
retrograde step and totally contrary to the whole notion of a
shared future and, particularly, a shared education system.
The way forward is not to replicate what is happening in one
section of the community but to have a totally level playing
field across the community. | have indicated that, as part of
the study, particularly the second stage, we have to address
the equal opportunities issues, including UCAS and the
Catholic certificate. Indeed, Members may be aware that
UCAS has recently published a consultation document about
moving from the use of predicted grades to actual grades
for university entry. That would be a positive measure,

and it would be much more in tune with equality. Some of
the reasons that St Mary’s cites for not using UCAS might
well be addressed through the adoption of that approach.
However, in the interim, my Department is willing to engage
with St Mary’s on the issue of UCAS to try to persuade it

to join that system at the earliest opportunity, which is the
2013-14 academic year.

Ms Lo: Having heard the responses from both sides of the
House, | really believe that it takes an Alliance Party Minister
to get the public confidence that is needed to carry out a
bias-free investigation or review into the teacher training
system. [Interruption.]

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: Order.

Ms Lo: Will the study look at the UCAS system and the
issue of the Catholic certificate?

Dr Farry: | thank my colleague for her opening remarks. To
a certain extent, | addressed the UCAS issue in response
to Mr Storey’s question. We can address the issue of the
Catholic certificate in a number of ways. From an equality
perspective — an area that lies outside my Department’s
control — legislation could be put in place that would
prevent the certificate from being used as a requirement
for the appointment of teachers by any school in Northern
Ireland. However, given that that requirement continues to
exist, we need to look at ways in which we can ensure that
people have free access to it. If we are to have a shared
rather than a fully integrated model, one potential way of
addressing that would be for St Mary’s, which currently
provides the certificate to its own students, to offer that
option to any trainee teacher in Northern Ireland through
some sort of service level agreement. That is perhaps one
creative way in which we could address the lack of equality.

| am not trying to interfere with the ethos of schools; |
appreciate that those exist. Equally, any teacher, irrespective
of their own religious background and belief system, should
be capable of teaching in any school in Northern Ireland,
even one that has a particular ethos and which may not
necessarily reflect the personal views of a teacher. We

are talking about professional teachers, who will teach as
professionals.

Mr Humphrey: | thank the Minister for his lengthy statement.
He said:

“Therefore, until the merger takes place, Stranmillis
University College must manage its own affairs as best it
can.”

Is he not, in effect, blackmailing Stranmillis College?
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He talked about the values and traditions of colleges. Given
that the Officer Training Corps was forcibly removed from
freshers’ day at Queen’s University, how can the Minister
guarantee that the unique heritage of Stranmillis College will
be preserved in such a merger?

Dr Farry: | thank Mr Humphrey for his question. | am not
blackmailing Stranmillis at all. Stranmillis wants the merger
to proceed; it is incredibly keen that it does. Stranmillis is
probably very frustrated that there is not yet support in the
Assembly for the merger. The way out of the difficulty in
which Stranmillis finds itself is for the Assembly to support
the enabling legislation that will allow the merger to go
ahead. | do not have the resources to put into Stranmillis,
and those who are advocating that | should seek to divert
resources from elsewhere need to tell me where | am to
take those resources from. | have pressing needs across my
Department. Indeed, the entire Executive and every Minister
have pressing needs. | have difficulty with pumping in
additional resources in further subsidy to reinforce what is
a divided system because there is not support, particularly
from the Member’s party at this stage, to move ahead with
the merger — a merger that is good for the system and for
Northern Ireland and moves us in the direction of shared
education that his party is trying to advocate but which has
so far not lived up to whenever it has an opportunity to buy
in and support a progressive move.

Mr Easton: Will the Minister give an assurance that, under
his review, the Catholic certificate of education will be done
away with because of its discriminatory nature against those
from a Protestant background? Is he aware that some staff
at Stranmillis have been put under extreme pressure by
the board of governors that, if they speak out against the
merger or express concerns about it, they will be sacked?
Will he give an assurance to the Assembly that he does not
support that discriminatory action by the board and that his
Department will investigate the board’s actions in regard to
the threats to teachers?

Dr Farry: | stress that Stranmillis is an autonomous body
that manages its own affairs. | believe in freedom of speech
and people being able to express their opinions. A number
of staff members took the opportunity to respond to the
consultation. | have also received delegations of staff members
— those for the merger and those expressing views against
it. So, | am certainly happy to listen to all opinions.

The staff in Stranmillis also need to reflect on what is in

the best interests from their own perspective with regard to
employment. The principles of the merger will protect staff
at the point of merger and for four years thereafter. That is a
very attractive proposition. By contrast, moving ahead in the
absence of a merger means that there are no guarantees for
anyone and Stranmillis and its staff are in a very precarious
situation.

With regard to the Catholic certificate, my statement showed
that | understand the situation where there is not equality of
opportunity as a result of the current provision. | do not have
it within my power as Minister for Employment and Learning
to remove the requirement for the certificate — that lies
elsewhere. What | can do, however, is to encourage the
system to move to a situation whereby it is made accessible
on a much more fair and equitable basis. | hope that the
second phase of the study will capture the need to do that.

| have already set out one potential way in which that can be
done, and there may well be others.

Lord Morrow: The Minister told us that he is simply building
on the work of the previous Minister, Sir Reg Empey. He also
stated that that would not in any way impinge on the ethos
of the Protestant culture or community. That is not what the
Equality Commission said in its report, which states:

“We have reservations in relation to the potential impact
on the availability of training places for teachers from the
Protestant/Other communities, the ethos and proposed
governance arrangements for the new structure.”

That is in complete contradiction, Minister, to what you said
here today. Furthermore, the report goes on to state:

“There is the real possibility that the outcome of the
merger may mean that fewer places will be available for
training teachers from the Protestant community.”

How does that stand in the light of what you said here today,
or is your statement simply an aspirational one?

Dr Farry: | thank Lord Morrow for his question today and for
all the questions for written answer that preceded it. Let me
stress that | am not building on the legacy that | inherited
from my two predecessors. What | inherited was support
for a merger on very narrow grounds between Queen’s and
Stranmillis. It did not address any of the issues regarding
the Catholic certificate, UCAS, the financial sustainability

of the system overall or the opportunities in the system

for sharing. Those are all new things that |, as the current
Minister for Employment and Learning, am bringing to the
Chamber with regard to the way forward. This is a real
process. This is not about aspirations but about real pounds
and pence and an unsustainable financial situation that

the House has to grapple with, and | am certainly up to
grappling with it as Minister.

Let me be clear about the issue of ethos: Stranmillis today
is not a Protestant institution; it is a non-denominational
institution. It is not a mirror image of St Mary’s, which is

a faith-based institution. The balance of the enrolments

of the two colleges is very different. St Mary’s intake is
still predominantly Catholic, and we need to think about
addressing that. Stranmillis is much more mixed, and
Queen’s is also a mixed institution. So, we have one mixed
non-denominational institution potentially merging with
another mixed non-denominational institution.

1.15 pm

That said, | am acutely aware of the concerns about
differential opportunities for different parts of the community
in teacher training. The merger and, in particular, the wider
scoping study regarding a shared system will address that
particular concern. | understand the argument that Lord
Morrow is making in that regard.

So, ethos issues are going to be addressed in the merger. At
present, the transferors do not have any say about the board
of governors at Stranmillis, but as part of the new merger

a stakeholder forum is on offer, which will represent the
transferors and all of the other faith traditions in Northern
Ireland. So, they will have a new voice in future provision.

Mr Allister: | thought the Minister’s statement to be
quite churlish and vindictive in regard to Stranmillis. It
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would seem that, frustrated in his ambition to eliminate
Stranmillis, the Minister now hopes that financially it will
bleed to death. Would it not better suit the Minister to face
the fact that the merger is not viable, support Stranmillis
and, instead of talking it down, try building it up? Does he
agree that a good start, as a confidence-building measure
within Stranmillis, though it is an autonomous body, would
be the resignation of the present chairman of the board of
governors and the replacement of him with someone who
actually wants Stranmillis and wants it to succeed?

Dr Farry: Members need to be very careful about second-
guessing the views of Stranmillis. Stranmillis will be most
disappointed by the views expressed by Mr Allister and
others in the Chamber today who are seeking to frustrate
the merger with Queen’s University. The merger is the only
viable way forward for Stranmillis. The college is not viable,
not through any action that | have taken or have failed to
take, but due to the reality and the circumstances that we
find ourselves in in Northern Ireland today. That situation
has to change.

The merger with Queen’s is backed unanimously by the
board of governors — more than just the chair of the board
of governors; the entire board of governors. It also has the
overwhelming support of the staff in Stranmillis and the
support of the unions. The people in Stranmillis are not the
ones who are against the merger; the people in this House
are the ones who are against the merger.

Mr MccClarty: | thank the Minister for his statement. Almost
the entire statement was on Stranmillis, St Mary’s and
Queen’s University, with only a fleeting reference to other
providers of teacher training. In my own constituency, the
University of Ulster provides a very effective and efficient
postgraduate certificate in education. Will the Minister
outline where other providers, such as the University of
Ulster at Coleraine, fit into his proposed study?

Dr Farry: | thank Mr McClarty for his comments. Certainly,
it is true to say that, while the statement did focus on
Stranmillis, and St Mary’s to an extent, we have five
providers of teacher training, including the University of
Ulster at Coleraine.

My officials have been in touch with the vice-chancellor to
brief him about the contents of what | am setting out today.
| very much envisage the University of Ulster being part of
the scoping study, particularly the second stage on how we
map out the future. While | am not being prescriptive about
the eventual shape of teacher training provision in Northern
Ireland, we have the option of moving ahead with either a
single integrated system or a shared system in which we
have a plurality of providers. The University of Ulster is very
much in our thinking in that regard.

Ms Gildernew: Go raibh mile maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle.

| found some of the Minister’s responses this morning to
be a bit disingenuous, because Sinn Féin has consistently
supported education at Stranmillis and St Mary’s and has
never supported the merger — not in this mandate or the
previous one.

When the Minister stated in the House that the liberal arts
course could be consolidated elsewhere in the university
system, | believe that that was motivated by a wish to make

St Mary’s unviable. Does the Minister agree that the liberal
arts course at St Mary’s offers students, and students from
low-income backgrounds in particular, an excellent degree
course that meets not just their needs but those of our
business community?

Dr Farry: Michelle Gildernew’s comments about offering
people from a range of different backgrounds access can be
applied to any of our universities. | am not being prescriptive
on the way forward. It is equally fair to say that the provision
of liberal arts at St Mary’s and the equivalent provision

of early years at Stranmillis are, in effect, subsidies that

are keeping small institutions viable, and the question is
whether that is the right thing to do or whether it would be
better to consolidate those types of courses in some of the
other providers. That is an open and frank discussion that
we have to have, and | am not sure why Members are afraid
to engage in it.

Earlier, | said to the Member’s colleague that | am not
approaching this matter with an agenda of attacking St
Mary’s or, as some wish to portray it, of trying to undermine
or close the college. | am trying to find a system for
Northern Ireland that is fit for purpose and financially
sustainable. At present, we have a very financially inefficient
teacher training system, and it is becoming increasingly hard
for me to justify that, particularly in these times. We do have
to have a discussion on the best way forward; and there is

a situation in which St Mary’s can find a new home as part
of that shared system. However, we have to be frank about
the current financial context and ask ourselves whether we
are getting value for money. | would like to think that every
Member in the House would be very careful with the money
that we receive and is aware of ensuring that we maximise it
for best use for the people of Northern Ireland as a whole.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: That concludes questions on
the statement.

Mr McElduff: On a point of order, a Phriomh-LeasCheann
Combhairle. The Chairman of the Committee for Employment
and Learning was the first Member called to pose a
question to the Minister and was called in his capacity

as Committee Chairman. Was there not an obligation on
the part of Mr McCrea to speak as Committee Chair when
called and to differentiate when he was speaking in a party
political capacity? At no point in his contribution did he
reflect the concerns of the Committee.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: As the Member knows, it
is not up to me to say what the Committee’s business
should be, but it is an issue that would be dealt with by
the Business Committee. | leave the matter to Committee
members.
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Rates (Payments by Owners by Agreement)
(Amendment) Order (Northern Ireland) 2011

Mr Wilson (The Minister of Finance and Personnel): | beg
to move

That the Rates (Payments by Owners by Agreement)
(Amendment) Order (Northern Ireland) 2011 be affirmed.

At present, any landlord who enters into a voluntary
agreement with Land and Property Services (LPS) to collect
rates from tenants gets a 15% allowance for his or her
trouble. The exception is the Northern Ireland Housing
Executive (NIHE), which, since April 2011, has received a
lower allowance of 10%. The allowance rewards landlords
for undertaking the task, which is a good deal for my
Department because it saves LPS having to chase individual
tenants to recover rates. That would be an expensive and
unfulfilling task for the agency, and revenue would be at stake.

The allowance is granted because rates are payable by
landlords under the agreement whether the property is
occupied or not. With the introduction of the rating of empty
homes, 100% rates will apply to all domestic properties.
There will be no difference, generally, between occupied
and vacant liability for that property. As a result, it would

be inequitable to maintain the current level of voluntary
landlord allowance, given that part of it is compensation

for being unable to claim a vacancy. Therefore, it would be
inappropriate to retain that element of the allowance.

The allowance covers around 155,000 rental properties in
the private and social rented sectors. The allowance has
changed over the years, and in 2007, under direct rule, was
increased from 10% to 15%. That came following a 2005
study by the Institute of Revenues, Rating and Valuation that
recommended that the increase should apply to all landlords
except the Northern Ireland Housing Executive. That was
due to the fact that the Northern Ireland Housing Executive
is not subject to the same level of commercial risk for non-
payment and vacancies.

However, due to uncertainty at that time over the review of
public administration (RPA), the Northern Ireland Housing
Executive was temporarily granted the benefit of the higher
15% allowance. As | stated, that allowance has now fallen
to 10%. In 2009, the Assembly agreed to my Department’s
taking the power to reduce the level of the voluntary
allowance in conjunction with the wider policy to rate
empty homes, forming an impetus to review the allowance
awarded. Following consultation, there was clear majority
support for the level of the allowance to be higher in the
private rented sector compared with that for the Northern
Ireland Housing Executive and housing associations.

We need to strike the right balance in all this between
encouraging landlords to pay rates on their properties and
avoiding the situation where LPS has to chase individual
tenants. That would result in reduced revenue and increased
costs.

Bearing all those factors in mind, | considered that the
allowance payable to housing associations should be
reduced to 10% from April, which is the same as applies
to the NIHE. Housing associations have been given an

extra year in which to prepare for the reduction in the
allowance. In the private rented sector, the allowance will
continue at a lower rate than before, at 12-5 %, given that
there are separate considerations around collection and
transient tenancies. That rate remains slightly higher than
that awarded elsewhere, and it reflects the consultation
outcomes that were agreed last year. It would be given effect
through this order.

Members will also be interested in the financial impact

of the changes for the Assembly and for district councils.
Reducing the allowance to 10% for housing associations
and to 12-5% for private sector landlords from April could
provide savings of around £1 million in 2012-13. That

sum will be split fairly evenly between the Executive and
district councils. Although there has been an increase in
the numbers availing themselves of the landlord allowance,
which will offset the gains somewhat, the overall result will
be that collection performance in the rented sectors will be
improved.

The impact on all landlords will mean that there will be an
increase of between £16 and £24 for each property per
annum, and, more generally, the change in the voluntary
landlord allowance will not affect the overall rates liability on
a property, which will, of course, remain the same. It simply
means that the level of allowance that is granted to the
landlord is being adjusted. On that basis, there should be
no impact on tenants, as the landlord should have collected
the full rates liability already. My Department will, of course,
monitor the situation as necessary.

Let me turn to the more technical details of the order. Article
1 sets out the title of the order and gives its operational
date as 1 April 2012. Under article 21(1) of the Rates
(Northern Ireland) Order 1977:

“The owner of any hereditament the rent of which
becomes payable or is collected at intervals shorter

than quarterly may by agreement...with the Department
undertake that he will pay the rates chargeable in respect
of the hereditament whether it is occupied or not and the
Department may agree, where the owner so undertakes
and pays over to the Department on or before the date or
dates specified in the agreement the amounts payable by
him thereunder, to make him an allowance not exceeding
15 per cent.”

Article 2(1) will reduce the maximum amount of that
allowance to 12-5%. Article 2(2) will also provide that an
allowance of 10% should be substituted for any allowance
specified in the existing agreement for a hereditament
owned by a housing association. For private landlords, an
allowance of 12-5% will be substituted, and article 3 will
revoke the current legislation dealing with the voluntary
landlord allowance.

| look forward to hearing Members’ comments, and |
commend the order to the Assembly.

1.30 pm

Mr Murphy (The Chairperson of the Committee for Finance
and Personnel): Go raibh maith agat, a Phriomh-LeasCheann
Combhairle. The policy proposals in the statutory rule were
considered by the Committee on 5 October 2011. The
Committee noted that the purpose of the rule is to reduce
what is commonly known as the landlord allowance, which
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applies where the landlord has entered into an agreement to
pay rates on a property. For private rented sector landlords,
the allowance will be reduced from 15% to 12-5%, while the
allowance for registered housing associations will reduce
from 15% to 10%. The changes will apply to domestic and
non-domestic properties. The Committee had no issues to
raise in respect of those proposals.

The Committee formally considered the statutory rule on
16 November 2011, together with the accompanying report
from the Examiner of Statutory Rules. The Committee
agreed to recommend that the Rates (Payments by Owners
by Agreement) (Amendment) Order (NI) 2011 be affirmed
by the Assembly. On behalf of the Committee, | support the
motion.

Setting aside my Chairperson’s role, my primary function

as a member of the Committee is to scrutinise the work of
the Minister of Finance. In that regard, | found his remarks
at the weekend disgraceful. Speaking as a former prisoner,
| felt that they were demeaning to him as a Minister and
demeaning, by association, to the entire Executive. | would
go so far as to say that it demeaned his audience, although
many of them did not have the wit to realise it.

Mr Wells: On a point of order, Mr Deputy Speaker. Those
remarks bear absolutely no relation to the issue of rates. He
should have been called to order immediately.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: That is not a point of order.

Mr Girvan: | will speak to the motion as presented, which
the Minister has put forward in exactly the way in which it
was presented to Committee. The Committee had no issue
with it. | also speak on behalf of the DUR At the outset, |
declare an interest as a landlord who takes advantage of
the current 15% allowance, which will be reduced to 12-5%,
when collecting rates from tenants.

The proposal would bring some additional revenue to the
Executive, and | appreciate that some of that money will

be used in other areas. The process we have gone through
opens up the opportunity for further money to be brought
forward. | appreciate that there may be a necessity to look
at trying to bring matters more in line so that the 10%
allowance offered to housing associations will be the same
for a private landlord. | realise that there are difficulties
because of vacant properties and the difficulty that some
landlords are having in paying for those due to the country’s
economic status. However, we have no issue in relation to
the motion.

Mr Wilson: | thank Members for their contribution to this
short debate and for the support that this measure had
from the Committee.

Since the issue was raised, | am glad to see that | can

still get under the skin of Sinn Féin. It pleases me to have
got the response that | did. | remind the House that the
imagery of children being placed in “Long Créche” was not
something that | made up. | thought that maybe Sinn Féin
had had a humour transplant before its last conference.

It was Sinn Féin that called the nursery “Long Créche”; |
simply followed up on that imagery. | am sure that many
people across Northern Ireland will be as amused as some
of my party colleagues were by the comments that | made
at the party conference. | have no apology to make. The
imagery was placed in my mind by Sinn Féin. If they did not

want that, perhaps they should not have done it. | am glad
to see that they did not take exception to remarks about the
former Education Minister Caitriona Ruane. | assume that
they agreed with everything that | said about her. | commend
the order.

Question put and agreed to.
Resolved:

That the Rates (Payments by Owners by Agreement)
(Amendment) Order (Northern Ireland) 2011 be affirmed.
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Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: The next four motions relate
to amendments to Standing Orders. | propose to conduct
the debate as follows. | propose to group motions (a) to (d)
as detailed on the Order Paper and conduct a single debate.
I will call the Chairperson of the Committee on Procedures
to move motion (a), and a debate will take place on all four
motions in the group. When all Members who wish to speak
have done so, | will put the Question on motion (a). | will
then ask the Chairperson to move formally motions (b), (c)
and (d) in turn, and | will put the Question on each of them
without further debate. If that is clear, we shall proceed.

Ms S Ramsey (The Chairperson of the Committee on
Procedures): | beg to move

(a) Leave out Standing Order 49A and insert
“Committee for Justice

(1) The statutory committee established to advise and
assist the Minister of Justice (in this Standing Order
referred to as ‘the Committee for Justice’) shall -

(a) review the operation of the amendments made by
Schedules 2 to 5 to the Northern Ireland Act 2009;

(b) report on its review by 30 April 2012; and

(c) include in its report any recommendations it has for
changes to the way in which judicial office holders are
appointed and removed.

(2) A person cannot be a member of the Committee for
Justice if that person is a member of the Northern Ireland
Policing Board, a district policing partnership or a sub-
group of the Belfast district policing partnership.”

The following motions stood in the Order Paper:

(b) Leave out Standing Order 49B. — [Ms S Ramsey (The
Chairperson of the Committee on Procedures).]

(c) In Standing Order 59, leave out paragraph (4A). —
[Ms S Ramsey (The Chairperson of the Committee on
Procedures).]

(d) In Standing Order 65(6) line 2, leave out

“ if he or she thinks it necessary, adjourn the Assembly
without question put or suspend any sitting for one hour.

and insert

“ (a) suspend the sitting until a later time on that sitting
day; or (b) adjourn the Assembly without question put.”
— [Ms S Ramsey (The Chairperson of the Committee on
Procedures).]

Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann Comhairle. | am pleased
to bring the four motions to the Assembly. The proposed
changes to Standing Orders are all primarily technical
changes, so there is not a lot that can be said, except to
explain the background and purpose of each of them.

Of the four, the first three are loosely connected in that

they relate to the Committee for Justice and the Assembly
and Executive Review Committee (AERC). The first of the
three relates to a Standing Order on the establishment

of the Committee for Justice; a second facilitates moving

an existing Standing Order; and a third seeks to transfer
duties that are currently the responsibility of the Assembly
and Executive Review Committee but should now fall to the
Committee for Justice. The fourth motion is unrelated to

the first three. It proposes a minor change to the Standing
Order that deals with grave disorder in the Chamber and how
that is managed by the Speaker. That may seem a strange
combination of proposed amendments to bring together, and
| clarify at the outset that it is purely for expediency rather
than any other reason.

As three of the four motions relate to the Justice Committee
and the AERC, | will begin by introducing those. The first

of the motions relates to Standing Order 49A, which
currently sets out requirements for the establishment of

the Committee for Justice. With that Committee now up

and running following the devolution of policing and justice
powers in April 2010, the need for the Standing Order no
longer exists. In the future, just as happened after the
elections earlier this year, subsequent Committees for
Justice will be established in exactly the same way as

all other Statutory Committees. That process is set out

in existing Standing Orders 47 and 48. That means that
Standing Order 49A is now considered spent, and the first
motion proposes that it be removed and replaced with a new
Standing Order 49A. That will simply be entitled “Committee
for Justice” and will deal with other matters relating to the
Committee.

The next two motions relate to the proposed contents of
the new Standing Order 49A. The amendments suggest
that new Standing Order 49A will be made up of two
paragraphs. Although it may seem slightly out of sequence,
I will follow the order of the motions and deal with motion
(b) next, even though it deals with the contents of the
second paragraph. The second paragraph of the new
Standing Order 49A will contain exactly the same wording
as the paragraph previously numbered Standing Order 49B.
The paragraph sets out a list of office holders who are

not eligible for membership of the Committee for Justice.
That includes members of the Policing Board, any district
policing partnership or a subgroup of the Belfast District
Policing Partnership. Because those requirements remain
relevant, the motion recommends that they be included in
the new Standing Order 49A. The Committee on Procedures
is well aware that the title “district policing partnership”
will be replaced by the title “policing and community safety
partnership”. However, as that is likely to be enacted only
in April 2012, it was agreed to bring that minor change
separately at a later date, rather than waiting until then to
make today’s changes.

I move now to the contents of the first paragraph of the
new Standing Order 49A. Motion (c) seeks to allow the
information currently held in Standing Order 59(4A) to form
the first paragraph of the new Standing Order 49A. It does
that by proposing the deletion of Standing Order 59(4A)

in its entirety. Why has that been done? In its current
position, the existing Standing Order 59(4A) sets out
specific functions relating to judicial appointments legally
imposed by schedules 2 to 5 of the NI Act 2009, but it
currently confers those responsibilities on the AERC. With
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the establishment of the Committee for Justice, both the
AERC and the Justice Committee agreed that it was more
appropriate that those functions now fall to the Committee
for Justice and therefore instructed the Committee on
Procedures to amend Standing Orders to reflect that
decision. The motions before you today facilitate that
transfer of responsibility.

Far simpler than the first three motions is the fourth and
final motion. It deals with instances of grave disorder and,
again, proposes a mainly technical amendment. At the
moment, Standing Order 65(6) states that the Speaker
can suspend the sitting or adjourn it without Question put
for one hour. The Standing Order, in its current form, does
not allow flexibility in the time allowed. However, there may
well be cases in which the matter could be dealt with in a
shorter time or when more time would be appropriate.

When considering possible amendments, the Committee
agreed that it was appropriate to provide flexibility and allow
the Speaker discretion in the time that can be allowed for
suspension or adjournment. The discussion also included
whether it would be suitable to leave it as implicit that any
suspension or adjournment would be effective only up to

a later point in that day’s sitting. However, the Committee
agreed that it was more appropriate to make it explicit. It

is the result of all those discussions that you see in the
amendment proposed to the House today.

A LeasCheann Comhairle, before you are four fairly
technical amendments proposed to Standing Orders. The
first removes a spent Standing Order. The second deletes
a Standing Order, as its wording is to be contained in new
paragraph 49A. The third reflects the decision made by two
Committees as to where responsibility falls for carrying

out legal requirements conferred by the 2009 Act. The last
amendment, while relatively simple, provides flexibility in
the time permitted to the Speaker in dealing with instances
of grave disorder and brings the Assembly into line with
other legislatures. It also potentially allows better use of the
House’s time. | recommend the motions to the Assembly.

Mr Allister: | will be relatively brief. | want to speak to the
first motion to amend and to make two points.

Members will note that the Standing Order as drafted begins
with the affirmation:

“The statutory committee established to advise and assist
the Minister of Justice...shall”.

My first point is that, whereas the House contains many avid
supporters of the Belfast Agreement — some long-standing,
some more recent — that wording in itself, which comes out
of the 1998 Act, is a dilution of what the Belfast Agreement
stated in relation to scrutiny in the House. Paragraph 9 of
the Belfast Agreement, in fact, stated that Committees were
to be established for the purposes of scrutiny and policy
development and to have a consultation role. The 1998 Act
diluted that to a role to advise and assist the Minister of
Justice. Our Standing Orders now follow that and create the
reality that the Committees in the House are not scrutiny
Committees, a situation made all the worse by the fact that
they consist, in virtual totality, of those from the government
parties. The Committees do not even have the scrutiny role
because that was not translated into legislative form. Their
role is defined as being to carry out proactively supportive

tasks in respect of the Minister. Those are not challenging
tasks or scrutinising tasks but proactively supportive tasks.

In that context, we have the proposition that we should
transfer to the Department of Justice, the look, if there is to
be a look, at schedules 2 to 5 to the Northern Ireland Act
2009. Schedules 2 to 5 to the 2009 Act made the changes
to the Justice (Northern Ireland) Act 2002 that removed,
quite properly, the anticipated role of the First Ministers

in relation to judicial appointments. The Standing Order
seeks to enable the Committee for Justice to re-examine
that. | want to make it clear from my perspective that there
is not and should not be any basis on which to re-examine
the processes pertaining to judicial appointments, if the re-
examination is minded and intended to bring them within the
ambit of the House or anyone who holds office in the House.

1.45 pm

Mr T Clarke (The Deputy Chairperson of the Committee on
Procedures): | welcome the opportunity to conclude on this
very short debate, given that only one Member wished to
speak in it. | thank the Committee Chairperson for opening
the debate, albeit that it was short. The nature of today’s
motion means that there is little that | can add to what has
already been said, except perhaps to summarise.

As the Chairperson said in her opening remarks, motions
(a) and (b) are technical amendments that need to be made
to Standing Orders now that the Committee for Justice has
been established. Motion (c) puts into effect an instruction
from the Assembly and Executive Review Committee, and
Standing Orders should be amended to reflect the decision
of the Chairpersons of the Committee for Justice and the
Assembly and Executive Review Committee, which confers
responsibility for matters relating to the appointment of
judicial office holders, as set out in schedules 2 to 5 to the
Northern Ireland Act 2009, on the Committee for Justice.
Motion (d) relates to the suspension or adjournment of a
sitting in the event of grave disorder and, if agreed, will allow
the Speaker more flexibility than is currently available in
naming the time for which the suspension will be in effect.

Mr Allister is the only Member who spoke in the debate. He
referred to people who came to this slightly later in respect
of the St Andrews Agreement. It is interesting to see that he
resides here today and is quite content with the workings
of this institution, although he had an opportunity to raise
concerns in the Committee. | know that | was absent on
one occasion, but there is no reference in any of the papers
that | have read to him raising concerns about the wording
that was used. | know that he made reference to its being a
scrutinising Committee. Indeed, we have scrutinised some
forms of Standing Order that have come to the Committee,
and there have been various opinions. In my view, that

is scrutinising, and, if Mr Allister was not satisfied with

the words on that occasion, that would have been the
opportunity to suggest an amendment. | commend the
motions to the House.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: Before we proceed to the
Question, | remind Members that all four motions require
cross-community support.

Question put and agreed to.

Resolved (with cross-community support):
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(a) Leave out Standing Order 49A and insert
“Committee for Justice

(1) The statutory committee established to advise and
assist the Minister of Justice (in this Standing Order
referred to as ‘the Committee for Justice’) shall -

(a) review the operation of the amendments made by
Schedules 2 to 5 to the Northern Ireland Act 2009;

(b) report on its review by 30 April 2012; and

(c) include in its report any recommendations it has for
changes to the way in which judicial office holders are
appointed and removed.

(2) A person cannot be a member of the Committee for
Justice if that person is a member of the Northern Ireland
Policing Board, a district policing partnership or a sub-
group of the Belfast district policing partnership.”

Resolved (with cross-community support):

(b) Leave out Standing Order 49B. — [Ms S Ramsey (The
Chairperson of the Committee on Procedures).]

Resolved (with cross-community support):

(c) In Standing Order 59, leave out paragraph (4A). —
[Ms S Ramsey (The Chairperson of the Committee on
Procedures).]

Resolved (with cross-community support):
(d) In Standing Order 65(6) line 2, leave out

“ if he or she thinks it necessary, adjourn the Assembly
without question put or suspend any sitting for one hour.”

and insert

“ (a) suspend the sitting until a later time on that sitting
day; or (b) adjourn the Assembly without question put.”
— [Ms S Ramsey (The Chairperson of the Committee on
Procedures).]

Private Members’ Business

School Closures: South Eastern Education and
Library Board

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: The Business Committee has
agreed to allow up to two hours for the debate. The proposer
will have 10 minutes in which to propose and 10 minutes in
which to make a winding-up speech. One amendment has
been selected and published on the Marshalled List. The
proposer of the amendment will have 10 minutes in which
to propose and five minutes in which to make a winding-up
speech. All other Members who wish to speak will have five
minutes.

Mr Easton: | beg to move

That this Assembly notes with concern the school
closures announced within the South Eastern Education
and Library Board area to date; is concerned that the
board is making these decisions ahead of the outcome of
the review of schools being conducted by the Department
of Education; is further concerned that, unlike all other
education and library boards, this board is run by
commissioners with no political input; and calls on the
Minister of Education to intervene on this important
matter.

At the outset, | want to let Members know that we will
accept the SDLP amendment. The basis of the motion is
equality, equity and the fair treatment of schools, parents,
children, teachers and communities, amid the publication of
the audit of the schools estate announced by the Education
Minister on 26 September.

On 26 September, the Minister of Education made a
statement to the House ordering an immediate audit of
every school in Northern Ireland under the sustainable
schools policy, ‘Putting Pupils First’. He stated that it
might result in school closures and that a report would be
issued by the end of December on the same issues. One
week after the Minister’s statement, the South Eastern
Education and Library Board (SEELB) announced that it
was proposing to close several schools, one of which was
Redburn Primary School in my constituency of North Down.
Other schools earmarked for closure included two in the
Ballykeigle, Knockmore and Dunmurry High School areas.
Those announcements came prior to the publication of the
audit ordered by the Minister and represent a decision taken
by the board on its own initiative.

I will give some background on the structures of the South
Eastern Education and Library Board. It functions like no
other board in Northern Ireland. It is not subject to the same
democratic and governance framework as the other four
education and library boards. On 6 July 2006, members

of the South Eastern Education and Library Board failed

to agree actions necessary to fill the requirements of a
resource allocation plan to live within their budgets which
were the subject of a Department of Education directive. As
a result, the Department of Education suspended the board
and appointed four commissioners to carry out the functions
of the board. A number of those commissioners are not
local, it has to be said. They travel over every month from
the UK mainland to attend meetings and make decisions.
That reminds us of the form of government we had prior to
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the establishment of devolution in this region of the United
Kingdom, which came under the title “direct rule”.

0Oddly, as the decision to appoint a board of commissioners
was taken by a direct rule Minister only one year prior to
the establishment of the Assembly and Executive, in which
Education was taken by a Sinn Féin Minister, we now have a
second Sinn Féin Minister enacting a direct rule decision. It
is, therefore, unfortunate that normal governance practices
have not been adhered to in the South Eastern Education
and Library Board some five years on, when the issue with
regard to a budget has essentially been resolved.

In an Adjournment debate on Tuesday 25 October, Jonathan
Craig, a Member for Lagan Valley, passionately raised

the issue of the closures of Dunmurry High School and
Knockmore Primary School in his constituency. During that
debate, Mr Craig challenged the Minister, who was present,
as he is today, on the legality of the board, as, under the
Education and Libraries (Northern Ireland) Order 1986, a
newly constituted education and library board should have
been appointed in 2009. The Minister responded to that
query in the debate by stating:

“the SEELB has legal authority. | also wish to see the
end of commissioners in the South Eastern Education
and Library Board. | want a democratic structure for
education, and | believe that we can and will achieve
that.” — [Official Report, Bound Volume 68, p127, col 2].

I, for one, welcomed the Minister’'s statement to the House
on that day in October, but what has he or his predecessors
ever sought to do to bring that about since May 2007?
Where is the equality in all of this? With due respect to the
commissioners, none of them, bar, perhaps, one, will have
a full knowledge of all the factors surrounding the case of
each and every one of the schools earmarked for closure.

Having worked previously in the health service and having
served on the Assembly’s Health Committee and as an
Assembly Private Secretary to the Health Minister, | know,
as will anyone, that, when a doctor looks at a patient for the
first time, they need to be fully aware of all the facts before
making a diagnosis. The same can be applied to Redburn
Primary School. Here we have a group of commissioners
playing God with the school, its children, its teachers and its
parents without knowing all the facts. The announcement of
the proposed closure of Redburn Primary School has caused
significant upset and anger in the Holywood area where the
school is situated. Many people have already written to the
South Eastern Education and Library Board highlighting their
opposition, and | encourage people to continue to do so, as
that appears to be the only form of democracy open to them
as a community.

Redburn Primary School serves an area of social and
economic disadvantage, and, to date, the community

and the school leadership have established an excellent
partnership, much of which has been pioneered by Redburn
Primary School, which is seeking to put something into the
community that it serves. It is like no other school in that
field. It must be cherished and encouraged. However, it will
be destroyed if and when the school closes its doors next
year. Redburn Primary School serves the children of soldiers
in Palace Barracks as part of its community, and many of
their children benefit from the educational standards of that
school of excellence. Furthermore, Holywood Primary School,

which is the nearest school, requires significant work to
bring it up to standard. A proposal for a newbuild linking

a number of schools was put in place and supported but
remains at a standstill due to the Tory-led cuts that we have
to endure from Westminster.

Looking to the future, Holywood is set to benefit from new
housing schemes in the Loughview estate area, and | hope
that the Minister takes that into consideration. New army
units are also expected to arrive in the coming years, with
new families and young children needing a school nearby. All
those factors are at play. However, the board has decided to
ignore them and the needs of the local population.

Minister, this is about a process. The current board is not
democratic, and that needs to be sorted out. We need to
make the board accountable to the Assembly and the local
parents and teachers. | ask you, Minister, to take note of my
comments and to look favourably at stopping the process
until your review is complete.

Mr McDevitt: | beg to move the following amendment: Leave
out all after “Minister of Education” and insert

“to postpone any decisions until the viability audit has
been completed.”

| thank the Members who tabled the motion for accepting
our amendment, which seeks to give a sense of
completeness to the debate around schools that are under
threat and how the Minister and boards can best and most
fairly manage the decisions that they may need to take over
the next year or so.

| echo Mr Easton’s sentiment that the situation in the South
Eastern Board is undemocratic and unreasonably out of
kilter with proper governance arrangements. It has endured
for way too long. It is unacceptable that we should have a
system that lacks any form of proper political representation
for as long as has been the case in the South Eastern
Board, even though the system requires that in its statute.
It is particularly regrettable that matters should have come
to a head around four specific schools and that those four
schools are faced with imminent decisions, even though
the Minister and the Department have initiated a separate
process to establish the viability of all schools in primary
and post-primary education at a regional level. That begs
the question of what is the most effective way of getting a
picture of the needs of our population and our children in
the next decade or two to be educated in the highest-quality
schools positioned at the heart of every community and
capable of delivering the pastoral and curriculum support
that we all demand as legislators. Surely, to arrive at that
place, we need a joined-up, co-ordinated look at which
schools face challenging circumstances, where those
schools may be, what their prospects might or might not

be in the next five, 10 or 15 years, the communities that
they service and what their needs will be in the short and
medium term, and the potential challenges or opportunities
that may arise with regard to new structures of governance
or different systems of management.

2.00 pm

Surely we want to develop a holistic approach to
establishing where, if anywhere, rationalisation should take
place. Unfortunately, that has simply not been the case.
Despite the fact that a viability audit process is under way,
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boards seem determined to proceed with development

plan processes that they have initiated, and it seems that
files on which he is invited to take decisions are routinely
being sent to the Minister. The motion, if amended, will

ask the Minister to wait at least until he has the outcome

of the viability audit before making those decisions. That
would give him a regional perspective and a subregional
perspective within each board area of where the potential
issues may lie. It would also challenge us all — the Minister
and the House — to explore what models could best be

put in place to ensure the viability of the maximum number
of schools and to consider whether federations should

be established, whether amalgamations would provide a
better solution or whether, unfortunately, some closures are
inevitable. It is a matter of deep regret that some boards,
particularly the South Eastern Education and Library Board,
appear determined to progress with closure processes, even
though so much else is happening at a regional level.

(Mr Speaker in the Chair)

| have had occasion to meet parents from two of the
schools referred to in the motion: Ballykeigle Primary School
in Strangford and Knockmore Primary School in Lagan Valley.
What | find striking about my engagement with both sets

of parents is the opportunity for those schools to become
sustainable in the long term. Moreover, among parents and
teachers — teachers were involved in both meetings that

| attended — there is great commitment to making those
schools a part of their community and to sustaining them
as such. The parents and teachers are not ignorant of the
challenges that the institutions face. They know the serious
issues around governance and leadership, and they know
that they will have to face up to some financial realities.
They are also not ignorant at all of the fact that change may
be necessary for them to survive.

Mr McCarthy: | am grateful to the Member for giving way.
Does he agree with me that the proposal to close Ballykeigle
Primary School was taken in undue haste and that the board
did not await the outcome of the Minister’s overall review of
primary school education in Northern Ireland?

Mr McDevitt: | thank Mr McCarthy for his contribution. He
is correct, and | hope that the Alliance Party will accordingly
support the amendment.

All that we ask here is that we start to pull this together.

| give the Minister credit for having shown a fair degree of
leadership in wanting to tackle the significant problem that
exists. What we need now is a degree of depth in facing up
to whatever the viability audit might throw up as to where
the challenges may exist in our schools estate. However, we
cannot really form an opinion on any of that until we get the
results of the audit, and simply looking at the results will
not be enough, because we will then need to think laterally
about what the best solution is in each case.

I am sure that my party will support the Minister if he is
willing to be open-minded, community-centred and child-
centred, as he often states that he is, and to be sustainably
driven in trying to find solutions for the communities and
schools that may face challenges as result of the viability
audit. However, let us have that debate, and let us not lose
schools that may have a great future just because they

are caught in a different cycle. In this case, that cycle has
been driven by a board that lacks democratic accountability,

has been on the wrong side of governance for too long and
enjoys little support in the community.

Having proposed and spoken to the amendment on behalf of
the SDLR | appeal to colleagues on all sides of the House to
support the motion as amended.

Mr McKay: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Comhairle. |
welcome the opportunity to speak to the motion but feel
obliged to point out that the first part of the motion is
premature, in that it refers to school closures “announced”
in the board area. No school closures have yet been
announced. Schools have certainly been told of possible
closures, but nothing has been signed off, and a process
must still take place. That is not to say that there are not
aspects of the motion with which | have sympathy. | agree
with the proposer of the motion about ending the use of
commissioners in the South Eastern Education and Library
Board area. We all want an education structure that is
robust, accountable and democratic. It is to be welcomed
that that is being progressed and political leadership is
being shown. The establishment of the Education and Skills
Authority (ESA) will ensure effective, efficient arrangements
based on democratic accountability.

Members know that, before any school closes, a
development proposal has to be published and a process
must take place that allows parties to submit their views.
We await such development proposals coming forward. The
viability audit should be with the Department in a month’s
time. | will be interested to hear from the Minister how that
work is progressing. The audit will give rise to an overall
picture of where we are with education provision, and
decisions will have to be made for the ultimate benefit of
our children’s education. We need to bear that in mind in
these debates and as we progress the necessary changes
in education. As representatives, we should base our
approach to the process on evidence, not emotion, and on
what is best educationally rather than adopt a not-in-my-
backyard approach.

Mr Storey: | thank the Member for giving way. | accept that
the issue has to be dealt with on the basis of evidence.
Given the correspondence to be sent to schools over the
next few days, does he not agree with me that that evidence
clearly points to the fact that we will have fewer teachers in
place; that that will have a massive impact on the decisions
that can be made to benefit children; and that that will
compound the problem faced by schools in the board area
that we are discussing?

Mr Speaker: The Member will have a minute added to his time.

Mr McKay: | thank the Member for his intervention. There is
no doubt that all Members are fully aware that we need to
deal with the financial situation that we are in, which has an
impact on such matters. We need to develop a sustainable
schools estate. We need an education system that deals
with the issues, such as 85,000 empty school places, and
ensures a top-quality education system throughout. We
cannot and should not stand over any schools that are not
delivering on education, particularly at post-primary Key
Stages 4 and 5.

The educational needs of children in schools, not the
needs of an institution or school buildings, must come front
and centre. For too long, we have had arguments about
education, and many political representatives have rushed
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to back a local school on the basis that it is a local school.
It has to be about the quality of the education and the
sustainability of schools.

Mr Storey: | thank the Member for allowing me in again. |
accept — the Minister knows it — that he finds himself in a
very difficult budget situation. What we are going to do now
will make it nearly impossible for some schools to deliver
the standard of education that, we say, we desire for our
schools. The financial straitjacket placed around them will
not ensure the delivery, in some places, of good education
for our children.

Mr McKay: | think that the Minister will speak about that
area. That issue needs to be taken into account. It is a
challenge, but we need to be up for that challenge, and |
am sure that the Member would agree with me on that.
However, leadership is needed as we move forward with
the process. | welcome the fact that we have been more
progressive in recent education debates — in the Chamber
and in Committee — in looking at how we reach the goal of
providing a top-quality education system.

There will be challenges for Members in relation to schools
in their area, but we cannot stand over schools that are
failing, that continue to fail our children and have no chance
of coming out of that situation. Every day that passes in
which we do not address the 85,000 empty school desks
or deliver on the ESA increases the cost not only to the
Department’s finances but to a child’s education. More
generally, in terms of the amendment, we should not stand
over the postponing of all decisions pertaining to schools
and nor should the Minister of Education. If schools are
found to be failing children, the Minister would not be acting
in the best interests of children by overseeing a situation in
which that cannot be arrested.

| am conscious of the time. It has been worth having the
debate today, but the fact of the matter is that we need to
ensure that the boards, regardless of the representation
issues, carry out their roles and responsibilities.

Mr Speaker: The Member’s time is up.

Mr McKay: That must not include standing over failing
schools.

Mr McNarry: The Ulster Unionist Party supports the
amendment. Well before Greece and Italy were put into
the hands of appointed technocrats as opposed to elected
politicians, the SEELB followed that same route. Yet

within the past week, even the technocrat administrators
appointed to run that board have thought better of closing
local schools and have postponed their earlier decision.

| have said before that any school closures ahead of a
school audit commissioned by the Minister are ill advised
and should not be embarked on by local education boards.
However, now that the boards themselves are to be closed,
surely they should not be in the business of closing schools.
If ESA is to operate — | hope that it will — surely it should
have the right to make such recommendations and to do so
only on a Northern Ireland-wide basis on the back of area
plans that form part of an education plan for the whole of
Northern Ireland, not on the bitty, piecemeal area plans
drawn up by those now-defunct boards.

In addition, | have significant concerns about the operation
of rural proofing in this education reform and school
closures scenario. At what point in this process is rural
proofing applied? If it is applied only at the initial stage,
when the policy guidelines that govern school viability and
closures are set, it is not rural proofing in any meaningful
sense at all. Rural proofing must be applied to every closure
because the impact of each school closure will be different
depending on how localised the solutions proffered to
replace the existing structures are to be. To apply rural
proofing too early in the operation is not to apply it at all.

| remind everyone that one third of our population lives in
rural areas. That is why rural proofing was introduced in the
first place and why it must be operated properly. In my
experience, the SEELB has a very fine chief executive, a
senior, practical person without whom, many like me fear,
the board would be a rudderless ship. | contend, however,
that, since 2006, three appointed commissioners have
continued in office. At the time of their appointment, the
reason given was that the board, including elected
representatives, failed in its duty to serve that system. Five
years on, without intervention or resolution, it seems to me
that someone has taken their eye off the ball. The House
could well do with an explanation of those reasons from the
Minister today. | ask the Minister, first, whether he is absolutely
sure that his own house is in order for allowing commissioners
to remain in place for such a long time and, secondly,
whether he is confident that a challenge to their competence
in recommending school closures would not be held up in
court. | do not know the answers to those questions, but |
feel that clarity from the Minister would be helpful.

No matter how you look at it, the board pushed the destruct
button on schools that it had targeted in a predetermined
manner. It said that it was following rules and procedures
that it alone had set. The Minister has already admitted in
the House that he did not know what the board was doing. It
alone decided to ignore the Department’s decision to initiate
a schools validation audit. | ask the Minister whether all
schools that are recommended for closure by the SEELB’s
officers — | use that term correctly — are to be subjected
to a review under the schools validation audit process. Will
he tell the House whether those schools are to be treated in
the same way as other schools? Will the audit overrule the
board’s initial recommendations?

2.15 pm

It is clear: those commissioners should not have proceeded
to send officers to any school. Effectively, what has
happened is that their visits have rendered parents, pupils,
teachers and staff worried wrecks who are caught in the
firing line and, moreover, has left the integrity of those
schools up in the air. | just ask that those schools will not
be left to the Minister’'s mercy unless he is kind to them.

Mr Lunn: | support the motion and the SDLP amendment. |
support the amendment because my party’s main complaint,
which others have echoed, is that the development
proposals that have already been announced seem to have
been made with indecent haste and in a quite unnecessary
manner. Today is 28 November 2011. The Minister has set
a target of either Christmas or the end of December for
completion of the viability audit of all schools. Surely, if a
school had to close as a result of the viability audit or the
development proposals that have come from the board,
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the closure date would be the same anyway — the end of
August 2012.

| appreciate that, a couple of weeks ago in the Adjournment
debate on the two Lisburn schools, Lagan Valley MLAs at
least had the opportunity to vent their feelings about the
procedure being followed and the South Eastern Education
and Library Board’s determination to press on with its
development proposals.

Ms Ritchie: | thank the Member for giving way. Is he
aware that commissioners who were appointed by a
previous Minister are meeting today to discuss those very
proposals? Are we aware or has the House been informed
of the conclusions of those discussions and possible
recommendations to the Minister? | am sure that the
Member is aware that Knockmore Primary School takes

in quite a number of students from the northern part of
South Down.

Mr Speaker: The Member will have a minute added to his
time.

Mr Lunn: | thank Ms Ritchie for her intervention. | am not
aware of the decision on either school. | know that today
is decision day, certainly for Knockmore Primary School.
Indeed, that was to be my next comment. | do not know
what the decision will be or, beyond that, how the Minister
will react to it. However, | must say that my strong view

is that Knockmore Primary School is an excellent school.
It satisfies all the viability criteria of which | am aware. |
just hope that it will be allowed to continue its good work,
particularly in special needs, where, as Ms Ritchie points
out, it takes in pupils from areas outside the South Eastern
Education and Library Board area.

Therefore, the point of the motion and the very sensible
amendment is to express concern at the actions of the
board in pressing ahead. It would have been quite in order
for it to wait for the outcome of the viability audit, which

it knew was coming. | wonder what will happen if the
conclusions of the development proposal are different from
those of the viability audit. The criteria are slightly different.
| hope for the right eventual outcome, particularly for
Knockmore Primary School: it is just too good to lose.

| am not familiar with the situation of the two schools in
North Down, Redburn Primary School and Ballykeigle Primary
School. However, the argument is the same and just as
valid. Why anticipate the outcome of the audit? Presumably,
schools that fail the viability audit will then be the subject of
a development proposal. Why put the cart before the horse?
Perhaps, the Minister can explain.

The motion refers to the non-political make-up of the board.
That issue has, of course, been kicked around for five
years. So much legal advice has been taken on it that the
one thing that it has proved is that you can take from legal
advice whatever you choose. Advice has been taken by the
Education Committee, Lisburn City Council, Castlereagh
Borough Council, Down District Council, | believe, and —

Mr McCarthy: Ards.

Mr Lunn: Ards Borough Council, as has just been pointed
out. The Department of Education also took advice. We have
been inundated with legal opinion. However, the Minister
has said that, as far as he is concerned, the South Eastern

Board as it is presently constituted has legal backing and
has not been challenged.

The motion, if amended, will leave out the section where
the Minister of Education is asked to intervene on this
important matter. | presume that we cannot do much
about that, but it is still valid, and | want to hear what the
Minister’s current thinking is. Leaving aside the legality of
the situation, the previous Minister’s refusal to reinstate the
political membership and the current easy excuse that ESA
is now imminent and, therefore, there is not much point in
reconstituting the board, | believe that it would be a useful
gesture for the Minister to proceed with the reinstatement.
Whatever point was being made through the previous
Minister’s refusal to so do is way past its sell-by date now.
It is time we had some democratic representation again on
that board as on all the other boards. | support the motion
and the amendment.

Mrs Hale: | support the motion and the amendment,

and | make no apology for using the debate to lobby for
Knockmore Primary School and Dunmurry High School in my
constituency.

Knockmore and Dunmurry serve the education needs of the
community in Lisburn, which is a community that | am proud
to represent. Dunmurry High School also caters for children
in inner south Belfast. Those children in particular have
been knocked back several times and have been victims

of school closure after school closure after school closure.
The loss of both those schools will have a major impact on
the communities that they serve, which provide community
hubs where people can mingle and build or reinforce
relationships. That, to me, is very important, especially
given the sense of community that is alluded to in the CSI
document and developed by the American sociologist Robert
Putnam.

A community is a family unit, and a local school is part of
that unit. The Member for North Down Alex Easton referred
to that in his speech. There is, therefore, an onus on the
Minister and the South Eastern Board to take those factors
into account. | am sure that the Minister will sympathise
with many of the points, given his experience of community
politics in his constituency of Upper Bann and, indeed, his
own educational experience, as | and everyone else in this
Chamber do. Community is important now, if not ever more,
given the experience of our constituents right across the
Province amid the economic crisis. Increasing numbers

of people are unemployed, and those in work face job
insecurity, pay freezes and possible redundancy.

Knockmore Primary School and Dunmurry High School serve
the local and wider communities outside school hours.
Knockmore Primary School offers a breakfast club and extra-
curricular activities, while local groups use the assembly hall
and sports facilities at Dunmurry High School on a regular
basis. There is not a moment when either school is not
buzzing with enthusiasm or activity, be it when the children
are learning during the school day or when local groups use
it in the evening.

Schools are as individual as our children, and, while these
two school cases differ, they have many similarities. Both
schools provide facilities for children statemented with
special educational needs, and, as a former teaching
assistant, | know the absolute importance of that. The
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schools have spent considerable time and money building
and augmenting the skills of their staff and their resources
to facilitate and provide the best education to their pupils,
tailored to each individual education plan, and to build pupil-
teacher relationships to facilitate the necessary learning
process. The South Eastern Board now seems determined
to take all that away and end all that good work, leaving our
children upset and confused, their parents dismayed and
angry and their teachers possibly without jobs.

The Minister launched a bolstering defence in the House in
October when my party colleague Jonathan Craig secured an
Adjournment debate on the proposed closure of Dunmurry
and Knockmore. As has been referred to by the proposer

of the motion, my colleague Alex Easton, | support the
comments made by my colleagues and commend and
support the motion and the amendment.

Mr Speaker: Order. As Question Time commences at 2.30
pm, | suggest that the House takes its ease until that time.
The debate will continue after Question Time when the next
Member to speak will be Alex Maskey.

The debate stood suspended.

2.30 pm

Oral Answers to Questions

Agriculture and Rural Development

Forestry: By-laws

1. Mr Gardiner asked the Minister of Agriculture and Rural
Development for an update on the proposed changes to the
forestry by-laws. (AQO 838/11-15)

14. Mr McKay asked the Minister of Agriculture and Rural
Development for an update on the position of the new
forestry by-laws, particularly in relation to access to forests
at night. (AQO 851/11-15)

Mrs O’Neill (The Minister of Agriculture and Rural
Development): Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Combhairle.
With your permission, | will answer questions 1 and 14
together. | wish to see forests used widely for safe and
responsible enjoyment. Section 31 of the Forestry Act
creates a right for visitors on foot to use most of the
Department’s forests, subject to rules that are established
by the by-laws. Those rules should make clear when the
right of access should be suspended, for example when
there is an unreasonable risk to the health and safety of
the visitor, other visitors or people who work in forests. That
right should also be suspended when there is antisocial
behaviour, damage to the forests or when officials are
obstructed.

The consultation responses pointed in general to a need
to adopt less restrictive by-laws and suggested that most
visitors behave responsibly in providing for their own safety
and their attitude towards other forest users. That is also
the Department’s broad experience.

After consulting the Committee for Agriculture and Rural
Development, | am minded to take a very pragmatic
approach. Therefore, | propose to relax the proposed
restriction on night-time use by pedestrians to allow the
continued use of forest roads and paths after dark. | also
intend to permit cycling and other recreational activities to
take place over as much forest land as possible, subject to
the principles | have outlined. | will provide the Committee
for Agriculture and Rural Development with a further set of
proposed by-laws for final scrutiny early in the new year.

Mr Speaker: Question 4 has been transferred and question
7 has been withdrawn.

Mr Gardiner: | thank the Minister for her reply. Will she confirm
that concerns about the impact of the proposed curfew on
the use of Northern Ireland’s forests after dark are fully
taken into account when new forestry by-laws are framed?

Mrs O’Neill: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Combhairle. As

| said, | want to take a pragmatic approach. There is no
intention to restrict access to the forests. As for the sunset
and sunrise aspects of the by-laws, we propose to restrict
pedestrian access to forest trails at night, but we think that
we have to get the balance right between the freedom to
visit our forest land at night and our duty of care to visitors.
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| will be very pragmatic. We are not interested in closing off
the forests to anybody.

Mr McKay: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Combhairle. |
thank the Minister for her answer. One of the by-laws states
that people may enter forest land only through gateways or
other entry points. How will that apply to people entering

a forest from open land in areas such as the glens or the
Mournes?

Mrs O’Neill: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Combhairle.

As the Member may be aware, there are many by-laws,

and a range of views were expressed on them. It will be a
pragmatic approach, so we will relax the restriction so that it
will not be an offence to enter a forest other than by a gate.
That is a practical and simple way to move forward. It will
not be an offence to do that, and | think that that is the best
way to move forward.

Mr Frew: | welcome the answer to the previous question. |
welcome that common-sense approach. My question relates
to the by-laws overall. Their minutiae and detail seem to

get to the point where they cannot manage risk because

no common sense is applied. What is the Minister’s
assessment of that? In some places, a by-law states that
metal detectors are banned, but the next by-law states that
you are not allowed to dig.

Mrs O’Neill: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Combhairle.

It is very much about a common-sense and balanced
approach. We must make sure that we abide by a duty of
care to those using the forests but ensure that they are
open so that people can use them. Depending on what
area you are talking about, you have to look at every forest
in its own right because there will be very different access
arrangements for each and different circumstances need to
be taken into account. If there is a particular issue about
the case you raised about metal detectors, | am happy to
look at that.

Mr McDevitt: | was glad to hear the Minister’s answer. That
is welcome news indeed. Although she is proposing to relax
the situation with regard to cycling in forests, will she give a
firm commitment to the House that she would be happy with
a review with a view to increasing the number of designated
mountain biking and cycling routes in our forest parks?

Mrs O’Neill: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Combhairle. |
have a meeting in the next few weeks with the International
Mountain Bicycling Association. | previously met them
informally about how we can work more in partnership.

We have a strategy on the social and recreational use

of forests. That clearly states that we need to work in
partnership if we are to open up our forests for more
recreational use. | am actively working on that issue.

Gorse Fires

2. Mrs McKevitt asked the Minister of Agriculture and Rural
Development what action her Department plans to take to
restore the environmental habitats that were destroyed by
gorse fires earlier this year. (AQO 839/11-15)

Mrs O’Neill: The main habitats that were affected by the
gorse fires earlier this year were heathland and forest.
The heathland habitat undergoes natural regeneration,
so the Department does not plan to take any action to

restore it. Heathland that was damaged by fire has already
started to regenerate, and evidence of new growth on the
affected ground is being observed by officials. The rate of
regeneration depends on the intensity of burns; some areas
grow back at different rates.

Forest areas that are owned by the Forest Service and were
affected by gorse fires will be replanted with a range of tree
species. We also expect some colonisation and regrowth of
broadleaf species to take place naturally.

Mrs McKevitt: Given that the Northern Ireland Fire and
Rescue Service faces challenging conditions in the Mournes,
as it did last April, what measures has the Minister put in
place to protect farmland in the upper and lower Mournes to
prevent further gorse fires?

Mrs O’Neill: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Combhairle.
Obviously, it is entirely up to farmers to look after their land.
I am happy to look into the issue about the Mournes. It has
not been raised with me, but if the Member wants to provide
me with more information, | am quite happy to look into that.

Mr Campbell: When the Minister is able to identify areas that
have the possibility not only of replanting but of diversifying
and trying to get other species that may create productivity
in the land that has been destroyed, will she take advantage
of that? With whom will she negotiate to do that?

Mrs O’Neill: Again, it is up to individual farmers as to what
they do with their land. When it comes to Forest Service
land, we can look at all of that in the round. We will look

at the type of replanting that we will do. That is within our
power, but when it comes to farmers’ lands, it is entirely up
to them what they decide to replant.

Mr Kinahan: It is good to hear that nature is regenerating
where there have been gorse fires. Will the Minister
outline any discussions that she has had with the Minister
of Justice in relation to the conviction of those found
responsible for starting those fires?

Mrs O’Neill: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Combhairle. |
have not had any discussions with the Minister of Justice.
The way in which the fires started is an issue for the PSNI
and the Fire and Rescue Service, and the Department is
discussing the issue with those agencies because they are
ultimately responsible for deciding how a fire started and
what action needs to be taken.

Mr Lynch: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Comhairle. Ba
mhaith liom buiochas a ghabhail leis an Aire as a freagra
ar an cheist sin. How much revenue has been lost to the
Minister’s Department because of gorse fires?

Mrs O’Neill: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Comhairle. The
estimated loss in current revenue is £40,000. That relates
to a burnt area of felled timber that had been sold and felled
under normal harvesting conditions prior to the fires. The
burnt timber was no longer fit for normal sawmill processes
and had to be resold into the renewable energy market.

There is also a loss of potential revenue, which mainly
relates to areas of young planted trees being burnt. That
loss is represented as a reduction in timber valuation on
the basis of its calculation complying with international
accounting standards.
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Bovine Tuberculosis

3. Mr Buchanan asked the Minister of Agriculture and
Rural Development what steps her Department is taking to
eradicate tuberculosis in cattle. (AQO 840/11-15)

Mrs O’Neill: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Combhairle. |
am pleased that considerable progress has been made
in reducing TB incidence in cattle here. The annual herd
incidence has almost halved, from nearly 10% in 2002 to
just over 5% on 30 September 2011. My aim is to reduce
and ultimately eradicate TB in cattle here, and | want to
continue working towards that end.

We have a rigorous programme in place for TB eradication. We
have achieved EU Commission approval for the programme
for 2010-11, and formal approval for the 2012 programme
is expected in the near future. That eradication programme
is vital in safeguarding our annual £1,000 million-plus
export-dependent livestock and livestock products industry.

EU Commission approval also enables the Department of
Agriculture and Rural Development (DARD) to draw down £5
million in co-funding from Europe for 2010 and £4 million in
co-funding for 2011. That helps us to offset the proportion
of the costs of the programmes that we are carrying forward.

Considerable work has also been undertaken to enhance
the TB eradication programme in recent years. We now
remove as reactors those animals that give an inconclusive
result after a second consecutive TB test rather than after a
third, which was the case previously.

We have also improved communications with private
veterinary practitioners and have strengthened the
supervision process. We have improved DARD’s delivery
of TB testing through the monitoring of key performance
indicators. We also use DNA identity tags on reactors to
help reduce reactor-identity queries, substitution fraud and
associated disease risks. Although the progress made on
TB to date is encouraging, there is clearly a lot more work
to be done, as it is a very complex and challenging disease
and is difficult to eradicate. There is no simple solution or
quick fix.

Additional funding of around £4 million has been allocated
in my Department’s budget to conduct TB and wildlife
research and studies to help ensure that we have well
informed, evidence-based strategies to address the issue
of cattle-to-cattle spread as well as that in wildlife. We are
engaging with the industry and with wider stakeholders to
help us to identify and refine our TB evidence needs and
priorities.

Mr Buchanan: | thank the Minister for her response. She
has spelt out quite a bit in her answer, but does she feel
that what she has in place is sufficient and radical enough
to continue to reduce TB and eradicate it completely?

Mrs O’Neill: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Combhairle. As
statistics show that we are moving in the right direction,

| feel that there is a lot of good work being done by the
Department, working with the industry. The things that | set
out in my answer as regards what we are doing with respect
to the programmes and prevalence studies are obviously
helping to bring the figures down. There is not going to be a
quick-fix solution. This is going to be a problem that we are
going to have for the time ahead, but we are working actively

with all partners to bring the rates down and, hopefully, get
to the stage in which we will be free of the disease.

Mr W Clarke: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Combhairle. Will
the Minister outline why she is looking to reduce the amount
of compensation payable to farmers whose cattle come
down with TB?

Mrs O’Neill: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Combhairle.
There are a number of reasons for that. The Public Accounts
Committee (PAC) and the EU Commission brucellosis task
force have highlighted that paying 100% compensation for
TB and brucellosis does not encourage farmers to take all
the steps needed to improve their biosecurity and prevent
disease from entering their herds.

The PAC has also commented that at present almost 100%
of the cost of animal diseases compensation is borne by
the taxpayer. Surely, that is not right and cannot continue.
Earlier this year, DARD consulted on introducing table-based
valuations for TB and brucellosis reactors and in-contacts.
As you know, through your role in the Committee, | reflected
on the detail of content of the responses. | corresponded
with the Committee for Agriculture and Rural Development
on the formal response and had subsequent discussions
with its Chairperson and Deputy Chairperson. | decided not
to proceed with the table-based valuation system, and that
was broadly welcomed by the industry.

The Committee advised that the present compensation
arrangements placed the full cost burden on taxpayers

and suggested that a cap on compensation could be
introduced. | believe that officials have told the Committee
that that is how | am going to proceed. | think that it is right
and reasonable that, where a cap can be introduced on
compensation payments, that should be the case.

A further round of public consultation will end on 2
December. | intend to engage further with the Committee
early in 2012 on the way forward.

Mrs Dobson: Will the Minister explain why, despite the clear
benefits to farmers, cattle and the economy, measures

to eradicate TB in cattle were not included in the recently
published Programme for Government?

Mrs O’Neill: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Combhairle.

| thank the Member for the question. It is a very valid
question because people may be concerned about why we
have no target for TB when we have one for brucellosis.

We are now in a very good position. It is clear that we are
in a position to eradicate brucellosis in the period of the
draft Programme for Government. That is why it is set out
in that document. Although | am also very committed to the
eradication of TB, that will not happen in the time frame of
the Programme for Government, and that is the very simple
reason why it has not been included.

The overall aim of moving to ultimate eradication of TB is
what the Department is working towards. There will be a
phased approach in a realistic time frame and in the most
cost-effective way. We have our TB eradication programme,
which has been approved by the EU Commission, and it is
vital to safeguard our annual £1,000 million-plus export that
depends on livestock. That is a major focus in our industry.
We want to move to a position in which we are free from

TB, but that will not be in the lifetime of this Programme for
Government.
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Mr Dallat: The Minister has just told us that there will be

no quick fix. The Minister knows better than anyone that,
over the years, millions of pounds have been spent on this
matter. Does the Minister know where the hotspots are,
and is she targeting her resources at those hotspots so that
we might at last bring the curse of TB on farms to an end?

2.45 pm

Mrs O’Neill: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Combhairle. Yes,
we are very aware of where the disease is prevalent. As |
said in my original answer, a number of prevalence studies
are being taken forward and a number of scientific issues
are being looked at through the Agri-Food and Biosciences
Institute and whatever research partners we have. As | also
said, there is no quick fix; if we are to tackle this disease,
we will have to do so in the most effective manner. That
means that it will take time, but we need to get there,
because we need to help our industry to survive.

Mr Allister: When will the Minister put pragmatism before
dogma and sentiment and support a badger cull so that we
can assist in stopping the transmission of TB from one farm
to another?

Mrs O’Neill: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Combhairle. As

| have said repeatedly in the Chamber, there are currently
no plans for a badger cull. We have to bear in mind that

the badger is a protected species. If we look at what has
happened in England and Wales, we will see that legal
challenges have been made to such a move. So, if we move
in that direction, we need to be sure that we can withstand
any legal challenge. | will watch with interest to see how
things develop in England and in Wales.

We are continuing to work collaboratively. We have a lot of
research and programmes going on, and | think that that is
how we need to proceed. We also need to be mindful that
a badger cull is just one option; vaccination is another that
is being explored continually, and | think that we have to
continue to look at that.

Mr Speaker: Question 4 has been withdrawn.

Flooding: East Belfast

5. Mrs Cochrane asked the Minister of Agriculture and Rural
Development to outline the actions her Department will be
taking in East Belfast to alleviate the risk of flooding, as set
out in the draft investment strategy. (AQO 842/11-15)

15. Mr Copeland asked the Minister of Agriculture and Rural
Development what flood alleviation measures are planned
for the East Belfast constituency. (AQO 852/11-15)

Mrs O’Neill: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Combhairle. With
your permission, | will answer questions 5 and 15 together.

| confirm that the integrated contract for the Greenway
environmental scheme and the flood alleviation works

is continuing. Although | am disappointed at the rate of
progress, | can advise that one major culvert on the Loop
river is substantially complete. | remain committed to
providing flood alleviation for the people of east Belfast. The
draft 10-year investment strategy, which was published in
2008, highlighted Rivers Agency’s capital commitment over
this period, including flood alleviation works in east Belfast.
That commitment has not changed, and Rivers Agency is

now contractually obliged to fund the flood alleviation works
element of the integrated Greenway environmental scheme.

Mrs Cochrane: | thank the Minister for her answer. Is she
confident that the funding is in place to deliver the scheme?
What specifics are there about how the scheme will be
rolled out and monitored, given that it has the potential to
alleviate flooding in 1,700 homes in east Belfast?

Mrs O’Neill: | thank the Member for the question. As she
said, 1,700 homes are affected, and that is the very reason
why the scheme is a priority and why the Department is
committing to it continually through Rivers Agency. It is a
major programme, and, as you know, progress on it has
been slow. There have been contractual problems, and
Belfast City Council is taking the lead in trying to sort

those out. Hopefully, we can get to the stage where things
can move on as quickly as possible. However, even if the
contract were not to go ahead, the issue would still be a
priority for Rivers Agency. Therefore, it would have to find
another way to deliver the flood alleviation works. That is my
priority in Rivers Agency.

Mr Copeland: Thank you very much, Mr Speaker, and |, too,
thank the Minister for her answer. | ask the Minister to cast
her mind back to a question that | posed on 18 October
about the amount of money that has been set aside in her
Department for envisaged expenditure, which is grouped at
somewhere around £1 million. Would she care to comment
on papers from Belfast City Council that indicate that the
total cost that has been envisaged or apportioned with
Rivers Agency for the relief of flooding in east Belfast is

in the amounts of £7 million to £14 million, with the total
estimated cost of the combined Connswater and Greenway
flood alleviation scheme being put at £43 million? Could
she account for the difference between the £1 million that
we know about and the £7 million to £14 million, as well as
the £43 million, which are considerably greater?

Mrs O’Neill: | thank the Member for his question. The cost
of the flood alleviation scheme in its entirety, including

the Rivers Agency’s contribution, will be £7 million. We
have allocated £1 million in this financial year, and | think
that | have broken that down in the past to £500,000 and
£500,000. As | said, the project remains a priority. It will
impact on 1,700 homes, so it obviously remains a priority.
As | also said, Belfast City Council is working to resolve the
issue, and hopefully that work will come to fruition. If not,

| will still see the scheme as a priority, so we will have to
move forward by another means to deliver a flood alleviation
scheme for the people of east Belfast.

Mr Murphy: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Comhairle.
The Minister will know from recent experience in Beragh
that, unfortunately, flooding is not confined to rivers in
East Belfast. Will she outline what she is doing to address
flooding problems elsewhere across the North?

Mrs O’Neill: In light of the flooding — October was a
particularly bad month for rainfall — | asked the Department
to reprioritise its capital expenditure budget for the next
year. As a result, we are able to announce that we have
made an additional £1 million available to Rivers Agency for
the next financial year in order to help with flood defences in
a number of areas such as Beragh. Ballygawley was another
area that | was able to look at.
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| also want to make it very clear that | am continuing to bid
for further funds from the Executive for flood alleviation
measures. | have asked for a paper to be drawn up that | will
bring to the Executive just to re-emphasise the dangers of
the lack of flood alleviation and to ask for Executive support
for additional funds for those measures. | have also asked
for an urgent review of the Rivers Agency’s response to the
October flooding. Pat Doherty took that inquiry forward and
is due to report on its outcome this week.

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

| thank the Minister for her response, and | welcome that

it has been broadened out to refer to flood alleviation
measures right across the North. The Minister recently
visited the site of 143 Glen Road, Maghera. Will she provide
some detail on what her Department is going to do about
the flooding and serious measures that face that family?

Mrs O’Neill: | am very aware of the pressures facing that
family. | visited the site and saw for myself how their back
garden was washed into the watercourse. Rivers Agency
has visited the site and done some remedial works to
shore up the banks so that there is no further slippage. |
will continue to work with the householders to ensure that
we get the best response, because the problem is that that
watercourse is not designated. That is the issue that we are
dealing with, but, as | said, Rivers Agency has shored up
the back of the house, which will hopefully give a wee bit of
stability until more major works can be completed.

Mr T Clarke: | thank the Minister for her answers thus far. |
noticed that her previous response referenced an address
in Maghera. | believe that | read — although | stand to be
corrected — that that river was not designated. As we are
turning this into a constituency-wide question on flooding, |
will ask about the many instances of flooding on the Grange
Road outside Parkgate, where the river is designated. Will
the Minister assure me that she will do everything to keep
her contractors on that site until all the works are carried
out as opposed to their working in places that have not
been designated?

Mr Speaker: It is wonderful how we have moved from east
Belfast around the country. It is wonderful. [Laughter.]

Mrs O’Neill: If the Member would like to contact me outside
of Question Time, | will be happy to explore the Grange Road
issue.

Egg Producers

6. Mr Storey asked the Minister of Agriculture and Rural
Development, in light of the EU ban on eggs produced in
battery cage systems, what actions she has taken to protect
those producers who have made investments in order to
comply but who will have to compete with member states
where producers have not invested. (AQO 843/11-15)

Mrs O’Neill: | welcome the fact that a significant majority
of producers here are already in a position to comply with
the welfare of laying hens directive when it comes into
force on 1 January. | have made it clear that | want to
protect compliant producers here from the risk of being
put at a competitive disadvantage to producers from other
member states that do not comply with the directive.
Illegal production could adversely affect economic stability

and fairness within a sector that is very important to our
economy.

| have worked closely with Ministers from the Department of
Environment, Food and Rural Affairs and the other devolved
Administrations and Ministers in the South regarding

the implementation and enforcement of the laying hens
directive. We have pressed the Commission to agree a

way forward on enforcing the new rules that will protect our
compliant producers from competitive disadvantage. The
Commission has also proposed a gentleman’s agreement
that would give non-compliant producers longer to comply;
would allow eggs from illegal cages to be processed only
in the originating member state; and would also require an
action plan to be produced by that member state to show
how they are going to reach full compliance. However, to
date, no agreement has been reached on how to properly
enforce the directive.

| have made it clear that | want any proposal brought forward
by the Commission to have guarantees and safeguards built
in and any legislative amendments to be brought forward by
the Commission as a matter of urgency. The directive will be
discussed at a Committee of Experts meeting in Brussels
tomorrow, and we await the outcome of that. It will be
discussed again at the Agriculture Council in Brussels on 15
December, at which | will be present. We will hopefully have
a way forward at that stage.

Mr Storey: Thank you, Mr Speaker; be assured that you
will end up in North Antrim as a result of the tour of the
constituencies that seems to be going on.

| thank the Minister for the information that she has given,
but | am concerned that we are basing a very serious
situation for local producers simply on a gentleman’s
agreement and that we have no agreement in place on how
we will police the issue. Will the Minister assure the House
that a clear line will be taken not to have our local producers
put at a disadvantage as a result of around 50 million

eggs that could possibly come into Northern Ireland from
producers who have not complied with the directive that
comes into force on 1 January next year?

Mrs O’Neill: Absolutely. That is what we have been actively
working towards. | raised the point with the Commission
that we felt that the gentleman’s agreement was not strong
enough. How do you enforce a gentleman’s agreement? We
wanted clear action to be able to be taken so that we did
not put any of our producers at a disadvantage. A number
of member states such as Sweden, Austria, Germany

and Luxembourg are already compliant, but a number of
countries are not. We need to be mindful of that and make
sure that we do not put our local industry at any sort of
disadvantage. That is what we are actively doing with the
Commission.

Mrs D Kelly: | share Mr Storey’s concerns about the
gentleman'’s agreement. Will the Minister give us an
indication of any discussions she has had on food labelling
and the labelling of the eggs with their country of origin to
ensure that the competitive edge here is protected?

Mrs O’Neill: A number of issues are being considered by the
Commission and the technical expert committee. One issue
was around labelling and one was around UV lights so that
you could see exactly where the eggs came from. There are
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a number of different things that are being explored, and
that is just one of them.

Mr McMullan: Will the Minister outline what specific actions
are being taken to protect poultry producers here from non-
compliant imports come 1 January 20127

Mrs O’Neill: As | have said in previous answers, my position
is very clear. We need to be very strong and work to protect
our local producers against those who are not compliant
and any eggs coming in from member states that are not
compliant. The gentleman’s agreement seems to be the
way in which the Commission is moving, and we need to

be mindful of that. | will continue my discussions with the
Commission after the meeting tomorrow, and when | am in
Brussels on 15 December.

Mr Allister: The Minister congratulates local farmers who
have put themselves at great expense to be compliant.
Does she acknowledge that it is no thanks to her
Department that they have put themselves in that position?
Not one penny of assistance was given to the poultry sector
in that regard, and now they find themselves in a position
where they have complied and have done what was asked,
but it seems that around 50% of other member states have
not bothered. Can the Minister assure us that there will be
strong and relentless action to bring some equity to the
situation?

Mrs O’Neill: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Combhairle. My
predecessor Michelle Gildernew worked very closely with
the industry and looked at all of the available options for
funding. She looked at the rural development programme
and how we could support the sector to modernise. Funding
was made available to the poultry sector under tranche 2
of the farm modernisation programme. That included plant
machinery and equipment. That was all part of the funding
scheme that was taken forward at that time, and many in
the poultry sector got involved in that. As for making sure
that we do not disadvantage our local producers, | have
answered that clearly in reply to previous supplementary
questions. We want to make sure that we protect our
industry and that we are not put at any disadvantage
because of non-compliant eggs coming in.

Mr Speaker: Question 7 has been withdrawn.

Health and Social Care: Rural Areas

8. Mr McGimpsey asked the Minister of Agriculture and
Rural Development whether she met with the chief executive
of the Health and Social Care Board to discuss how he has
ensured the needs of people living in rural areas will be
considered in his review of health and social care.

(AQO 845/11-15)

Mrs O’Neill: | have not discussed that issue directly

with the chief executive of the Health and Social Care
Board. However, | have been working closely with the
Minister of Health, Social Services and Public Safety on
the development of the rural White Paper action plan to
ensure that the needs of rural communities are taken into
account when it comes to planning and delivery of health
and social care services. | have also asked my officials to
make contact with the health and social care team that is
carrying out the review to discuss some of the more specific
challenges that rural dwellers can face.

Mr Speaker: | will allow the Member a quick supplementary
question.

Mr McGimpsey: Thank you, Mr Speaker. | thank the Minister
for her comprehensive answer. What does she consider the

key criteria and priorities to address the particular needs of

people living in rural areas?

Mrs O’Neill: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Combhairle. |
have spoken to the Member on many occasions during his
tenure as Minister of Health in relation to rural aspects of
healthcare. One of the biggest challenges in rural areas is
equal access to healthcare. That continues to be one of
the main issues, as does travel time to hospitals. Those
are all relevant issues. If you live in Pomeroy or somewhere
else in my constituency of Mid Ulster, you might have to
travel for over an hour to get to a service. That is one of the
major challenges that we need to look at when it comes to
addressing the needs of the rural community.

3.00 pm

Environment

Planning: Renewable Energy

1. Mr Lunn asked the Minister of the Environment whether
his Department will improve the planning process for
renewable energy project applications. (AQO 853/11-15)

Mr Attwood (The Minister of the Environment): | thank Mr
Lunn for his question. | also thank other Members for the
wave of similar questions tabled for this Question Time.
Renewables and renewable technology is arguably Northern
Ireland’s single biggest economic opportunity. When | say
that, | am only paraphrasing John Swinney, who said that
renewables and renewable technology is Scotland’s single
biggest economic opportunity. | very much appreciate the
question, as it allows me to record and emphasise our
opportunities for R&D, technology and renewable energy;
our opportunities to become self-sufficient on this island
through use of renewable energy; and our opportunities to
export to the European grid.

| also welcome the challenge behind the question; namely,
when it comes to major renewable planning applications,
there has been slippage over the last period in ensuring
that performance targets were met. How do | address that?
First, a working group made up of people in the renewable
industry and officials is looking at how we can maximise the
planning system to produce positive outcomes. Secondly,

| will be doing the same before Christmas with anaerobic
digesters, for which a significant number of applications are
now in the system. Thirdly, we are interrogating timelines
generally to ensure that we turn those groups’ findings
around as quickly as possible. Fourthly, we have identified
more applications across the range of planning applications
that could, with council approval, go for streamlining quickly
to ensure that up to 75% of all our planning applications
are dealt with in that manner. In that way and in other

ways, | hope that we will be able to answer affirmatively the
question of how the Department will improve the planning
process for renewable projects.
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Mr Lunn: | thank the Minister for his answer. He will be
aware, because he has recently answered my colleague’s
question, that the Department is processing 861 planning
applications relating to renewable energy development and
that the median time for a decision is 24 weeks, which
presumably means that many decisions take a lot longer
than 24 weeks. | am encouraged by what he said. Has he
given any consideration to the imposition of a deadline,
similar to what pertains in the Republic of Ireland?

Mr Attwood: | welcome the supplementary question. Mr
Lunn is quite correct. At present, 50% of the major planning
applications for renewables are managed within the
performance timeline. However, | admit that that is not good
enough. The performance target is 60%, and we should even
be stretching ourselves to exceed 60%. That having been
said, over the past two years, 115 wind turbine applications
and 16 wind farm applications have been approved.
Therefore, there is good form in the planning system, both
in respect of local wind turbines and the much larger wind
farms. However, we could do more. We are currently drawing
up plans to require a statutory timeline — under law — for
statutory consultees to reply to consultation. If they do not,
they will be deemed to have made no comment and offered
no objection.

Mr Beggs: Does the Minister recognise that there is a
grid-connection window in which a project has the ability

to connect and that, as such, there is a very short time
frame in which a project can become viable, the loan offer
is available and the grid connection is possible? Will the
Minister ensure that a decision on all projects will be made
within a much shorter period?

Mr Attwood: | accept that point. This is clearly an issue that
moves somewhat beyond my competence, given that it deals
with energy companies and the national grid. However, the
point is valid nonetheless. The sooner that we can turn
around the applications, the greater the opportunity that
local people will have to access the grid, the greater the
opportunity that they will have to make a financial return
over and above their own electricity needs, and so on and so
forth. Therefore, | take that point. The point that the Member
makes is particularly relevant, given the change in environment
around financial assistance to renewable energies that may
yet be visited on the North of Ireland and Britain.

Mr Frew: Given the Minister’s statement about Scotland
being an area of best practice and looking to it with regard
to renewable energies, does he agree that as planning
applications for major wind farms increase and come
towards areas of population, maybe we need to assess our
current regulations around wind farm applications, tighten
up the criteria and become more specific, like Scotland?

Mr Attwood: The quality of wind, wave and tide that we

have in this part of the world, not least because the island
of Ireland is Atlantic facing, confirms why we have such an
arguably unique economic opportunity in Europe to maximise
these opportunities.

The British-lrish Council meeting was cancelled today due

to the death of the Taoiseach’s mother, and | pass on my
condolences to the Kenny family. One of the Council’s

major pieces of work is how it represents all the various
jurisdictions that make up the body and how it can exploit
economic opportunities around renewables. Therefore, there

are things that we can learn from Scotland. For example,

its peatlands guidance is more flexible than ours when it
comes to wind farms and wind turbines, and my Department
is looking at the guidance to see whether we can learn

from Scotland and introduce some useful flexibility into our
guidance.

| accept the sentiment behind the Member’s question. As
applications begin to roll out, it is clear that local concerns,
opposition and resistance are gathering pace and, if we can
learn from best practice in other jurisdictions, we should do
S0.

Mr Agnew: | thank the Minister, particularly for his reference
to the Scottish Finance Minister’s support for renewable
energy. It is a shame that our Finance Minister will not follow
suit. What is being done to ensure that PPS 18 is still in

line with the most recent technology? In my constituency, an
application for three wind turbines was turned down on the
basis of noise, despite planning authorities acknowledging
that they were the quietest turbines on the market.

Mr Attwood: | note his comments in respect of John
Swinney. If the man does not blush too much, in my view, he
is the Minister on these islands who most understands the
difference between being in government and being in power,
and we could all learn from him.

| do not think you should ask a politician a scientific
question because | do not have a scientific answer. However,
the point is valid. As renewable technology advances and
might mitigate risks around noise, nuisance, disturbance,
impact on local houses, and all the rest, we might need to
revisit the guidance that we give in respect of wind farms
and wind turbines. | do not have a scientific answer today,
but I will return to the matter subsequently.

Single-use Carrier Bags

2. Mr Ross asked the Minister of the Environment how
much money he anticipates his Department would generate
on an annual basis from the single-use carrier bag levy.
(AQO 854,/11-15)

Mr Attwood: As | have indicated on previous occasions, it

is anticipated in the Budget that up to £4 million per year
might be generated through a single-use carrier bag levy.
However, that is dependent on my judgement, further to the
recently concluded consultation, about what is the right cost
for single-use carrier bags when the proposal goes live, as
we hope it will in 2013. During a previous Question Time, |
put down a note of caution: unless the legislation in respect
of carrier bags is extended to include reusable carrier bags,
the revenue generated from the single-use carrier bag levy
may be much less than the £4 million that was anticipated.
That is why | welcome the fact that, since that previous
Question Time, the Executive have endorsed my proposal to
bring forward legislation to the Floor to extend the current
legislation in respect of carrier bags to include reusable
carrier bags. That will close the gap, secure the revenue that
we might expect from this levy and, more particularly, secure
the environmental benefits that are to be gained from
reducing the number of carrier bags in use.

Mr Ross: | thank the Minister for his answer. Can the
Minister inform the House how the tax — if he does, indeed,
bring it forward — will be collected, who will collect it, the
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cost of the administration of the collection and how his
Department will be able to know how many bags retailers
are handing out?

Mr Attwood: | thank the Member. Those are matters

that occupy my mind at the moment. The simple model

of collection would be for Her Majesty’s Revenue and
Customs (HMRC) to collect it on behalf of the Northern
Ireland Government. It does so in respect of all other taxes,
including VAT at the point of sale. It seems to me that that
is the right model going forward. That model would mitigate
the bureaucracy, expense and upfront costs of introducing
the levy on single-use carrier bag users. So far, however,
HMRC has declined that offer. However, | welcome the fact
that the Minister of Finance and Personnel has, again,
written to Treasury to ask it to further consider putting into
its IT systems a mechanism whereby the levy would be
collected by Treasury.

| hope that Treasury will accept that proposal, because the
alternative, be it an in-house or out-of-house model, is likely
to be more expensive and more bureaucratic and to reduce
the income that would come to our exchequer, if you like,
from the single-use bag levy. Perhaps, that is what is behind
the Member’s question. | hope that HMRC will recognise
that tax affairs in respect of Britain and Northern Ireland are
changing and that devolved Administrations may look for
flexibilities when it comes to tax issues in the future, and
that it will use this intervention as a model of adjusting its
financial and tax collecting mechanisms in a way that helps
devolved Administrations going forward.

Mr McKay: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Combhairle.

| thank the Minister for his answer and for the fact that
the proposal has been included and timetabled in the
draft Programme for Government. Will the Minister outline
what savings retailers, especially small shopkeepers, will
make from not having to buy thousands and thousands of
bags every year? What consideration has been given to
exemptions for fresh food producers, such as butchers,
fishmongers etc?

Mr Attwood: | welcome that question. | confirm that the
matter is in the Programme for Government and, as | said,
the Executive have endorsed the principle that legislation
should be extended to reusable bags. As | indicated to Mr
McKay’s colleague during a previous Question Time, what
bags might be exempted is a matter that is still under
consideration. The consultation around all this has only just
concluded. The consultation responses are being assessed
by the Department, and | am still looking at what the full
outworkings and operation of the scheme might be.

As | indicated on a previous occasion, it seems valid to

me, in principle, that, when butchers put meat into plastic
bags, that should not be covered by the levy. Similarly, when
pharmacists and chemists put medicines into brown paper
bags, that might not be covered by the proposed legislation.
In any case, we know what we mean. The vast number of
bags that would be subject to the levy is the vast number
of bags that are used in the multiple supermarkets around
the North of Ireland. That is where the main focus and
attention of the levy will be. In the fullness of time, when all
the consultation is worked through and the details are fine-
tuned, that will be confirmed.

Ms Lo: Will the proposed further legislation to include
reusable bags delay any further the process of starting the
levy?

3.15 pm

Mr Attwood: | thank the Member for that question. The
answer is no. | explained to my Executive colleagues that,
given that the will of the Assembly was to have a single bag
levy and that it was put into the Budget as a revenue stream
for the Department of the Environment by 2013, whatever
the issues in the initial legislation may be, they were not
sufficient cause to delay the implementation of the initial
legislation. Consequently, we have a two-phased approach.
We will honour the original timeline to have the legislation

in place by April 2013 and, in parallel with that, we will bring
forward new legislation for reusable bags. Therefore, any
levy in respect of reusable bags will go live a year after the
levy for single use bags.

Mr Speaker: Question 3 has been withdrawn.

Planning: Training for Councillors

4. Mr Murphy asked the Minister of the Environment what
training will be provided for councillors to enable them

to take on extra responsibilities in relation to planning
applications. (AQO 856/11-15)

Mr Attwood: | welcome this question, as | have touched on
the matter on a number of occasions. It will be a significant
political, practical and culture change when local councils
assume responsibility for categories of planning application
under the review of public administration (RPA). When John
Swinney, the Cabinet Secretary for Finance in Scotland, was
responsible for local government, he said that the difficulty
of managing the change of local councils becoming the
local authority responsible for planning decisions was not
straightforward or easy. Therefore, in the run-up to RPA, the
need to create the right architecture in local councils, the
right skills base, the right personnel and human resource
capacity, as well as councillors having the skills and
wherewithal to operate as a planning authority, as opposed
to the legitimate function of acting as planning lobbyists, will
be very important.

In taking that forward, we will undertake a number of
initiatives. There will be pilots to test, in advance of the
transfer, how a local council would act as a local planning
authority. We will give local councils best models of practice
as to how that might look. The local council and the local
planning office will become more intimate with regard to
their day-to-day working and relationships so as to build

up understanding and capacity. The local government
training group will undertake particular tasks to train local
councillors and try to narrow the difference between the risk
of councils not fulfilling the full role of a planning authority
and continuing in their old role of planning lobbyists.

Mr Murphy: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Comhairle.
Gabhaim buiochas leis an Aire. | thank the Minister for
the assurance on training. He knows that, as well as
passing the power down to local government, moving from
a land-based planning system to a spatial planning system
will require considerable change. Obviously, training and
establishing that new culture is very important. Does

the Minister agree that to get some certainty around the
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actual make-up of the new local government structures, the
number of councils that we will have will also assist greatly
in councillors’ understanding the area that they will be
covering, and that we should get the training rolled out as
quickly as possible so that we can transfer those powers,
along with all of the other powers, to local government as
quickly as we possibly can?

Mr Attwood: | thank the Member for his question. |
acknowledge the first point that he made. It is very
important that, as planning goes forward in the North of
Ireland, it becomes more and more a plan-based planning
system rather than a reactive one. There are very few

plans now in place across the North that define how areas,
localities, cities and towns should develop. That is why the
Executive agreed in principle that | should bring forward

a planning reform Bill that will see some of the planning
reforms that were intended to come into force after local
government reorganisation being brought forward earlier, and
that includes development plans. Therefore, | welcome that.

In respect of the wider political question, the Assembly, the
Executive and | as Minister need to judge ourselves against
what is good government and best outcomes. That is the
standard against which all public policy decisions that are
made by government and Ministers should be judged.

That being the case, and when local councils have come
forward in the past two or three months with proposals for
making potential savings of up to £600 million of savings
over 25 years, | think that it is reasonable for me to ask

my Executive colleagues and others whether that would
create the flexibility to move from an 11-council model to

a 15-council model. The 15-council model would create
further savings with less disruption, six councils would go
unchanged, and there would be reduced upfront costs and
reduced severance schemes for highly paid chief executives.
It would also recognise and acknowledge local identities and
loyalties much better than the 11-council model, and | think
that that is a reasonable question to ask. Given that itis a
reasonable question, and mindful of the decision that the
Executive have taken, | hope that, even at this eleventh hour,
people will think again.

Mr Weir: When will the Minister move ahead with the
11-council model? He also referred to pilot schemes, and
it is clear that that will create one of the greatest cultural
changes in local government. What is his timescale for

the initiation of those pilot schemes? Given the different
approaches to planning in urban and rural areas, will those
pilot schemes cover different types of planning scenarios in
urban and rural areas?

Mr Attwood: | thank the Member for his question. We need
to create certainty and avoid doubt about the reorganisation
of local government, and | can confirm that | will be moving
forward with RPA. | just hope that it is in the image of what

| want, rather than in the image of what the Executive want.
However, | appreciate and acknowledge the will of the
Executive to date.

Mr Weir, only a short while ago, your party opposed a Bill
that was tabled by Dawn Purvis, then an MLA for East
Belfast, to stop double-jobbing. Yet, six months later, the
DUP Ministers in the Executive endorsed my proposal to
end that practice. When that Bill was debated, you, Mr Weir,
proposed an amendment that suggested that allowances to

MLAs who are councillors should be cut. However, a matter
of weeks ago, when | made exactly the same proposal, one
of your party colleagues, Lord Morrow, went on the radio and
showed disregard for a proposal that | made and that you
had proposed only a matter of months before. It seems to
be a strange world — [Interruption.]

Mr Speaker: Order. The Minister must be heard.

Mr Attwood: What that demonstrates is that —
[Interruption.]

Mr Speaker: Order. The Minister must be heard.

Mr Attwood: What that demonstrates is that, as our
maturity grows and as our wisdom deepens, good
government and good argument can prevail. If that is the
judgement against which RPA should be assessed, | think
that there are still opportunities to get RPA right.

Mr Dallat: The Minister will be aware that, in the past,
posts of responsibility were handed out to blue-eyed boys
irrespective of their ability to carry out those additional
duties. Can the Minister assure the House — [Interruption.]

Mr Speaker: Order.

Mr Dallat: Can the Minister assure the House that, under
the new 15-council model, members will be given the extra
capacity training and will honestly earn the additional money
that they may receive? That is not what happened in all
cases in the past.

Mr Attwood: The last time that | looked, my eyes were
green or brown. [Interruption.] It is only Margaret Ritchie who
thinks that | am the blue-eyed boy. [Laughter.]

A Member: It should be Alasdair that you are worried about.

Mr Attwood: Let us not go there. [Laughter.] Of course, my
wife and children also think that | am a blue-eyed boy.

The point behind the Member’s questions is very relevant.
Even since the May council elections, we have seen the
legacy of the past in the attitudes of one or two councillors
in one or two council areas. We have seen that evidence,
and the consequence is that, when it comes to RPA,
whatever the final model is — | am mindful and respectful
of the Executive’s decision in that regard — we need to
demonstrate that the conduct of councillors is judged
against all of the highest standards of a code of ethics
when it comes to the protection of minorities, governance
arrangements, proportionality across the range of council
and committee positions and, crucially, the procurement

of services. Too many councils in the North continue to
have practices that may be valid but, in my view, do not
comply with best procurement practice. That is why, in
working with the council and council leaderships — political
and managerial — we will drive down costs through the
improvement, collaboration and efficiency programme while
ensuring best compliance when it comes to procurement.

Planning: Renewable Energy

Mr Speaker: The next question on the list is from Mr
McGimpsey.

Mr McGimpsey: Question 6.
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Mr Attwood: | thank the Member for his question, which
is —

Some Members: Question 5.
Mr Attwood: — question 5. Yes, | was wondering.

5. Mr McGimpsey asked the Minister of the Environment
for his assessment of the current timescale for dealing with
planning applications for renewable energy projects.

(AQO 857/11-15)

Mr Attwood: | refer to my previous answers in this regard.
There are currently 860 renewable energy planning
applications. As | indicated, for the major ones, there has
been slippage from the turnover target of 60% in 23 weeks
to a situation where we now have only 50% being turned
over. As | said in my previous answer, in an effort to rectify
that situation, a range of interventions is available on wind
turbines, wind farms and anaerobic digesters.

Mr McGimpsey: | thank the Minister for his answer. How
do we assess renewable energy projects as minor or major
applications? Cleary, the process for major applications

is much slower than it is for minor ones. Is there room for
reassessing that guidance to perhaps speed up the whole
process?

Mr Attwood: As | indicated, given the issues, if not
concerns, that have been raised by people in the front

line of renewable technology and their applications, |

have established two groups. One of those groups is on
renewables, in particular wind energy, and it is where

the industry meets the Department to identify any and

all opportunities to ensure that the processing of such
applications is different. For example, there are cases

— this has become relevant in south Down — in which it
seems that the Northern Ireland Environment Agency (NIEA)
is asking for environmental impact assessments in respect
of applications that simply do not require one. That applies
more to wind turbines than wind farms, because wind farms
clearly have EIA implications.

Similarly, as we go forward with anaerobic digesters, there
are 60 applications in the system at the moment, but very
few approvals. This is clearly going to be part and parcel of
the planning and renewable system going forward over the
next number of years. That is why | have established a group
that will meet before Christmas to interrogate all of that. We
tried to put in place, to date not always successfully, service
level agreements with the NIEA, the Department for Regional
Development, Geological Survey and Northern Ireland

Water to ensure the proper management and handling

of applications that come back to the Department. As |
indicated, it seems that there is a category of renewable
applications that should be dealt with by a streamlined
mechanism in local councils rather than through a strategic
projects division in headquarters.

Mr A Maginness: | am supportive of the Minister in
his enthusiastic support for renewable energy and the
development of that industry here in Northern Ireland.

We are playing catch-up in many respects. Can the Minister
suggest any further steps that can be taken to improve the
efficiency of the planning process?

3.30 pm

Mr Attwood: | thank the Member for his question. |
acknowledge that the planning system and planning officials,
especially those in the strategic division in Belfast and in
quite a number of the divisional planning offices (DPOs),
have developed good knowledge and capacity going forward,
but it is clear that that needs to be rolled out across the
North of Ireland. That is why, in respect of individual wind
turbine applications, training that has been developed in the
north-west, in Derry and Strabane, is going to be applied
equally in DPOs across the North of Ireland.

Behind all that, however, there is a deeply strategic
question. Are we in government going to put ourselves,
especially the Department of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment (DETI) and Invest Northern Ireland, in a much
better place to draw down from Europe the billions of euros
in opportunities that exist through the European Investment
Fund and R&D and technology funds? FP7 is a €50 billion
fund, and its successor programme for 2014-20 is an €80
billion fund. The drawdown from that fund, including on the
renewables side, where there is a very significant stream

of environmental funding, has been marginal, to put it
mildly. If we are going to exploit the renewable energy and
technology opportunities, and the example of what has been
happening in Harland and Wolff over the past week, we need
to put ourselves in a much better place when it comes to
accessing European funds, which are the single biggest
source of R&D funds available to member countries.
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School Closures: South Eastern Education and
Library Board

Debate resumed on amendment to motion:

That this Assembly notes with concern the school
closures announced within the South Eastern Education
and Library Board area to date; is concerned that the
board is making these decisions ahead of the outcome of
the review of schools being conducted by the Department
of Education; is further concerned that, unlike all other
education and library boards, this board is run by
commissioners with no political input; and calls on the
Minister of Education to intervene on this important
matter. — [Mr Easton.]

Which amendment was:
Leave out all after “Minister of Education” and insert

“to postpone any decisions until the viability audit has
been completed.” — [Mr McDevitt.]

Mr A Maskey: Go raibh maith agat, Mr Speaker. | confirm
what my colleague Daithi McKay said earlier. We will not
support the motion or the amendment. Obviously, the
primary reason for that is very simply that an appropriate
process is well under way in relation to the matter in
hand. As we speak, as | understand it, there are no
formal proposals to close any school in the South Eastern
Education and Library Board area.

Mr Craig: | thank the Member for giving way. Just to update
the Member: an announcement is being made with regard
to the closure of three schools in the South Eastern area as
we speak. Only one has been reprieved, which is Knockmore
Primary School, and | warmly welcome that.

Mr Speaker: The Member will have one minute added to his
time.

Mr A Maskey: | thank the Member for that information.
Perhaps | should rephrase my point. To my knowledge, no
decision has yet been formally taken to close any particular
school. Indeed, where proposals are coming forward,

they will result in development proposals. Of course, at
that point, the Department and the Minister will enter

the process to look at the problems relating to specific
schools and, more importantly, the potential solutions. | am
mindful of the Minister’s recent statement to the House,

in late September, in which he made clear his and the
Department’s intention to move forward with a clear focus
on the needs of the children.

Mr McCarthy: | thank the Member for giving way. As a
member of Ards Borough Council, | have seen a closure
notice for Ballykeigle Primary School come to that council
for consultation. That was long before the Minister had

even suggested that there should be a complete audit.

That school is on the closure list. Detrimental things have
happened already; the principal has gone, the rot has set in,
and it is too late, unfortunately.

Mr A Maskey: | thank the Member for his intervention.
Again, | do not want to rehearse the arguments. The
proposals that the Minister outlined are not new; the

determination was made on behalf of the Minister and

the Department to move ahead appropriately to deal with
problem areas, such as the future viability of a school, and
very clear criteria and terms of reference were set down for
that.

| am confident that the Minister and the Department have
at the forefront of their minds the need to ensure that there
is a viable schools and education system for the future that
allows all children to achieve to the best of their abilities.

As | said, when the SEELB'’s full proposals come forward,
they will, obviously, contain recommendations. At that
point, the Minister, the Department and others will have

a proper opportunity to evaluate, based on a professional
assessment, the difficulties that particular schools may
face. The Minister has made a very clear statement to
the House. The difficulty for the Minister is that, on one
occasion, he is told to delay taking action and, on another,
he is told to make interventions speedily. That is no way to
proceed towards providing a sustainable schools base for
children.

It is important that schools know where they stand. |
certainly understand the anxiety that exists at this time
among parents in particular and everyone in the education
sector as we move into even more difficult budgetary
circumstances. By the same token, however, it is up to all
of us to avoid simply focusing on one school at a time.

To do so is regrettable. The situation requires all of us to
work together to ensure that each and every child who goes
through the education system has the best opportunity to
attain for themselves a better outcome than that of many
children who leave school at present. We have all accepted
that. We need to do much better on our children’s behalf.
We all understand that that needs to be done on a more
rationalised basis, with children at the forefront of the minds
of the Department, the Minister and, presumably, everyone
in the Chamber.

We are all constituency representatives, so it is
understandable that we are keen to ensure that we get the
best results for schools in our constituencies. However, |
urge Members not to jump in. We need to be able to stand
back a little bit and ensure that we are clear that, when we
talk about a school, we understand that there is a clear
rationale against which any school can be assessed and
that the terms of reference of that rationale produce the
matrix by which we look at how to develop the school to its
best potential. Obviously, factors such as enrolment, quality
of education and financial viability will all come into play.

We all have to look forward and provide the type of
leadership that Daithi McKay referred to earlier. As | said,
we are all prone to focusing on our own constituencies and
to difficulties that we all have to face in the time ahead,
whether they relate to education, health or any other
service. This debate is about education. Let us wait until
development proposals are made in respect of schools.

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

Mr A Maskey: Let us give our full support to the Department
and the Minister to ensure that we deliver the best
education system in all schools for all children.
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Mr Weir: | support the motion and the amendment. | am not
sure whether | should declare an interest. | was a member
of the South Eastern Board that was formally suspended

in 2006. | am not sure whether | have been officially
decommissioned. | am not sure that any of us who have
been in that position —

Mr Dallat: Have you got photographs?

Mr Weir: | do not, actually. If | were to provide photographic
evidence, | do not think that it would take us very much
further forward.

Everybody accepts that there will be changes to the school
estate. At times, it is argued that not every school will
survive. Perhaps, at times, we get too attached to particular
bits of bricks and mortar. However, | must say that the
approach that has been taken by the South Eastern Board
is totally unacceptable. | share and concur with earlier
remarks, which | will not dwell on, about the undemocratic
nature of the South Eastern Board and the failure to plug
that gap for more than five and a half years. The issue is
about process and making the right decision. It says a lot
and demonstrates the arrogant attitude of the board that,
on the very day that we debate a motion, which, if it is
amended, calls for that process to be put on ice until the
audit takes place as part of proper process — it is clear
from responses around the Chamber that the motion and
amendment will be passed — the board still met in defiance
of that. It did not postpone its meeting. It went ahead and
made decisions irrespective of what the Assembly says. That
is testament to the South Eastern Board’s aloof attitude.

In the process, no one connected to the schools — | have
a particular connection with the one in my constituency —
is asking for special favours. | agree with Mr Maskey: we
should not treat this one school at a time. That is the very
purpose of the motion. It should not be a situation in which
one board moves on some sort of solo run in departure from
the rest of it. Indeed, if we are to have an audit that looks
at the global needs of Northern Ireland and at hundreds of
schools throughout Northern Ireland, one school should not
be treated differently. Indeed, four schools should not be
treated differently. That is the whole point of this.

The argument that a development proposal has not been
produced seems to be a fairly weak one. If it walks like

a duck, swims like a duck and quacks like a duck, | will
think that it is a duck. In this case, a proposal to close

the four schools was put to the schools and is now being
proposed again today at the board. Yes, there may well be
formal processes beyond that, but let us not pretend that
this is not having an impact on those schools and, indeed,
moving ahead towards development proposals. Therefore,
all we are saying is that all the schools throughout Northern
Ireland should be put on a level playing field. We should
not be taking premature decisions in one area that will
detrimentally affect those schools. Indeed, we need to look
at this holistically as part of the audit.

I am not convinced that what is being done with Redburn

is the right decision. Everyone would accept that there
needs to be changes to the school system in Holywood,

but we have a proposal on the table that is awaiting capital
funding for a four-school scheme involving the amalgamation
of Redburn and Holywood Primary School, of Priory and

Holywood Nursery School. That involves two different
sectors, three different age groups and four schools.

Mr Agnew: | thank the Member for giving way. Does he
agree that the plan that he has just outlined is beneficial
because it is exactly that — planned — whereas the
proposal to close Redburn at the end of this academic
year means that there will be an effective amalgamation of
Holywood Primary School and Redburn but not a planned
amalgamation and, therefore, will not be an ordinary
transition?

Mr Speaker: The Member has a minute added to his time.

Mr Weir: | agree with the Member that it needs to be
planned. Indeed, what has been put forward for the

four schools should be a model for the way forward for
Northern Ireland. It is, effectively, shared education, it is
multidimensional and includes three age sectors, yet the
problem with the proposal is that it short-circuits this.

It is not planned; it jumps the gun. Indeed, rather than
moving ahead on a planned basis, this may, as the Member
indicates, lead to a situation in which people simply move
with their feet to Holywood Primary School. It has led to a
situation in which various other schools have already moved
to try to poach students from there, and, indeed, rather than
an ordered situation of amalgamation between the schools,
there are flyers and requests from other schools to try to
pick the bones of Redburn out, with the end result that we
may not get the proper organised and planned way forward
for Holywood that is to the benefit of all. It is not only ill-
timed; it is illjudged.

| appeal to the Minister and his party to think again. In many
ways, this runs contrary to the spirit of the audit. The audit
should treat everywhere holistically, but this is picking off
what appear to be the weakest parts of the pack and going
for those first. That is wholly unacceptable. We have seen
the arrogant response of the South Eastern Board, and the
line of thought that it is determined to take is clear. | appeal
to the Minister to, through his closing remarks, ensure that
the three schools that appear to have been singled out
today —

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

Mr Weir: — are not treated simply as cannon fodder but
are treated properly and to ensure that any decision by the
Department is put on hold until we have the full audit and a
proper plan.

Mr Speaker: The Member’s time is up.

Mr Nesbitt: | am very pleased to say a few words on this
debate. | support the motion and the amendment and
thank all those who brought them to the House. | am
passionate about education and, indeed, in my own little
life, my career path would not be what it was had it not
been for the attention that my parents and teachers paid to
my education. As that career path has brought me to this
House, | know that some Members will feel that there is a
downside to a decent education after all.

There is a concern that some schools in this education
area may suffer because two parallel processes are in
play. One is the viability audit that is being conducted

on a regional level by the Department of Education, and
another is a subregional process that is being conducted
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by the South Eastern Education and Library Board. | have a
further concern, which has already been articulated by my
colleague Mr McNarry, that the South Eastern Education
and Library Board is still being run by commissioners, given
that the problem emerged on 6 July 2006. The longevity and
competence of the commissioners remains in question, and
there is a real danger that the schools may suffer from the
two processes. If the schools suffer, the children and the
families will also suffer.

3.45 pm

| have a particular interest in Ballykeigle Primary School
and, more generally, rural primary schools with regard to the
viability audit, which is the regional process. As | understand
it, there are three criteria: entrance, achievement and
financial viability, none of which takes into account the
importance of rural communities. A rural school can be
looked on not only as a place of learning but as some

form of community hub. The answer may not always be to
condemn a school as failing but to use it as an opportunity
to refashion and redesign what the school achieves. |

am thinking, for example, of what the extended schools
programme can do for families. It is an opportunity to
achieve other goals through the school estate and to look at
what the school estate might do to improve general health,
adult literacy and numeracy and, particularly with regard to
rural communities, social cohesion. There are fewer and
fewer opportunities for people who live in rural areas to stop
and socially interact. If you remove rural primary schools,
you take away a fantastic opportunity to embed social cohesion.

As well as those concerns, | want to mention the sixth-
largest controlled post-primary school in the education and
library board area, Movilla High School. That school has
requested to reduce temporarily its enrolment numbers
from 900 to 600 and, correspondingly, reduce its annual
admission number from 180 to 120. The reason is that
there has been a 10-year fall in numbers, and, in fact, the
enrolment figure of 900 and the admission figure of 180
have never been achieved by Movilla on census day.

Last year, by closing down part of the main school building,
Movilla achieved savings of £100,000 over the year. On
that basis, it has asked the Department whether it can,
temporarily, reduce those figures. In September of this year,
the Minister sent me a response to a question for written
answer. He said:

“My Department received a letter from the South Eastern
Education and Library Board ... supporting Movilla High
School in a request that their admission and enrolment
numbers be temporarily reduced.”

Despite that support, the decision is currently under
consideration. It is still under consideration today, and |
want to use this occasion to lobby the Minister and ask him
whether he will ensure a speedy resolution to ensure that
Movilla High School can plan with some certainty for its
future. As with many schools, it is reeling from the fact that
it will lose £100 a pupil in the forthcoming financial year. For
Movilla High School, that means a budgetary hole of some
£45,000 next year. Certainty is being sought, and | urge the
Minister to give that consideration. | support the motion as
amended.

Mr Craig: It gives me very little pleasure to speak on this
issue, especially given the news that | received earlier about

the three schools that have been put into formal proposals
with regard to closure: Dunmurry High School, Ballykeigle
Primary School and Redburn Primary School. As was pointed
out earlier, it is a slap in the teeth to the Assembly to have
those decisions taken while we are in the middle of debating
whether they have followed proper procedures.

With regard to the process that has been used, consultation
took place, and the first school on which it took place was
Dunmurry High School.

The entire process is a self-fulfilling prophecy. First, the
issue of whether the school should close is consulted

on. The consultation is not on whether the school should
be reformed; on whether there should be intervention to
change the way in which the school is run; or on whether
there should be an amalgamation with any other school in
the locality. No, the South Eastern Education and Library
Board’s proposals were specific and clear: it was consulting
on whether the schools should close or not.

In saying that, however, the board first consults with the
board of governors. It then consults with the teachers, which
is done in private. Lo and behold, the next phase is to go

to a public meeting with the parents of children in those
schools. If there is one thing that | have learnt in life, it is
that if you broadcast the fact that you are looking at whether
you should close something, the inevitable will eventually
happen.

| do not blame any parents at that public meeting in
Dunmurry High School for looking after the future education
of their children. If the board is saying that it will close an
education establishment and your child is sitting there ready
to do his or her exams this year or next, you will inevitably
put the education of your child first and remove him or her
from the school. That becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy for
those schools.

That is the process that the South Eastern Education and
Library Board entered into for all those schools, with the
exception of one: Knockmore Primary School. Parents
started voting with their feet, but not because they believed
that their children were in a bad school. | do not believe for
one second that any parents send their children to what they
believe to be an inferior or second-rate school. No, it was
done because they knew that the future of the school was in
question.

That is the sort of process that we have seen for all those
schools. Knockmore was an exception to the rule, not
because the parents of children at that school thought or
functioned any differently but because there was a very
simple rule there: the vast majority of children in that school
are special educational needs in a special educational
needs unit that could not and would not be replicated
anywhere else in the education board’s area. The reality for
those parents was that they had absolutely nowhere else to go.

For that reason, and for the great campaign that they
mounted, those parents did not withdraw their children from
that school. | am pleased to announce today —

Mr McNarry: Will the Member give way?

Mr Craig: | will in a second. | am pleased to announce
today that that school has been reprieved. | use the word
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“reprieved” cautiously, because | feel that there is still an
agenda at work.

Mr McNarry: | thank the Member for giving way. | find

very favourable the news that he brings about Knockmore
Primary School. It is indicative of this debate that he is
bringing that news to the Assembly, and although he is the
bringer of good news for one school, for my area and for
other areas, he is unfortunately the bringer of bad news.

Does the Member agree that this is not the way in which

we should be treated in this Assembly, when Members have
gone to the trouble, and it was well noticed in advance, of
tabling not only a motion but an amendment on the matter?
However, the announcement seems to sterilise the debate
that we are having. | hope that the Member will agree that
we have a lesson to learn; namely, business should not be
conducted in this way under any circumstances.

Mr Speaker: The Member has a minute added to his time.

Mr Craig: Thank you, Mr Speaker. Not for the first time do

| find myself agreeing with the Deputy Chairperson of the
Education Committee. We have been treated appallingly
here today by the South Eastern Education and Library
Board. It was fully aware of what was being debated and
could have held off its decision, even to take note of what is
being debated in the Chamber.

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

Mr Craig: | appeal to the Minister to take all of those points
into consideration. The South Eastern Board entered into

a process that pre-empted the process that the Minister
announced.

Mr Speaker: The Member’s time is up.

Mr Craig: | ask the Minister to take that on board when he
is looking at these proposals.

Mr Dunne: | welcome the opportunity to debate this motion
on school closures by the South Eastern Education and
Library Board. | record our opposition and concern about
how the proposals have been handled and progressed by
the South Eastern Education and Library Board. | declare an
interest as a member of the board of governors of Redburn
Primary School. | have been a governor for over 20 years.

The main area of concern to date in my constituency of
North Down has been the proposed closure of Redburn
Primary School, which is located on the outskirts of
Holywood, in an ideal location at the rear of Palace Barracks,
with the Holywood hills in the backdrop. The school is over
50 years old and has been included in a new schools rebuild
project for the Holywood area, which involves the building

of a new amalgamated primary school, combining Holywood
Primary School, at the present Priory College site. A new
Priory College was also to be built at the existing Redburn
site, and work was planned to start this year. A new nursery
school was the final brick in the wall and was planned for
construction on the old Holywood Primary School site.

This new schools project had full support from the wider
Holywood community. We had gone through the full consultation
process for newbuilds, planning permission had been
approved, and the project was about to get off the ground.

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

In September, Redburn’s board of governors was called to
a meeting with officials from the South Eastern Education
and Library Board to be told, totally out of the blue, that
the board had had an internal review and had come up
with a recommendation for closure as part of the draft
development plan. The news of closure came as a shock
to the pupils, parents, staff, governors and the local
community. The school has served the area very well

and has a rich mix of children from the wider community,
including the army children from the local Palace Barracks.
The proposed closure has rallied the local community, and,
as part of the campaign, we requested a meeting with the
board’s chief executive and three commissioners.

The case for the retention of the school was put ably by

the chairperson, the principal and the class teacher. The
school’s academic attainment and its excellent community
links were highlighted. At the end of the meeting, | sought
clarification on whether the school would be included in the
Minister’s review, which was announced in September 2011.
| was advised by the chief commissioner that the school
would be subject to the Minister-led review and to the review
by the board.

Redburn School has been subject to two reviews at one
time: one by the unelected and undemocratic board and

the other by the Minister’'s Department. The children of
Holywood do not need more reviews of existing schools. We
need a commitment from the Minister to clarify the situation
and indicate to the children of Holywood when a newbuild
project is due to commence. The proposal to close Redburn
is just a cheap solution to the real problem of substandard
school buildings for the children of Holywood.

All school buildings in the town of Holywood are over 50
years old. We need new buildings rather than repair. We
need capital investment in our school estate. Holywood
needs and deserves a fair share of funding. The perception
that Holywood, being part of North Down, is an affluent area
that does not need such investment is wrong. That has been
the attitude of the South Eastern Education and Library
Board for too long. The loss of the board will be no loss to
the children of North Down. The Minister needs to visit our
area and see for himself the need for investment, not just
closure and reviews. | support the motion.

Mrs Dobson: | support the amendment and am pleased to
take part in this debate. However, | fear that this debate is
taking a horrible twist, which cannot be good for the service
that we endeavour to give to all of our constituents.

4.00 pm

As | have said in the House before, speculation and rumour
about the future of our schools may lead to self-fulfilling
prophecies, and that can be dangerous for our entire school
system. When we label a school as underperforming,

the use of language must be clear because parents may
choose to move their children from or elect not to send
their children to a school that may be under threat. That
very action may, unwittingly, threaten the future of the
school. It could have more devastating consequences for
the long-term viability of successful rural and urban schools
across Northern Ireland and, indeed, for parents who are
applying for school places for their children in the upcoming
academic years in the SEELB and other board areas.
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In speaking to support the motion, | would like to highlight,
as a comparison, a school in Portadown that has recently
had its application for a nursery unit turned down. Orchard
County Primary School is a highly successful school that
was established in 2005 through the amalgamation of two
small rural schools — Annaghmore and Tullyroan — and |
am sure that that mirrors the situation in the SEELB and
other boards. Earlier this year, in recognition of one of the
best inspection reports in Northern Ireland, the school was
invited, along with others, to a reception in the Long Gallery
by the Department of Education. The school has become a
victim of its own success, and, like those we heard about
earlier in the SEELB with high enrolment numbers for next
year, Orchard County Primary School will not be able to offer
any preschool provision, which has been one of the key
planks in its and many other schools’ continued success.
Therefore, the school’s application for a nursery unit was
timely and forward-thinking. Indeed, the principal and
governors have been heavily supported by the board, whose
research clearly demonstrated that displacement would not
occur were the nursery unit to be established. However the
Minister, in his statement upon rejecting the application,
said that there were

“already sufficient pre-school places in the area”.

Given that Orchard County Primary School forms part of the
provision to which the Minister referred and will therefore
not be able to offer any preschool places next year, the
decision will lead to a direct reduction in preschool places
available to parents and pupils in the area. In raising
Orchard County Primary School as an example, | draw
parallels with other boards.

Given the coming rationalisation of the school system,

it sends a dangerous and worrying signal to schools,
teachers, parents and pupils across Northern Ireland
when a successful school such as Orchard County Primary
School, created through the amalgamation of two rural
schools, cannot receive the support it requires to meet the
educational needs and demands of the local community.

In this case, two schools were closed to facilitate one new,
highly successful school. The Minister’s promise to support
successful schools was, therefore, not well received by the
parents at a recent open meeting which | attended.

If decisions are not taken in a systematic and focused
way, the initial elation at the publication of the Programme
for Government and a statement that every child would

be entitled to a preschool place has the potential to turn
into a nightmare for parents and children who find that the
practical reality of the statement does not live up to the
promise. We will yet again hear of parents being offered
places for their children an impractical 20 miles or more
from their home or of pupils’ applications being continually
turned down.

It is incumbent on all of us to ensure that our children
receive the best start to their educational experience.
Although | am encouraged by the aspiration in the Programme
for Government, | truly hope that that aspiration can become
reality for parents and pupils across Northern Ireland.

Mr Givan: | support the motion, and | commend my
colleagues for tabling it. I, too, do not think that | need to
declare an interest. | was suspended from the board at the
time when the budget and the special needs provision were

being reduced and, therefore, have considerable experience
of how the board used to run and is now run. | should say
that all elected members supported that position, including
the Sinn Féin councillor who was on the board. From
memory, | think that that was Councillor Coogan. Therefore,
there was all-party support for the action that we took.
Rightly or wrongly, commissioners were then brought in.

Any justification for the purpose for which the
commissioners were brought in has long since passed.
Therefore, their legal status is questionable. | know that
the Minister of Education has said that that is a matter for
the courts to decide, and, until they do so, they are the only
authority on the matter. However, that does not take away
from the fact that the right thing to do would be to remove
the commissioners and to constitute the South Eastern
Board on the same basis as the other boards. That is the
right thing to do, and | do not think that anybody could
disagree with that.

The commissioners on the board receive £500 a day, plus
travel expenses. Some of them come from across the water.
There is obviously an issue around that. They lack local
knowledge of the issues that they have had to deal with. |
have had experience of the commissioners. They are all very
good people, and | get on well with those whom | have met.
| do not want to call their integrity into question, far from it.
However, that does not change the fact that locally elected
councillors, transferor representatives or independents
drawn directly from our community would make for a more
accountable and better system. Although | recognise that
ESA is on its way, | still think that the right thing to do

would be to move as quickly as possible to reconstitute the
education board.

| draw out the example of the development proposals that
were formally put out by the board this afternoon as a
rationale for saying that there should have been elected and
independent members. | suspect that the argument that
would have been put to the board and would have prevailed
is that, although there may be question marks over the
schools in question, a ministerial viability audit is taking
place and it would have been better had a holistic approach
been adopted, rather than the piecemeal approach that the
South Eastern Board has taken.

Knockmore Primary School has been removed today — |
welcome that— and will not now be put out formally to
consultation for closure. Therefore, it has been saved. That
is a welcome decision and a recognition of the campaign
that parents, politicians and teachers all put in and on which
they presented a very cogent case. That campaign has been
justified, and that is the right decision.

| should, however, make the point —

Mr Poots: | join the Member in expressing my delight at

the reprieve for Knockmore Primary School. The quality of
service for the young people at the school, particularly that
provided by the speech and language unit, would have been
undermined substantially. | will also lay down the marker
that it is very important that, whatever is done in the future
relating to that unit, it is done in conjunction with all the key
specialists involved and ensures that its current quality will
be maintained for children in the future.
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Mr Givan: | thank the Member for his intervention. | also
thank him for the role that he played in visiting the school
and for making a submission on the issue as Health Minister.

When the Knockmore proposal was being put out, the board
made it very clear that this was for the mainstream only.
The special units attached to it were not part of the board’s
consideration. However, in its statement today, the board
withdraws the proposal to close the mainstream school,
which is secure, but says that it will look at the special
units and that there is further work to be done. That would
not have happened had there been a properly constituted
board. You cannot, on the one hand, say that the special
units have nothing to do with the proposal but say today that
the mainstream is being kept but the board will ook at the
special units. That is not the right way to do it, and, if the
board is going to do anything with the units, there needs to
be a specific proposal. In my view, the board has handled
today’s decision badly. That would not have happened had
the board been constituted properly. Therefore, the Minister
should move to put the board in place through the normal
procedures under which the other boards were appointed.

Mr Agnew: Many Members mentioned that we received a
statement from the Minister earlier this year that outlined
the plans for the viability audit and his proposals for area
development plans. Within a week, if memory serves, the
announcement of the proposed closure of a number of
schools was made, in advance of the viability audit.

Members have outlined the three areas concerned in
judging a school’s viability: enrolment numbers, educational
achievement and financial stability. There is at least some
consensus that that is a way for us to assess schools’
sustainability and determine whether they meet the needs
of the children who attend them. The problem lies with the
decisions of the South Eastern Education and Library Board
to put forward schools in advance of the viability audit.

In my intervention in Mr Weir’s contribution, | mentioned that
we have an area-based plan in Holywood. Mr Dunne outlined
the detail well. It would include a planned amalgamation

of Redburn Primary School and Holywood Primary School.
However, that plan has been put on hold because of the lack
of funds for the capital investment that is necessary for it
to go ahead. | think that there is some understanding in the
Chamber of why that delay exists. However, it appears that
there is no such understanding on the part of the South
Eastern Board, as its proposal to simply close Redburn
school without a plan is leading to uncertainty for parents.
The decision was made on such a short-term basis that
parents who enrolled their children in primary 1 at Redburn
this year are now wondering whether they will potentially
have to find another school for next year. The decision that
was made was not informed because it was on such a
short-term basis. Making a decision such as that without

a plan is, essentially, a cut. It is not being done for any

of the reasons that the Minister outlined. It is not due to
enrolment numbers, educational achievement or financial
sustainability. If that were the case, there would be a plan
and it would be based on the needs of children in the

area. However, what has been proposed by the board is to
simply slice one school and leave it up to parents to find
alternatives for their children.

| add my welcome to the decision to exclude Knockmore
Primary School from the list of closures. Although | stand

here as a representative of North Down and have made
specific reference to my constituency, Members will

agree that we want to get this right not just in our own
constituency but across Northern Ireland, in order to ensure
sustainable schools, quality education and equality of
access to provision. | spoke with parents who came here
on the day of the debate on Knockmore Primary School

and heard their concerns. Needless to say, many of those
concerns echoed those of my constituents. It is right that we
look at this issue across the board and not individually by
school or constituency.

We must move forward with a plan. The viability audit must
go ahead. The development of area plans must take place,
and decisions should be made on that basis, not simply

as a reaction to the thought that we must cut expenditure
so we must cut schools. | do not think that that is an
acceptable way forward, and it certainly will not be accepted
by the parents affected by those cuts.

| support the motion and the amendment and welcome
the debate. | hope that the Minister will have heard the
concerns of Members —

Mr Deputy Speaker: Draw your remarks to a close, please.
Mr Agnew: | will just say finally —

Mr Deputy Speaker: Your time is up.

Mr Agnew: OK. Thank you, Mr Deputy Speaker.

4.15 pm

Mr O’Dowd (The Minister of Education): Go raibh maith
agat, a Cheann Comhairle. | welcome today’s debate as it
gives me an opportunity to re-emphasise the key messages
of my statement to the Assembly on 26 September. | might
say that | thought that all those matters were covered in
the previous debate on rural schools on 17 October, the
Dunmurry and Knockmore debate on 25 October and recent
responses to oral and written questions.

This debate has as its focus — they are not specifically
mentioned — four schools identified by the South Eastern
Education and Library Board for potential closure. As has
been mentioned, since the Assembly broke up for Question
Time, further clarification has come through from the
SEELB in regard to those matters. Although | recognise

the concerns that have been raised about those schools,
many others face significant challenges. This morning’s
announcement that schools face a possible 5% reduction in
their budgets cannot be divorced from the fact that we have
too many schools and 85,000 empty school desks. Those
two issues are not separate, cannot be divorced and have to
be dealt with in a common way. That is why | commissioned
the viability audit that has been referred to. We need to

get a realistic picture of the extent of the challenges that
schools face. Only when we face up to those realities

can we begin to do something about securing viable and
sustainable education for all pupils. | ask Members to look
at the big picture.

Let us widen the focus and look at what we are trying to
achieve through the programme of work | have commenced.
| have asked the boards and the Council for Catholic
Maintained Schools (CCMS) to urgently undertake the
viability audit or stress test using enrolment, quality of
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educational attainment and financial stability as indicators
of the degree of stress a school is facing. | am conscious
that three of the four schools mentioned have gone to
development process. | am now part of the decision-making
process, so | have to be careful in what | say. The viability
audit —

Mr McNarry: Will the Minister give way?

Mr O’'Dowd: No, not at the moment, but | will later. The
viability audit is looking at each individual school. The
SEELB, like other boards, has information at hand showing
that a number of schools have not passed that stress
test. That information has now been brought forward to

go forward to development proposals. The announcement
in September was not an attempt to stall or delay such a
process. It was a step up and acceleration of that process.
If any board comes forward to me at this time and states
that it already has information at hand about schools that
are under stress and believes that the option is to develop
a proposal for closure, | will say to that board to go ahead
now and proceed immediately to that point. Why would | do
that? Because at the heart of those schools are pupils. The
pupils are what matter in this debate, not the schools, not
the establishment and not the concerns of local MLAs or
councillors.

| say this to Members who say that the board has

only commissioners on it and has no locally elected
representatives: are the Members suggesting that, if their
colleagues who are locally elected representatives and
councillors were aware of information concerning a school’s
enrolment, the quality of its education or its sustainability,
they would ignore that? Are they suggesting that they, as
elected representatives who have responsibility for public
funds and, indeed, the well-being of our community, would
ignore that? | sincerely hope that that is not the case. |
sincerely hope that our elected representatives on boards
would take a look at the report and say that, yes, action
has to be taken on those schools because we have a
responsibility to the young people in the schools.

The argument that the SEELB is made up of commissioners
and that only they would move towards development
proposals is, | think, a false argument. | will say this about
the future role of commissioners in the SEELB: |, too, have
concerns about the length of time that they have been
there. It was because of a number of scenarios. It arose
largely because of the on/off debate on legislation on

ESA. | am thankful that we are now in a position to move
towards a policy memorandum going to the Executive and,
if that is agreed, to then move to a legislative framework

to move ESA forward. | have asked my officials to carry out
a preliminary examination of replacing the commissioners.
That preliminary examination suggests that that will be
unachievable before April next year and may not be the
best way forward considering that ESA should be in place
by 2013. However, | will ask my officials to re-examine the
matter in order to move it forward and see whether we can
remove the commissioners and put in place a properly
constituted board. | have no wish for any commissioner to
be in place. | believe in the democratic process, so, if we
can achieve their removal, we should do so. However, it may
not be viable ahead of the implementation date for the ESA.

Mr McNarry: | appreciate what the Minister is saying. | have

here a report from the SEELB officers to the commissioners.

The report talks about the four schools. Members will have
noticed that | did not mention any schools by name, but |
will mention Ballykeigle Primary School now. It was asked
why the board did not appoint a permanent principal to
Ballykeigle. The answer was that, as a result of the review of
the school, it was decided that the post of principal, when it
became vacant, would not be filled on a permanent basis.
That is the answer to what you said, Minister. | agree with
you that the pupils are at the heart of our concern. However,
we have gone beyond that now, given what has happened
today.

Mr O’Dowd: | am not going to comment on any of the
schools on which formal development proposals have now
gone out. | will, however, say this: responsibility for the
democratic nature, accountability and oversight of those
development proposals falls to me as Minister. | will be

the decision-maker. Now that there are formal development
proposals that will go out to further public consultation, I,
as Minister, will be able to receive delegations and hear the
views not only of elected representatives but of the schools
involved and any concerned stakeholders. | will take on
board all those matters before reaching any decision about
any of the schools.

| want to return to my point about the need to make
decisions now. The viability audit does not prevent any
board from coming forward with proposals. If boards have
information to hand, they need to come forward with it. | am
concerned that Members in this debate — | have no doubt
that | will be responding to numerous debates in the months
ahead, as we go through this process — are saying, “Not in
my backyard”.

| came across an interesting quotation at the weekend that
at least one Member in the House will recognise. Others
may recognise it as well. It is about the need for elected
representatives, Ministers and the Executive to make
decisions. We cannot continue with the school estate in its
current form. We have to face the realities of the Budget
and of delivering education in the 21st century, as others
Ministers have done in their field. Let me read this to
Members:

“There will be sectoral interests who will use their very
utmost to ensure that the changes proposed don’t
happen ... Lots of other people will think ‘I’'m a supporter
of change and it is great that you are doing something
500 miles up the road but don’t be doing it in my area’ or,
‘It is great that you are doing it in that particular sector
but don’t be doing it in my sector’. Whatever comes out of
this report that is in the interests of the population ... it is
incumbent on us to meet the challenge and implement it.”

Those are the words of our Health Minister, Edwin Poots. |
am not criticising Mr Poots for that. He is absolutely right:
we have to implement change and stand up to the difficult
decisions that we refer to. Mr Poots went on to say that

he would not run away from making difficult decisions. |
can assure Mr Poots and the rest of the House that they
will not see me in front of him on the running track: | will
not run away from making difficult decisions either. Those
decisions will be evidence-based and will be made in the
best interests of the pupils whom we are here to serve. We
are not here to serve schools or institutions. We are here to
serve pupils.
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| will move on. The audit focuses on three main areas. First,
it identifies all primary and post-primary schools facing
significant viability challenges in sustainable enrolment
trends, delivering quality education and financial stability;
secondly, it categorises those schools with regard to the
root cause of the problem; and, thirdly, it presents proposals
that are either already in place or planned for such schools
to address the cause of lack of viability in order to protect
the education of the children and young people enrolled

in them. In the current financial climate, we must take
action to make the best use of limited resources. There is,
therefore, an urgency to have an assessment made in a
consistent manner across all sectors. | am pleased to say
that the boards and CCMS are clear about the importance
of that work and have given it significant priority. They have
identified indicators around enrolment, quality and finance
taken from the sustainable schools policy that allow them to
complete the task that they have been set.

The answer to Mr McNarry’s question about whether the
process had taken rural proofing fully on board is “Yes, it
has”. Accessibility and rural proofing are at the heart of the
document. What is a rural area in the sustainable schools
policy? We cannot get a broader definition than the one

that | will give you from the sustainable schools policy: all
areas are rural outside Belfast and the urban part of Derry. |
cannot think of a broader catchment area than that. It is the
broadest assessment of rurality in any government policy.

| think that my predecessor and | have encapsulated the
concept of rurality.

The motion asks me to intervene to stop the South Eastern
Education and Library Board and to delay any decisions. |
return to the point that | raised originally: why would | stop
the South Eastern Education and Library Board carrying
out its statutory functions? The decision-making process

is being carried out by the SEELB, regardless of Members’
views of its make-up — a point that | have already covered.
The decisions are based on legislation. They are statutory,
and the board is carrying them out. | say this to Members:
it is carrying them out because it has identified factors in

a number of schools that, board members believe, compel
them to put forward a development proposal that suggests
closure. That process has now landed on my desk, and | will
take it forward.

Mr McDevitt: | thank the Minister for giving way.
Perseverance pays off, Mr Deputy Speaker.

| would appreciate it if the Minister would clarify the
relationship that he has established between the viability
audit and the boards’ work on development proposals.
When he announced the viability audit, he said that it was
not intended to identify schools for closure. However, if |
hear him correctly, he is making a direct connection to the
viability audit process. If boards find a school susceptible
under the viability audit process, they should be moved into
the pre-closure process. Does he now make that specific
connection? Is he telling us that any school that a board
might identify now as vulnerable, under the viability audit, is
susceptible to a development proposal immediately?

Mr O’Dowd: No. That is not what | suggest, and | did not
suggest it in September. | went through some rigorous
questioning when | made my statement in September.

The viability audit is to identify schools that are under stress
for financial reasons, quality-of-education reasons or by
reason of enrolment figures. When a school is identified as
under stress and meeting those criteria, there is an onus on
the board and the managing authority — CCMS or whoever it
may be — to bring forward an action plan on how it intends
to bring that school out of that position. That may, in some
cases, include closure. If that is the decision, there is a duty
on me, as Minister, to examine closely all the details and
the development proposal. As | said, if difficult decisions are
to be made, | will make them.

Members should not get into the habit of defending their
local school because it is their local school. As | have said
in the House before, Members need to defend the education
of local people and the pupils attending a school, regardless
of whether they are from an urban or rural community. That
is what | am saying. If the board or the managing authority
identifies a school under stress, it must also bring forward
proposals on how it intends to bring that school out of
stress, and that may include closure. None of this is easy. |
do not relish the task ahead of me, but it is the right course
of action. We can no longer move forward on the basis that
we cannot make decisions in our own backyard because
difficult decisions may be unpopular.

| also say this to Members: many schools that face
enrolment or financial problems may also face educational
attainment issues as a consequence.

4.30 pm

If you examine closely, you will find that many local parents
have made the decision for you. They have decided that
they will not send their child to that school. Take on board
not only the views of the parents whose children still attend
the school but the views of the parents who, for a variety of
reasons, have decided not to send a child to that school.
Factor this into your equation also: if we continue to keep
unsustainable schools open, how thinly will we spread the
icing, namely the finance available to the Department of
Education? If we continue to keep unsustainable schools
open, what will the real reduction in schools funding be in
2013-14 and 2015-167

The financial situation is not improving; it is getting worse.
Pressures such as inflation and energy costs are bearing
down on our schools. If we continue to keep unsustainable
schools open, we let down not only the pupils in that school
and their parents but the pupils and parents in the school
up the road, in the school next to that and in the school
next to that. They will all suffer as a consequence. | ask
Members to take that on board.

| have covered most of the points raised by Members.

| answered Mr Easton’s point about the future role of

the SEELB and its commissioners. | have answered Mr
McNarry’s point about rurality. | will ask my officials to look
at Mr Nesbitt's comments about Movilla High School and
report back to him. | also want to refer to Mrs Dobson’s
comments about Orchard County Primary School. The
principal contacted me directly and made a number of
points, which | have asked my Department to investigate
further. The issues that he highlighted deserve to be
interrogated further, and | have asked my Department to do
So.
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Although Members may have concerns about the make-

up of the SEELB and the role of its commissioners, they
should not let those concerns cloud their judgement of
what decisions are required to move forward and build

a sustainable education system in this society and

what decisions are required to ensure that education is
provided to our young people in these very difficult financial
circumstances.

| understand Members’ concerns only too well. | am a
constituency MLA as well, and | know the pressures that
elected representatives can come under when issues

such as this arise. However, without wishing to put Mr
Poots on the spot, | refer you to his comments at a recent
conference. | assure you that Ministers do not take difficult
decisions because they want to; Ministers take difficult
decisions because they have to.

Mrs McKevitt: | welcome the opportunity to debate

the decision taken by the South Eastern Education and
Library Board. The SEELB is run by a group of highly paid
commissioners, who have recommended the closure of four
schools: Knockmore Primary School in Lisburn, Dunmurry
High School in south Belfast, Redburn Primary School in
Holywood, and Ballykeigle Primary School in the outskirts of
Comber. | take this opportunity to welcome the reprieve for
Knockmore Primary School in Lisburn.

As a result of the SEELB’s quick decision, there is an air of
worry, uncertainty and anger. Parents are concerned about
the education of their children, teachers fear losing their
jobs, and children do not know whether they will be in the
same school as their friends this time next year. On their
behalf, | call on the Minister of Education to intervene.
Each and every child has the right to an education. It is the
responsibility of the Assembly to ensure that that education
is of a high quality and accessible to each and every child.

On 26 September 2011, the Minister informed the House
of the viability audit to be carried out on each school. | am
pleased that the Minister is being proactive to ensure that
the education provided to the children is of an excellent
standard. In light of the viability audit, | fail to understand
why this decision is being rushed through. | believe that it
would be wise for the SEELB to halts its decision until a
viability audit has been completed. Mr Craig rightly informed
the House that, under the 1986 Order, a new education
and library board should have been appointed in 2009. The
Department of Education has, therefore, failed to fulfil its
legal obligation.

| am keen to hear from the Minister why the commissioners
are continuing in their position, considering that the practice
is not in line with the legislation if they have the authority to
make recommendations on school closures.

The Minister has been advised that he cannot discuss
school closures until he receives development proposals,
as he will adjudicate on the proposals. He has advised that
once the development plans come to his desk, there will be
a two-month period for discussion. However, we need the
answers now. The rumour mill is rife. People are upset and
fearful, and they cannot wait to get the answers that they
need. | ask the Minister to step in to prevent those rumours
and to give assurance to the pupils, parents and teachers.

| have particular concerns about the impact that the
closures will have on the children, particularly those with

special educational needs. Few schools have the facilities
and skills necessary to provide the valuable education to
children with special educational needs. In Knockmore
Primary School, one in three children who attend the
mainstream school is catered for in a special unit. School
criteria are set to assess the school’s viability, and
Knockmore is a viable school, ticking each checklist box. |
cannot comprehend why the SEELB made the decision to
close the school in the first place.

A case can be made for retaining each of the schools,

but, due to time restrictions, we cannot go into the detail.
However, | will conclude by saying that any decision to close
the school should not be taken lightly. It should not be
rushed into in order to meet departmental financial aims.
Parents should be kept informed, and we need to consider
the effect on the child, parent and community. Every
Member who spoke today has made that quite clear.

Miss M Mcliveen: | support the motion and the amendment.
| thank my colleague Alex Easton for securing the debate
and thank all who were involved in today’s discussion, which,
as often happens in education matters, has proven lively
and informative. If anything, it shows the close contact that
Members have with their constituents on such issues and
the benefits of a local legislature in which those concerns
can be aired. However, perhaps the debate has come about
a little late, as the decision on the future of the schools has
been taken by the commissioners earlier today. | agree with
Mr McNarry’s comments about how we have been treated in
the House today, given that the commissioners of the board
were aware of the issue being debated.

The decision to continue along the road to closure for
Ballykeigle, Redburn and Dunmurry in advance of the viability
audit being concluded is incredibly disappointing and
devastating for the parents and staff who have put together
quite amazing campaigns over the past number of weeks.
That said, it is not too late for the Minister to intervene, and
| understand from colleagues — it has been discussed here
today — that Knockmore has been given a reprieve, and |
congratulate my party colleagues and all those involved in
that campaign to keep the school given its very particular
circumstances.

However, it is unfortunate that Sinn Féin does not support
the motion or the amendment. | think that that will

sadden the rest of the House. That said, although the
commissioners have come to a decision on those schools,
it should not detract us from the debate at hand and the
manner in which those decisions have been made.

The Minister is right. It has been evident for some time that
a review of the school estate has been needed. The matter
was raised time and again with the Minister of Education’s
predecessor, and it was a key part of the Bain report, as was
the establishment of the Education and Skills Authority. After
a false start and a change of Minister, sense was finally
seen over a number of key issues relating to the Education
and Skills Authority, and we now have a new framework set
out in the Programme for Government, which will be much
more acceptable to stakeholders in education. | hope that
the Minister pays heed to this debate in order that any
mistakes or oversights can be addressed before it is too
late.
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Without doubt, we all need to consider carefully and, to a
certain extent, dispassionately the rationalisation of the
school estate. Daithi McKay referred to making decisions
based on evidence rather than emotion. We all live in the
reality of budgetary constraints and demographics that do
not match our school provision. However, in saying that, |
believe that every school must be given the opportunity to
prove itself and that decisions must be made when boards
are in possession of all the facts. No school should be
prejudged, and full consideration should be given to the
impact of closure on all the children attending a school and
the surrounding community. That was a key tenet of the
debate held just a few weeks ago on rural schools and their
impact in serving communities across Northern Ireland. Mr
McNarry echoed those points when he raised his concerns
about the lack of rural proofing in the current process.

As my colleague and proposer of the motion, Alex Easton,
pointed out, the Minister announced an immediate audit

of every school in Northern Ireland under the sustainable
schools policy, on 26 September. On that day, the Minister
was clear that the sustainable schools policy was not simply
a numbers game and that schools would be measured
against the six principles of that policy. It is unfortunate,
therefore, as has been debated widely today, that the SEELB
stands alone in Northern Ireland as overseen by appointed
commissioners and that it has apparently jumped the gun

in earmarking a number of schools in the area for potential
closure in advance of the completion of the schools audit.

The sword of Damocles has been hanging over a number
of schools across Northern Ireland, not only in the SEELB
area, for a considerable time, and that is thanks to poor
leadership and strategic direction. Having spoken to a
number of parents in some of those schools, | know that
they are very clear as to where they feel the blame lies.

The difficulty with the Minister announcing that there are
85,000 empty school desks, which equates to 150 schools,
is that reporters make matters worse and see it merely as
a numbers game. The spotlight, therefore, fell on Ballykeigle
in my constituency. Parents of children at that school are,
understandably, despondent, but they are also angry at

the lack of support and direction that they have been given
over the years. There is a view that they have been left to
wither on the vine. | know that there is a determination
among them to fight for that school’s survival, even after the
announcement today. Today’s decision will be devastating
for them. Schools should be given the opportunity to put
forward a case for survival, and that must be handled in an
even-handed way.

Knockmore Primary School has received a reprieve today,
but that highlights a wider problem regarding the Minister’s
announcement and the failure to include special needs
provision in the sustainability audit. Given that, a school
such as Knockmore primary has its special unit artificially
separated from the rest of the school, by the board, for the
purposes of calculating enrolment trends. By separating
those units from what is termed the mainstream, the board
can disregard the rise in enrolment in those special units.
The Minister needs to address that urgently.

My colleagues from North Down spoke about Redburn
Primary School in Holywood, and the proposer of the motion,
Alex Easton, indicated how the school served an area of
economic and social disadvantage. He highlighted the

massively important work that is carried out there in the
field of community and social school integration. One of the
key roles that a school can play is being at the heart of the
community. That needs to be encouraged. Other Members
highlighted their concerns about the impact that it will have
on community provision, were schools to close. Mr Easton
also highlighted the lack of accountability in the SEELB,
compared with other boards. | concur with the positive
comments made by Mr McNarry in relation to the board’s
chief executive, Stanton Sloan.

In moving the amendment, Mr McDevitt spoke of the
undemocratic nature of the governance arrangements
within the board, as did Mr Givan and other Members. |
welcome the comments that the Minister made today about
looking seriously at reconstituting the board in a democratic
manner. Mr McDevitt also highlighted the need to develop

a holistic approach to rationalisation and challenged us to
explore a variety of models for the delivery of education
across Northern Ireland. Mr Maskey found some of the
comments made today regrettable, but what was being
asked for was not that all schools be retained, but that a
process be followed that allows for equitable treatment in
respect of the viability audit.

Mr Weir and Mr Givan declared interests as former board
members. Perhaps, | will leave it at that. Mr Craig was
correct when he stated that no option other than closure
was considered with regard to the four schools being
discussed today. Self-fulfilling prophecy is the correct phrase
to be used in respect of what the board was wishing to
achieve. | also welcome the comments from my former pupil
Steven Agnew, although | see that he is no longer in his place.

I move now to what the Minister said. We recognise that the
decision to reduce the AWPU (age weighted pupil unit) is not
divorced from the fact that there are too many schools. We
also understand that there are schools that find it difficult
to pass what he refers to as stress tests, but surely that
should not be the only test. In his earlier statement, the
Minister referred to the boards working with other sectors
when looking at area planning but, today, the South Eastern
Education and Library Board was looking at schools purely in
the controlled sector. | know that the Education Committee
would welcome the sight of the draft terms of reference for
area-based planning as soon as possible.

4.45 pm

The House is not asking the Minister to run away from

difficult decisions. We all have a mandate to be decision-
makers. We are asking the Minister to ensure that all the
evidence is adjudicated on in a fair and equitable manner.

In conclusion, | thank all those who took part in today’s
debate. Although we recognise the reality of the situation, it
does not mean that we cannot raise the legitimate concerns
of those in our constituencies. To ignore them would be
failing in our role as their elected representatives and
advocates — a role that | take very seriously. | very much
hope that, in moving forward, the Minister has listened to
the concerns raised today and will act on them to ensure
that his Department and the boards — not just the South
Eastern Education and Library Board — act in the best
interests of the children being educated in our schools.
Some valid points have been raised, and they need to
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be looked at. Hopefully, the debate has served as an
appropriate basis for that to happen.

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

That this Assembly notes with concern the school
closures announced within the South Eastern Education
and Library Board area to date; is concerned that the
board is making these decisions ahead of the outcome of
the review of schools being conducted by the Department
of Education; is further concerned that, unlike all other
education and library boards, this board is run by
commissioners with no political input; and calls on the
Minister of Education to postpone any decisions until the
viability audit has been completed.

Police: Independent Investigations

Mr Deputy Speaker: The Business Committee has agreed
to allow up to one hour and 30 minutes for this debate. The
proposer will have 10 minutes to propose the motion and 10
minutes to make a winding-up speech. All other Members
who wish to speak will have five minutes. Although one
amendment was selected and published on the Marshalled
List, | understand that it will not be moved.

| inform Members that a valid petition of concern was
presented today in relation to the motion. Under Standing
Order 28, the vote on the motion cannot be taken today.

The vote, therefore, will be taken at the start of business
tomorrow morning after the public petitions listed in the
Order Paper have been presented. The debate can take
place today. | also remind Members that another effect of
the petition of concern is that tomorrow’s vote on the motion
will be on a cross-community basis.

Mr G Kelly: | beg to move

That this Assembly calls on the Minister of Justice to
introduce effective measures to ensure that information
and evidence provided by former or serving police officers
is retained and released to any independent investigation
into allegations of police wrongdoing.

Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann Comhairle. Ba

mhaith liom a ra go bhfuil mé lan-sasta tus a chur leis an
diospdireacht seo inniu. | am glad to open the debate for
Sinn Féin, and | speak in favour of the motion. Let me make
it clear from the outset that the matter we are debating is
one of public confidence in the administration of justice.

It is a matter of demonstrating that everyone, even those
who are former or serving police officers, are subject to the
rule of law. It is a question of ensuring that allegations of
wrongdoing against members of the police are either upheld
or, just as importantly, dispelled through that process.

For those reasons, | welcomed the Ulster Unionist

Party’s amendment and would have encouraged all

parties to support it. When it comes to confidence in

the administration of justice, equality under the law and
holding the Police Service to account, the Assembly

should be capable of speaking with one united voice. | am
disappointed, therefore, that Members of both unionist
parties across the Chamber have instead decided to collude
to prevent that from happening. The Ulster Unionist Party’s
decision to withdraw an amendment that could have won
cross-party support in deference to a petition of concern by
the DUR which, | am sure, people realise will polarise the
Assembly at least on this issue, reveals, perhaps, that other
agendas are at work. The debate will have to tease out
those agendas, as well as to emphasise that the onus is on
the Minister of Justice to act on public concerns, and | will
return to that a bit later.

It must be recognised that the call for former members

of the police to co-operate with the Police Ombudsman’s
investigations is not party political. Many families and
human rights groups have called for it, and the PSNI’s senior
management team has also expressed its support. Action

is required, and the framework must be put in place to
facilitate that goal.

Nor is this a new requirement. In 2007, the five-year
review of the powers of the Police Ombudsman considered
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improvements in law that would enable that office to
increase its effectiveness in carrying out investigations.
The former Police Ombudsman, Nuala O’Loan, submitted
a report to the British Secretary of State, which was laid
before the British Houses of Parliament in June 2007. In
that report were 26 recommendations for improving the
effectiveness of the Office of the Police Ombudsman.
Recommendation 13 stated:

“That the Police Ombudsman be given a power to compel
retired police officers to submit to witness interview,
answer questions and provide all relevant documentation
to her, which is within their possession, custody, power
or control when she is conducting criminal investigations
involving grave or exceptional matters.”

Mrs O’Loan’s term of office expired before the British
Secretary of State acted on that recommendation — or,
indeed, the 25 other recommendations that were contained
in her report. Instead of action, we got the appointment of
Al Hutchinson, and we all know what has ensued since then.
That has been well documented in the Assembly through
the reports by the Minister’s appointee Tony McCusker, the
Committee on the Administration of Justice and the Criminal
Justice Inspection. | emphasise that it was unionists who
argued forcefully that Criminal Justice Inspection should

be able to investigate the Police Ombudsman, because

they were unhappy at some of the findings of the previous
ombudsman.

In summary, most of the recommendations for improvements
in the Office of the Police Ombudsman were never
implemented, and that includes the failure to implement the
recommendation on the compellability of retired police
officers. The evidence base for that recommendation has
been clear to see over many years in investigations that
were impeded or impaired because serving or former members
of the police withheld information and co-operation. Some of
my colleagues will give some of those examples, but let me
highlight one case that occurred in my constituency and that
people will be very well aware of: the killing of the human
rights lawyer Pat Finucane. In an interview broadcast by
BBC’s ‘Panorama,” an RUC agent, Ken Barrett, stated that
Pat Finucane would have been alive today if the police had
not interfered, and 22 years after Pat Finucane was killed,
we know that five of those who were involved in his killing
were agents of the RUC and/or British intelligence. In other
words, there are people who were paid from the public purse
who held information and evidence about a killing, and 22
years later, those people, who include those who handled
the five agents who were involved in the killing, have yet to
come forward.

That brings to the fore a central concern that is a challenge
to the unionist body politic. Time and again, we have

heard calls from the main unionist parties for people to
co-operate with police investigations. Yet there is also a
suggestion that unionists have condoned non-co-operation
by the police or by ex-police officers with investigations by
the Police Ombudsman. We have also heard incendiary and
inflammatory criticisms of Police Ombudsman investigations
by police staff associations, and both the Police Federation
and the Superintendents Association have made their
grievances against the Police Ombudsman clear. Ironically,
a former president of the Superintendents Association, Bill
Lowry, lambasted the Police Ombudsman over the Omagh
bomb investigation and went on to make a complaint to

the office himself a couple of years later. To make matters
worse, a number of former RUC and PSNI officers who left
with their Patten severance, which, as you will remember,
was very generous, are now being rehired as civilian

staff. Call them what you want — every time we ask the
question there seems to be a different name for them,
such as agency staff, police associates or consultants

— it resembles a form of patronage and cronyism that

is an abuse of public finances. Sinn Féin will raise that
matter again when the Policing Board meets on Thursday.
As | conclude, | suppose that one of the questions to the
Justice Minister is: to whom are those agency, associate or
consultant staff in the police accountable?

The following amendment stood on the Marshalled List:
Leave out all after "released" and insert
"when necessary for any investigation." — [Mr McCallister.]

Mr MccCallister: | am not moving the amendment, not out of
any talk of collusion, as Mr Kelly suggested, more because
the amendment was to have been proposed by my colleague
Ross Hussey, who is in hospital. That is why the amendment
will not be moved.

Amendment not moved.

Mr Givan: | oppose the motion, and, had the amendment
been moved, | would have opposed it as well. This issue,
which is raised repeatedly by Sinn Féin, is an attempt to go
back and again drag the RUC over the coals. That is really
what it is about. | know that they will talk about wanting

to get truth for the families and all of that, but that is

not what the motion is about. It is about the Royal Ulster
Constabulary and Sinn Féin trying to continue the war that
it lost when the IRA was involved in its terrorist campaign.
Those IRA members — some on the Benches opposite
were in it — cannot get over the fact that they lost the war.
However, they want to make sure that they run down the
reputation and the memory of the Royal Ulster Constabulary.
That is the context in which the motion was tabled, and
Members should look at it in that light.

It is hypocrisy to say that the standard for current and
former police officers is that they must provide evidence
and give all of their information, but we will draw a line in
the sand as to what the IRA did. We will not have those
individuals called in and compel them to give their evidence.
No, they are now part of the peace process, and the Belfast
Agreement dealt with that, but we will continue the vendetta
against the Royal Ulster Constabulary. Well, this party will
not stand by and allow Sinn Féin to denigrate the Royal
Ulster Constabulary, and we will not support the motion.

Again, we have the Historical Enquiries Team (HET), with
which republicans do not co-operate. They will not provide
evidence to the HET. It may be that Members of the party
who sit on the Benches opposite, who, when asked by the
HET to give evidence, do not and are reluctant to do so.

If they were genuine about wanting to bring closure to the
cases of all those people who lost their lives, they might
volunteer their information to the HET rather than not take
part in its investigations. They do not do that, because they
do not want the truth to come out about the dirty sectarian
war that the IRA was engaged in. However, they will try to
denigrate the Royal Ulster Constabulary. That is the agenda
of the Members on the Benches opposite.
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Over the weekend, we again had the issue of the 49 cases
that the HET said it cannot deal with. The Office of the
Police Ombudsman has said that it does not have the legal
ability to scrutinise that work either. We are in a legal limbo.
Some have put it out that that is because of European
regulations that require an independent body to deal with
this. The more that | have looked into it, the Police (Northern
Ireland) Act 1998 seems to be the issue, as opposed to
Europe. That Act states:

“The Chief Constable shall refer to the Ombudsman any
matter which appears to the Chief Constable to indicate
that conduct of a member of the police force may have
resulted in the death of some other person.”

It is not that the HET cannot deal with those cases because
of some European ruling around independence. If the
legislation needs to change, and on this we put a clear
marker down, these cases will be dealt with only within the
same parameters as the HET uses when considering all of
the other lives that were lost during the campaign.

The Sinn Féin Members opposite want a distinction to be
drawn —

Mr McDevitt: Will the Member give way?
Mr Givan: No. In a moment, | may need another minute.

Sinn Féin Members want to make a distinction between
those 49 cases and the other 3,000-plus cases, because
it wants a different level of interrogation — some of them
have been good at interrogation in the past — for those 49
cases than all of the others. Its Members want the Police
Ombudsman to deal with those cases so that they undergo
a greater deal of scrutiny.

Let us be clear; the HET can look at those cases. If
legislation is needed, it will be to allow the HET to look at
them, because it is able to look at the cases that involve
the army. If the army is regarded as part of the state, there
cannot be a different logic that requires an independent
body. The HET is able to review the cases that the army was
involved in, so why treat other cases differently? We know
why the Members opposite want them treated differently.

5.00 pm

Mr McDevitt: | am a bit confused because, of course, the
HET does not carry out investigations. It cannot, because

it has no investigative powers. It carries out reviews, which
are quite separate from investigations. The question is to
do with the powers that the Police Ombudsman has or does
not have. The ombudsman does not have those powers. For
reference, | believe that the Act in question is the Police Act
1997, not the Police (Northern Ireland) Act 1998.

Mr Givan: | was referring to Part VII of the Police (Northern
Ireland) Act 1998. The HET is able to carry out a review of
what took place in relation to an investigation, and, where
there is evidence, it can bring a prosecution. Perhaps that
is why the Members in the republican movement do not
want to engage with the HET, because you can be brought
to some form of justice. However, the Belfast Agreement
obviously mitigates what justice would be brought against
those who were convicted pre-1998. We need to be clear
about the motivation and set it in the context of what Sinn
Féin is really about on this issue. Members will then be left

with only one conclusion, which is to vote against the motion
that is before us.

Mr McDevitt: | am a bit confused by the argument that we
cannot possibly provide much greater power of retrospective
investigation into the very tiny minority of people who
brought, or could potentially have brought, the name of the
RUC into disrepute, because that would sully the memory
of the RUC. Surely the way to best honour the memory of
the RUC, if that is something that you are interested in
doing, is to be able to robustly defend the right of anyone
who wants to challenge the behaviour of a tiny minority in
that organisation; it is not to provide a cloak of uncertainty
around the whole organisation. The other thing that | find
interesting is that that is the view of the current leadership
of the PSNI. The senior PSNI officers with whom | have had
occasion, privately or publicly, to discuss this matter — |
have had opportunities to get them on the record — are
very keen that we extend the legislation so that a duty to
co-operate is placed on former police officers. | cannot see
why anyone would not be keen to bring about that situation,
because it provides us all with a greater degree of clarity.

I do not buy into the argument that blames the RUC for
everything that was wrong with Northern Ireland from that
organisation’s establishment until its end — not at all.
However, | do argue robustly, with the greatest respect

to those who served in the RUC and are interested in
defending its memory, that the best way to do that is to
provide a mechanism that would isolate and identify the
small minority of individuals who may have brought that
organisation into disrepute. That is the situation that we
have today with the PSNI. The way in which we defend the
robustness of the Police Service today is by having real
mechanisms that allow us to identify those who, potentially,
bring it into disrepute and to hold them robustly to account.
That is not threatening to anyone’s history, nor does it
undermine anyone’s legacy. | suggest that it is quite the
opposite. It is the best and most surefooted way of being
able to robustly defend the integrity of an organisation that
is no longer with us.

There is a broader issue, of course, which Mr Givan has
every right to raise. It is the broader question of truth and of
dealing with the past, and the potential imbalance between
the standard to which you may hold a state authority
accountable and the standard to which you may be able to
hold a paramilitary organisation accountable. My opinion,
and that of the SDLR is that they are the same standard.

It is not because of a lack of will or trying on our behalf to
introduce the same standard for both organisations that
we are here today. It is because of the House’s collective
inability to face up to the fact that those standards must
apply to everyone.

Therefore, when we set out on a journey towards a new
beginning for policing and rooted that new beginning in the
fundamental obligation of the PSNI, the Governments and
the Executive to article 2 of the European Convention on
Human Rights, we did so in the absolute knowledge and
certainty that, sooner or later, we would come to the point
that we are at today when legacy issues would also need
to be tested against that standard. My appeal to the House
is what | suspect would be the appeal of the PSNI's chief
officers if they were sitting here today: let us hold everyone
to the standard of policing today. If we are genuinely
interested in honouring the legacy of a previous service, let
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us be able to validate, through robust investigation, that the
vast majority of people who served in it can also be held to
that standard.

It is for that reason that | support the motion. It is a matter
of regret that my party’s amendment was not accepted;
however, | will not challenge, or even question, the Speaker’s
authority in that regard. On that note, | will finish.

Mr Dickson: The public and the police expect independent
and effective complaints and oversight systems to ensure
that there is confidence in the Police Service. Therefore, the
debate is welcome. | welcome the opportunity to speak on
the topic of information and evidence provision by former
and serving police officers to independent investigations.

At the risk of the debate giving the perception that current
measures for the retention and release of evidence and
information are defective, it is worth noting and considering
the processes that are already in place. At present,

the Chief Constable is required to provide the Police
Ombudsman with all relevant material from serving officers
to enable the investigation of complaints against the
police. The ombudsman has powers of search and arrest
on criminal matters. There is also a code of practice that
sets out the manner in which police officers are required
to record, retain and reveal to the prosecutor material that
has been obtained in a criminal investigation that may be
relevant to that investigation. Therefore, it is not apparent

that provisions that relate to serving officers are inadequate.

It is also worth noting that the Criminal Justice Inspection
report states that the legislative foundations of the Police
Ombudsman’s office are comprehensive and robust.

Nevertheless, we must recognise concern that has been
felt about the ombudsman’s inability, outside criminal
matters, to compel former officers to attend witness
interviews, answer questions and provide documentation
that is relevant to that officer’s investigations. Indeed, the
statutory review of the office in 2007 recommended that the
ombudsman be given such powers. One key objective that
has symbolised the existence of the ombudsman’s office is
that of building confidence in the Police Service. We must,
therefore, consider carefully measures that will help to
achieve that aim.

Although there is some merit in the motion, its timing and
lack of clarity work against it. In response to a written
question from Margaret Ritchie in June 2011, the Minister
informed us that the question of whether former officers
should be compelled to assist the work of the Police
Ombudsman is one that the ombudsman wishes to consider
in the forthcoming five-year review of legislation that governs
his office. Perhaps the Minister could give us details of
when he is likely to receive the review and whether there

are likely to be recommendations on matters that we are
discussing in the debate. Perhaps the Minister could also
inform the House whether any such recommendations would
be subject to public consultation.

Those are important questions because if an upcoming
review is to make recommendations on the compelling

of former police officers the subject of further and wider
consideration, it would be unwise of the Assembly to pass
the motion or any amendment, although | accept that no
amendment has been presented. Therefore, despite there
being some merit in the motion, my party cannot support it.

Mr D Mcllveen: |, too, will oppose the motion and support
the petition of concern that has been tabled by our party.

I am fully supportive, as | think that everybody in this
House is, of ensuring that evidence and statements are
handled in a professional and accurate way, but the spirit
in which this motion has been brought forward has been
very well outlined by my colleague Mr Givan, and we have
considerable difficulty with the sentiment behind it.

We have to accept that the issue of evidence gathering

is not only questioned in Northern Ireland; it will come up
around the world. We have seen evidence-gathering issues
in the Stephen Lawrence case, the Madeleine McCann case
and in the case of Amanda Knox in Italy. The whole issue

of evidence gathering is not specific to Northern Ireland,
although when you listen to some of the comments from
the opposite side of the House, you would think that the
issue just exists in Northern Ireland. So, we have to put a
very large question mark over the motivation for bringing the
motion forward. | do not believe for one minute that it has
anything to do with an improvement in public confidence in
policing, broadly speaking, or, indeed, anything else for that
matter.

Even looking at it in the spotlight of common sense and
taking the politics out of it for a minute, can we imagine
the bureaucracy that, if allowed to go through, the motion
will cause for the PSNI? A recent report from the Crown
Prosecution Service highlighted some very telling figures.
Almost 80% of police prosecution files that were reviewed
contained a much larger than necessary amount of
paperwork, and, secondly, despite the volume of paperwork,
over half of the files did not give an adequate summary of
the case. So, those figures appear to show that the vast
amount of paperwork a police officer must do is entirely
counterproductive. If the motion is allowed to go through, it
will add additional bureaucracy to that.

Therefore, whilst | welcome the opportunity to have a
sensible debate on this important issue, we cannot and
must not create or contribute to a culture of fear amongst
those involved in law enforcement. | use that word
guardedly, but the PSNI must be free to do its job without
spending most of it doing paperwork to protect itself rather
than spending its time fighting crime.

If | felt for one minute that this Sinn Féin motion was in the
interests of justice, | think that all of us would have open
ears. However, | do not believe that the motion is anything
to do with justice because, ultimately, it has not been
brought to the House with a view to improving the handling
of evidence or statements. It is simply another unashamed
attempt to vilify police officers and create the perception
of police wrongdoing. We need to promote and encourage
public confidence in our judicial process, and, if there is a
need to look at evidence management, it is right that we
do so. However, the impetus behind this motion is neither
a move to improve public service standards nor an attempt
to increase public confidence in the evidence-management
mechanisms that are in place. It is a continuation of the
long-running demonisation of former police officers in the
overall Sinn Féin context of perceived police wrongdoing.

| find a certain irony in this motion because its wording
includes a reference to the retention and release of
information. However, it seems to me that Sinn Féin may not
want to sort out the retention, or rather more the release,
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of information from amongst its own ranks before it points
its fingers at our police service. The difference is, of course,
that our police are fully held to account and under legal
obligation to disclose all that they know.

| will certainly oppose the motion, and | feel that the

impetus on which it has been brought is highly questionable.

For that reason, we, as a party, will oppose it.

Mr Sheehan: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann Comhairle.

| am very disappointed with the DUP attitude, and | am
sure that we will hear from others during the debate who
claim to support the upholding of law and order here. It is
disappointing that we have this two-faced attitude when it
comes to wrongdoing on the part of the police.

Unionists could help to build confidence in policing and in
the administration of justice if they got rid of that two-faced
attitude. Where there is any suggestion of wrongdoing, no
matter by whom, unionists should be calling for anyone
with evidence to come forward and give it to the relevant
authorities. There should be no ifs or buts.

5.15 pm

Let me give some clear examples of what the motion

is about. In case there is any misunderstanding, it is

not only about investigations that are carried out by the
ombudsman’s office. The first example is the inquest of
Pearse Jordan. Nineteen years ago this month, Pearse
Jordan was shot dead by the RUC on the Falls Road in
west Belfast. Since then, there have been 130 pre-inquest
hearings. Many of them have been the result of legal
attempts by the police to avoid coming forward and telling
the truth and of trying to obstruct the family from getting to
the truth. Sergeant A, who is named in the inquest papers,
has since retired from the police and is in receipt of a
police pension. He is outside of the jurisdiction now, but his
pension is forwarded to him by the PSNI, and the PSNI also
forwards any requests from the coroner to attend hearings.
Unfortunately, he does not answer those requests, and, for
some reason, the police cannot say where he is. That is
damaging to the cause of building confidence in policing.

Mr Newton: Will the Member give way?
Mr Sheehan: Right.

Mr Newton: Will the Member condemn as reprehensible the
members of Sinn Féin who have refused to co-operate with
inquiries in which terrorist activity from an IRA source was
involved?

Mr Sheehan: We should get the balance right. The most
recent academic research from Queen’s University suggests
that almost 40,000 people were in prison between 1970
and 1998 as a result of the conflict. How many of those
were police officers?

We are talking not only about incidents relating to the RUC.
The PSNI shot Neil McConville dead in County Down. The
ombudsman'’s report highlighted the fact that two senior
officers preferred to resign rather than co-operate with the
investigation. Maybe there was no culpability at all on their
part, but the families do not know that. If people refuse

to co-operate with investigations to shield others from
investigation, they themselves become complicit. Refusal by

serving or retired members to co-operate with investigations
is unacceptable.

The destruction of notes and information relevant to
investigations is also unacceptable. One damning example
of that was brought to light by the Duffy family. They are
trying to recover information about the killing of their

loved one by the LVF. That relates to information, including
interview notes and intelligence information, that was being
held in Gough Barracks. | am pursuing answers on that at
the Policing Board, but | have yet to receive any satisfactory
answers. | have been told that they were destroyed because
of asbestos contamination. It appears that there was no
real effort to retain the information. The police had a duty to
retain it and should have retained it, but they did not.

In conclusion, we need to continue to build confidence in
policing and in the administration of justice. One way to
show that all Members are united in that idea is to support
the motion.

Mr Poots: Many of us find these debates somewhat tedious,
and the fact that Sinn Féin keeps pressing this agenda

is getting a little boring. We will not wear this selective
retrospection and rewriting of history, and we will not assist
Sinn Féin in doing that.

Sinn Féin wants us all to live in two different worlds. We will
have the real world, and they will have their virtual world.

In the real world, Gerry Adams was a member of the IRA;

in Sinn Féin’s virtual world, he was not. In the real world,
Martin McGuinness was a member of the IRA; in Sinn Féin’s
virtual world, he left it in 1974.

Of course, in the case of Mr Adams, one can peruse the
comments of Brendan “Darkie” Hughes, who made it very
clear that Mr Adams was an officer in command of the
Belfast brigade of the IRA. He indicated very clearly — and
this is a former colleague who is referring to them — that
he could have stopped Bloody Friday. He further indicates
that, on Mr Adams’s leaving prison shortly after that period,
a number of people were disappeared, including Jean
McConville.

This is the real world, but Sinn Féin does not want to talk
about that. Martin McGuinness left the IRA in 1974. Well,
he did not kid the people in the Republic of Ireland, and he
will not kid the people in this House or in Northern Ireland
on that issue. So Sinn Féin will not get away with rewriting
history or labelling the RUC and seeking to have honesty
from one section of the community while they get away
with telling lies continually about their past and what their
organisation was engaged in.

In the real world, the IRA killed more people than every other
organisation put together. The IRA committed the most
murders. Do we get calls today from Sinn Féin that the IRA
should step up to the mark, that we should get honesty from
that organisation, and that every inquiry that takes place
should see real honesty? No, it stands behind Martin
McGuinness, who said that he would operate by the code of
honour when it came to the Bloody Sunday tribunal. So we
spent £200 million apparently trying to get the truth, but
whenever it came to getting the truth on the part of that
particular organisation, we did not hear what the truth was
because some code of honour that the republican movement
had was of greater importance than the victims or, indeed,
anybody else who was involved on that particular day.
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The quest for honesty has to provide full honesty. This party
will be stubborn and belligerent when it comes to those
issues, so get used to it. We will not be giving in on those
issues. Those days are gone. Those days are over, and we
will stand four-square to ensure that that is the case.

There is a very clear perception among the people |
represent that, under the previous ombudsman, there was

a witch-hunt of the RUC. We also make it very clear that, in
doing that, article 13 of the European Convention on Human
Rights was breached. With regard to rectifying matters, it is
absolutely essential that section 62 of the Police Act, which
enabled the ombudsman to make inaccurate and damaging
public statements that are not subjected to any recognised
evidential tests and yet are not vulnerable to challenge, also
needs to be changed.

Mr Givan: Would the Member agree that if such a change
were to happen, it may increase the confidence of the police
in dealing with the ombudsman?

Mr Poots: The ombudsman’s office has certainly come
under a degree of criticism over the years, and not just in
recent years. For many years, people from the unionist side
of the family have had a perception that the ombudsman’s
office had a degree of bias. And yes, although unionist
people would have used that office because there was no
alternative when they had complaints to make against the
police, nonetheless it was very evident that the police were
gone after by the ombudsman’s office.

So if all of that is to facilitate an organisation that wants
to rewrite the history of Northern Ireland to make it appear
that their organisation was justified in some way or means
in their failed attempt to get a united Ireland, we will not be
accepting it, co-operating with it or working with it. If they
wish to continue pursuing these debates, they will find that
the answer remains the same. We will not be facilitating
them in any way, shape or form.

Mr Deputy Speaker: Before | call Mr Basil McCrea, | ask
Members to stick to the subject of the motion and to make
their remarks through the Chair.

Mr B McCrea: Mr Deputy Speaker, | shall do my best to
follow your direction.

There seems to be a certain amount of heat being
generated by this debate. With your indulgence, Mr Deputy
Speaker, it is worth saying that this is sometimes a proxy
battle. The issue is that we have not dealt properly with the
past, so we are looking for ways of dealing with it through
procedural avenues.

| have some sympathy with the argument that questions
how you can have two different standards. The problem, as
| saw it, was that, when the Good Friday Agreement/Belfast
Agreement was signed, the thing that was put to me — as a
citizen, not as a politician — was that we were going to put
the past behind us and find a way of resolving these issues
and of moving forward. The real problem when people look
at evidence — it is not being talked about here — is when
we put arms beyond use without taking forensic evidence.
That forensic evidence, were it available, might tell a tale

or two. However, for the sake of our children and for the
sake of moving forward, we declined to take that evidence.
Therefore, because other people will not speak out, we are
left with a one-sided debate.

| believe just as much as anybody, maybe more than some,
in a positive and proactive shared future. | really want to find
a way of addressing the injustices of the past and of moving
forward. Going on, over and over again, about one-sided
investigations destroys morale and takes it to people that
say that this is not the way forward. So, when it comes to
this issue, we have to find a way of addressing the past and
of deciding what we will put our resources into, because, if
we do not address the past, we will have no future.

On that basis, | will conclude, because this is a debate that
is going nowhere.

Mr Lynch: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann Comhairle.

| also support the motion. There are a number of high-
profile cases in which there has been non-co-operation from
former police officers. There are three that | will outline. For
example, Sean Brown, who was chairman of Bellaghy GAC,
was murdered in May 1997 by a gang that called itself the
Loyalist Volunteer Force. No one was ever charged with the
killing of Sean Brown, and his family expressed serious
concerns about the RUC investigation into his death. They
made a number of complaints to the Police Ombudsman,
and in 2004 a report upheld the family’s complaints. The
report found that a senior member of the RUC refused to co-
operate with the Police Ombudsman’s investigation. It found
that a box full of documents relating to the killing of Mr
Brown had been lost by the RUC. It also found that crucial
evidence relating, in particular, to cigarette butts found at
the scene of the killing had not been subjected to proper
forensic examination.

The Police Ombudsman’s investigation into the Omagh
bombing was also hampered by the refusal of serving and
former members of the RUC to co-operate. Worse again was
the attitude of senior members of the RUC and PSNI to the
Police Ombudsman at the time. The insulting remarks of
Ronnie Flanagan, who offered to take his own life rather than
accept the findings of Nuala O’Loan’s report, demonstrates
just how much resentment and resistance there was to

an independent investigation by the Office of the Police
Ombudsman. More recently, the Police Ombudsman’s report
into the Loughinisland massacre, which was published
earlier this year, also served to justify today’s motion.

5.30 pm

| wish to highlight only a few examples from that report. A
police informant was connected to the getaway car used by
the killers. After the car was recovered by the police, that
agent was contacted by his handler, but the details of that
exchange have yet to be disclosed. However, it is now known
that ten months after the car was confiscated by the RUC,
it was destroyed. That was in contravention of all policing
guidelines. No authority was given for the getaway car to be
destroyed. As well as the car, and any evidence that may
have been lost, other crucial forensic evidence was not
taken from suspects in the car.

Finally, a Cheann Combhairle, the Police Ombudsman’s report
makes it clear that the senior investigating officer who led the
original case refused to co-operate. Go raibh mile maith agat.

Mr A Maginness: One of the great achievements post-Good
Friday Agreement was the creation of the PSNI, a police
service that enjoys the confidence of the vast majority of
our community. Whether Catholic or Protestant, nationalist
or unionist, republican or loyalist, there is a wide spread
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of support for the PSNI. That is a great achievement and
something to be valued and treasured.

| think that we should be very grateful to Lord Patten for

his report, which established the PSNI and brought forward
radical and effective reforms to policing in Northern Ireland.
The other architect who brought tremendous energy to the
job and to the task of restoring confidence in policing was,
of course, Nuala O’Loan, the Police Ombudsman.

Mr Spratt: She was one of your cronies.

Mr A Maginness: | do not think that she was a crony. Across
the political spectrum, she is a highly respected person. She
has universal respect; let me put it that way. [Interruption.]

Mr Deputy Speaker: Order, please. Moderation, please.
Through the Chair.

Mr A Maginness: If you want to know how to do the job of
ombudsman, how to bring about confidence, how to insist in
the development of good policing methods and how to bring
about civilised values within policing, ask Baroness O’Loan.
That is fact, and | think that Members across the way are
letting themselves down by their petulant attitude towards
Nuala O’Loan.

The basic argument put forward by the proposers of the
motion is correct. We do need a mechanism whereby former
police officers can be compelled to assist the Office of

the Police Ombudsman. In my view, that is a self-evident
and reasonable proposition and is something to which

no reasonable person could object. How it is done may

be a matter for debate; nonetheless, it should be done.

It is something that senior police officers in the PSNI
support, and it is right and proper that they should do so.

It strengthens their organisation when former members

of the RUC give evidence and support the work of the
ombudsman’s office. Indeed, many police officers have done
so. However, as regards those who resist the call and who
object: why do they object? What do they have to hide? Why
are they obstinate in their objections to presenting evidence
to the Police Ombudsman in the exercise of his or her duty
to examine complaints against the police?

It is clear that we are talking about establishing standards,
upholding ethics and reinforcing values in today’s Police
Service — a police service that has shown itself to be an
exemplar of policing in the Western World and something of
which we should be rightly proud.

I will go back to Nuala O’Loan, the previous Police
Ombudsman. In 2007, she made 26 recommendations,

one of which was to compel former police officers to give
evidence to the Police Ombudsman in the execution of his or
her duty. That remains to be implemented —

Mr Deputy Speaker: Your time is up.
Mr A Maginness: — and it should be implemented.

Mr | McCrea: In considering the motion, it is only right
that we ensure that any evidence that is gathered from a
crime scene be treated and collected appropriately. | would
hate to see anyone who is guilty walk away free owing to
inaccuracies in the collection of information.

The DUP is committed to making sure that effective
measures are in place to ensure that evidence is handled

professionally so that criminal convictions can be secured.
We in Northern Ireland are no different to anyone anywhere
else in the world. Indeed, only recently we saw in Italy how
Amanda Knox was acquitted of the murder in November
2007 of Meredith Kercher, after gloves that were used at the
crime scene were found to be contaminated. There are many
other examples in England and, indeed, here in Northern
Ireland of cases going to court but then collapsing owing to
the ineffective handling of evidence.

Many victims live in our society without answers as a result
of no one ever having been convicted for their hideous and

monstrous crimes. The Historical Enquiries Team should be
allowed to carry out its work to bring closure to the people

whom we represent.

As some of my colleagues said, the motion, particularly its
last sentence, represents an attempt by Sinn Féin to single
out the PSNI, or, more accurately, the RUC, where historical
cases are concerned. Since the ceasefire, republicans
have trawled the name of the RUC through the dirt to justify
their dirty sectarian war. | want to state how proud | am of
the men and women of the RUC and the PSNI, who stood

in the front line against those who wished to attack and
murder our people. We should remember that there was
never any justification for the atrocities that were carried out
throughout the years of our troubled past.

Those criminal organisations, some of whose members now
sit in this Chamber under the title of “elected Member”,
were responsible for some of the most hideous and
monstrous crimes that the world has ever seen. It is quite
hypocritical of Sinn Féin to debate the motion in its current
form. | hope that it will practise what it preaches, for | have
no doubt that many of the party’s members, as former IRA
members, have information that will be of interest to the
authorities and, indeed, the victims. | hope, therefore, that
Sinn Féin and the IRA hand over any information that they
have that may help to resolve the many cases of terrorism
that, as yet, remain unresolved.

The RUC and other legal law enforcement organisations
were left during the Troubles to work in some of the most
difficult and dangerous circumstances. That made evidence
gathering amid the carnage difficult. That is no justification
but a matter of fact.

|, for one, would welcome the conviction of those members
of the IRA who were responsible for the crimes that they
hide behind and that remain unresolved. Similarly to my
colleagues, | will oppose the motion, and | encourage
everyone else to do the same.

Mr S Anderson: | also oppose the motion. Yet again, we
are debating a Sinn Féin motion that | believe is inspired
by nothing other than an inbuilt hatred of the RUC. It is
motivated by a determination to denigrate and vilify those
brave officers who helped to defeat the IRA, because
defeated they were. As has been already said, they cannot
get over that fact. | know that Members opposite will say
that | have got it all wrong, and that their attitude to the RUC
is not the issue here and that the motion is simply in the
interests of justice, but, as they say in my part of the world,
| did not come up the Bann in a bubble. | know, and they
know, what this is all about.

The motion speaks of “police wrongdoing”. That loaded
terminology says it all. The endless criticism and carping
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from Members opposite about the Police Ombudsman is
all about a wish to get their own back on the RUC. The
ombudsman is not doing what Sinn Féin wants him to do
to its satisfaction for a variety of reasons; therefore he is
not acceptable and Sinn Féin’s bottom line is that he must
go. | have said it before, and | will say it again: the RUC
was an outstanding police force that stood between us and
terrorism. Over 300 of its members sacrificed their lives

in the battle against terrorism and in the protection of this
Province.

Sinn Féin mentions “police wrongdoing” in the motion.
Some Members opposite might be reasonably close to
those who engaged in wrongdoing against the RUC — those
who murdered brave officers and injured many others. |
even suspect that they might know who they were, and, if
they do, it is long past time for them to bring forward the
fresh evidence required to bring those evildoers to justice,
because let us not forget that many of them have never
been brought to account for their crimes. The lives of police
officers have the same value as all other lives.

Mr Poots: Does the Member agree that the lives of lawyers
are equal as well? As there has been a constant campaign
about one particular lawyer killed during the Troubles,
perhaps Sinn Féin Members could give us some advice on
how we can get justice for Edgar Graham, a colleague of
yours who lost his life as a consequence of the actions of
their colleagues in the IRA?

Mr S Anderson: | thank the Member for his question. |
mentioned Edgar Graham during the Finucane debate. He was
a great young academic and a promising young lawyer, and
was taken out in an evil manner at the young age of 29. The
time has long since gone to get the information so that those
who perpetrated that evil deed could be brought to justice.

In my mind, the loss of a police officer is far greater than
that of a committed terrorist who goes out under cover
of darkness fully intending to murder, but who instead
encounters the forces of law and order. When Sinn Féin
faces up to the bloody reality of its past, then we on this
side of the House might just begin to take its views on
these issues a bit more seriously.

There has been talk about Nuala O’Loan and the
Ombudsman’s office in the past, but that office operates
with limited resources. That being the case, | believe that
the time is long past for us to concentrate on the present
rather than the past. Some people have recently demanded
that some cases concerning the RUC should be revisited by
the Ombudsman’s office, but we should not seek to change
the law to allow that office to conduct fresh investigations
without fully considering all options.

| urge the Justice Minister to give the issue very careful
consideration and not to allow himself to be cajoled into
responding to a republican agenda. As has been said, and |
will say it as well, we on this side of the House will certainly
not be cajoled, and we have no intention of giving any
credibility to what | believe is another witch-hunt against the
RUC, like the many we have seen in the past. | oppose the
motion.

5.45 pm

Mr Newton: | am obviously going to agree with my
colleagues in all that they have said. We are observing

another motion from Sinn Féin — it is very similar to others
that it has tabled over the past few weeks — which has
absolutely no chance of going anywhere and is really just
politically motivated from a republican perspective. Sinn
Féin has not tabled the motion with a view to improving the
investigative standards of the Police Service or, indeed,

to increasing public confidence in the systems in place

for dealing with evidence gathering. The purpose of the
motion is to continue the demonization of police officers,
particularly the RUC. Sinn Féin’s perception is that all RUC
personnel have committed wrongdoing.

The motion is politically motivated. It is an incompetent
motion. It is careless in its wording. It reeks of hypocrisy,
and, indeed, it comes from an organisation that has a past
of glorying in murder and mayhem. That is the motivation
for the motion. Of course, they would like the police to be
held accountable for everything on which there is some
perception that the police have made an error or done
something wrong, or Sinn Féin thinks that they have done
something wrong, with the perception also that there
should be no investigation and no one coming from an IRA
background should be held to account for the murder of
police officers. Those who have been engaged in terrorism
are to walk free, but the police are to be held accountable
for every perception of what they might have done wrong.

The motion is incompetent. The motion states that
information should be released “to any independent
investigation”. The word “independent” means something
that is:

“2. Free from the influence, guidance, or control of
another or others; self-reliant ...

3. Not determined or influenced by someone or
something else; not contingent: a decision independent of
the outcome of the study.”

Sinn Féin wants to release any information on gathering of
evidence to someone or some organisation that meets the
standard laid down — independent.

We do, of course, live in a democracy. It is acceptable for
MLASs to table a motion about the retention and gathering of
evidence. However, this motion has been tabled only — as
David Mcllveen mentioned — to create fear around officers
that whatever they do would be bogged down so much in
paperwork, bureaucracy and red tape that an investigation
would never come to a conclusion. That is what they have
aimed at in the criticism of RUC officers. When there was
mayhem, murders, bombs going off and terrorist activity
taking place on a daily basis, the RUC officers should have
been entirely meeting all the paperwork at that time.

We need to ensure that there are professional standards
and that the standards of evidence and forensic gathering
are indeed of a professional nature. However, we also need
to make sure that those officers who met the standards that
were applicable at that time, who were not criticised within
the echelons of the —

Mr Spratt: | thank the Member for giving way. We heard

Mr Maginness — who has left the Chamber now — talk
about the previous ombudsman. Does the Member accept
from me that the Police Federation for Northern Ireland was
one of the first organisations to welcome the independent
investigation of complaints against the police? In fact, the
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problem arose that the incumbent in the ombudsman’s
office highly politicised every action that she took.

That was the reason why there was no co-operation
whatsoever by police officers with her office. They did not
trust that office and the way in which it was handled by that
individual, who was so highly praised by the SDLP

Mr Newton: | thank the Member for his intervention,

and | very much agree with what he said. The key word

that he used was “independent”. We, the police and any
organisation believe that we should encourage everyone to
co-operate with an organisation that is independent. We do
not find Sinn Féin willing to co-operate with any organisation
that wants to look at past misdemeanours that it may have
caused.

Where officers met all the standards of the RUC, the
investigation standards and the professional standards for —

Mr Deputy Speaker: Bring your remarks to a close, please.

Mr Newton: — law enforcement agencies, which we know
that they met, there should not be —

Mr Deputy Speaker: Time is up.

Mr Newton: There should not be a witch-hunt of those who
are now being judged against current standards.

Mr Deputy Speaker: Your time is up.

Mr Allister: There is a sphere of the law called equity,
whereby people make a case that the outcome that they
require is an equitable necessity. There is a rule that
governs the law of equity, and it is that the person seeking
that remedy must come with clean hands. Today’s motion
comes from those who represent an organisation with not
clean hands but blood on their hands. As has been said
quite rightly by several Members in the House, the motion
does not seek an equitable solution across the board to a
legacy issue — and this is a legacy issue. The motion seeks
a partisan, party political and self-serving outcome as a
means to further the campaign to vilify the RUC and, indeed,
its successor, the PSNI, as has been said.

On the theme of coming to the House with this motion and
making these demands with clean hands, one could well ask
the mover of the motion and the speakers to it whether they
have told all they know about the crimes in which they were
involved. Has Mr Gerry Kelly told all he knows about the Old
Bailey bombing, about those who were engaged in the
background organisation of that and about those who helped
in any capacity? Has Mr Sheehan told all he knows about
the crimes of which he was duly convicted? Have Members
on those Benches told all they know about some of the
most notorious incidents in recent years, such as Enniskillen,
Whitecross, Kingsmills and Teebane, or do they harbour in
their hearts and in their ranks secrets — dark, bloody
secrets — about all of those matters? So before anyone
from the Benches occupied by Sinn Féin points a finger, they
should remember the number of fingers pointing back at
them. Let them be the first to lead by example. There is so
much that they could do in that regard but never will.

Mr Givan, when he addressed the House, was right to
identify the hypocrisy —

Mr Poots: Attacking unionists.

Mr Allister: The hypocrisy —

Mr Poots: Attacking unionists.

Mr Allister: Sorry? | am attacking unionists?
Mr Poots: Yes.

Mr Deputy Speaker: Order. The Member will resume his
seat. For the third time, | have to ask that Members please
make their remarks through the Chair and not across the
Floor. Continue, Mr Allister.

Mr Allister: | am staggered by the sedentary intervention
from Mr Poots to the effect that | am attacking unionists. |
thought, since | got to my feet, that | had been exclusively
attacking Sinn Féin. If Mr Poots, as a Minister with Sinn Féin
in the Government, feels so precious about them that, in
some way, there is some sort of cross-fertilisation and he
feels attacked, | am sorry. However, | was making the point
that Mr Givan was right to attack the rank hypocrisy of what
Sinn Féin Members have said in the debate and what the
clumsily worded motion seeks to convey and where it seeks
to go.

However, if Mr Poots wants hypocrisy, | could well say
that, yes, there is hypocrisy in demonstrating the depth of
knowledge about the real Sinn Féin and elevating those
same people to the top and the heart of government.

Mr Deputy Speaker: Order, please. The Member will resume
his seat. The Member should stick to the motion and he should
not point his finger in any direction. Will you continue, please?

Mr Allister: | am sure, Mr Deputy Speaker, you will recall
that | was led down that path by Mr Poots’s sedentary
intervention. However, there it is. The point is quite clear: if
the cap fits, let it be worn by both —

Mr Deputy Speaker: Bring your remarks to a close, please.
Your time is up.

Mr Allister: As | said at the beginning, this is a legacy
issue. It is one that can only be addressed in the context of
equitable —

Mr Deputy Speaker: The Member’s time is up. He will
resume his seat.

Mr Ford (The Minister of Justice): | must say that | am at
a bit of a loss. | am not sure whether | am supposed to
respond to the motion or to the debate. There was precious
little connection, in most of the contributions, between the
words of the motion and the debate.

Mr Deputy Speaker: Please respond to the motion.

Mr Ford: As Minister, | must respond to some of what was
said in the debate, although | shall also attempt to respond
to the motion. Mr Kelly, in proposing the motion, effectively
called for police officers to be compellable to co-operate
with the ombudsman. He also asked to whom civilians

who had previously been police officers were accountable.
They are, of course, accountable to the Chief Constable.
The ombudsman has specific responsibilities to those who
have the particular power of a constable. However, the
ombudsman and his predecessor have both highlighted the
issue of accountability of civilian staff when those staff carry
out duties that are analogous to policing-type functions.
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Meanwhile, in response, DUP Members mostly seemed to
see the debate as an opportunity to restate their support
for the RUC and the PSNI. | think that Mr Allister agreed,
although | am not sure that Mr Poots agreed that Mr Allister
agreed. At least, at the end of the debate, Mr Newton
considered something of the wording of the motion to which
| shall now attempt to return, Mr Deputy Speaker. It is right
and reasonable that the Assembly should debate issues
like this.

The timing of the debate is perhaps opportune but also
slightly premature because, in the coming months, | intend
to use the ombudsman'’s five-year review, which | received
today, and the Department’s internal consideration of

the Office of the Police Ombudsman, on which work has
been ongoing for some months, as the means for a public
consultation on a range of matters relating to the legislative
provisions that govern complaints against the police. Of
course, | will welcome Members’ views at that stage, as we
proceed through the process. So before we pass motions on
what should be done, perhaps we should, at this stage, look
to see what the current situation is.

At present, under the Police (Northern Ireland) Act 1998, the
Chief Constable is obliged to pass to the Police Ombudsman
all relevant materials to facilitate the investigation of
complaints made against the police. That includes the
provision of serving officers’ notebooks, duty statements
and other documentation. In matters that are potentially
criminal, police officers can be subject to criminal interview
within the provisions of the Police and Criminal Evidence
(Northern Ireland) Order 1989, which apply to any citizen.
The majority of police officers who attend for criminal
interview do so in a voluntary capacity. In matters that are
criminal, the ombudsman has, under the Police (Northern
Ireland) Act 1998, powers of search and arrest.

Of course, as has been stated on a number of occasions
in the debate, in matters of simple misconduct, the
ombudsman cannot order an officer to attend for an
interview if that officer decides not to, but the ombudsman
can request that the PSNI order the officer to attend. An
officer’s failure to do that may well constitute a breach of
regulations and the PSNI code of ethics.

| remind Members that misconduct is by definition not
criminal activity. The powers that are granted to the police
and others to deal with matters of criminality are probably
greater than those granted to deal with misconduct.

6.00 pm

Stewart Dickson specifically outlined the obligations on

the Chief Constable; | shall not restate those. The code

of practice that was issued under Part Il of the Criminal
Procedure and Investigations Act 1996 sets out the manner
in which police officers are to record, retain and reveal to
the prosecutor material that has been obtained in a criminal
investigation that may be relevant to an investigation.

As was said in the debate, the Criminal Justice Inspection
report concluded that the legislative basis for the work of
the ombudsman'’s office is solid and provides the necessary
framework for the operation of an independent complaints
body. However, there are also operational protocols in

place that help to define the relationship between the
ombudsman’s office and the police. It is now the practice
that officers send all police-related documentation to the

PSNI archive when they leave the PSNI. It is acknowledged
that that was not always the case. In the past, it was
common for officers to retain notebooks and journals after
they left the service. Therefore, in respect of the retention
and release of evidence from officers, | do not see the
existing provision as inadequate. There is already sufficient
legislative provision to deal with the retention and release of
evidential material from officers in general criminal matters.

It is clear that, unless the matter involving former officers
is criminal in nature, there is no legislative requirement to
compel former officers to co-operate with the ombudsman’s
office. Such investigations depend on the co-operation of
former officers through attendance at interview and making
available documentation that they may have retained.

As | said, the ombudsman'’s office has been engaged in

its second five-year review of its governing legislation,

the report of which | received today. | have obviously not
had time to study it. However, in that review, there are
references to the Police Ombudsman being empowered to
compel former or retired officers to attend interview as a
witness and to provide all relevant documentation in their
possession to the Police Ombudsman when he is conducting
investigations involving grave or exceptional matters. Those
issues were highlighted specifically by Conall McDevitt and
Alban Maginness.

| have stated on previous occasions but will restate for
Stewart Dickson’s benefit that | will consult publicly on

the five-year review in the coming months. The basis for

the consultation will be to best serve public confidence in
policing. Today’s debate should inform how we progress

the issue of compellability and whether there is consensus
on the need for such powers. Hopefully, we may establish
whether there is a need for any other powers to improve and
enhance the operation of the ombudsman'’s office in a less
heated atmosphere.

The public and the police have a right to expect an effective
and independent complaints system. It is a key part of the
policing architecture in Northern Ireland and is intended

to secure public confidence in the Police Service. The
system for current complaints is fully functioning. We now
need a fully functioning system to deal effectively with
historical cases. There is, of course, the key issue of ECHR
compliance in dealing with historical cases; Mr Givan and
Mr Mcllveen made that point in the debate. The Justice
Department and | will take the steps that we properly can to
enable and support that. However, | listened with interest to
Basil McCrea making a point that | have made on a number
of occasions, which is that the institutions of the justice
system that deal with historical issues cannot be proxy for
the Assembly as a whole dealing with the past in a collective
and inclusive way.

| have noted the various points made in the debate. |
believe that those should inform the wider consideration of
the powers of the ombudsman, first by me and then by the
Assembly as a whole. The issues raised today should not be
judged prior to my consideration of the issues raised in the
ombudsman’s five-year review. Today, we have heard diverse
opinions on the call for additional provision in respect of the
retention and release of information from officers. Therefore,
I will not support the motion today; | believe that it is
premature. However, | will carefully study the issues raised
in the debate. | expect the House as a whole to participate
as we consider the five-year review.
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Mr McCartney: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Comhairle, Beidh mé ag labhairt ar son an leasaithe inniu.

| will speak on the motion, but | will preface my remarks

by saying that | hope that you will read Hansard. Sinn Féin
represents the people who elected us to be here and no one
else. Comments were made today, and, in previous times,
the Speaker has cautioned people about their language. In
light of that, | hope that you will check Hansard.

In debates like this, it is sometimes appropriate to remind
Members of the motion. It states:

“That this Assembly calls on the Minister of Justice to
introduce effective measures to ensure that information
and evidence provided by former or serving police officers
is retained and released to any independent investigation
into allegations of police wrongdoing.”

We would have accepted the Ulster Unionist amendment,
which would have inserted “when necessary for any
investigation” after “released”, and | am a bit disappointed
that they did not propose it. We accept that Mr Hussey may
be sick, but the amendment was tabled in two other names,
and | think that they should have proposed it. It would have
added to the substance of the motion and the debate.

In proposing the motion, Gerry Kelly laid out the context,
which is to create equality before the law so that there are
proper investigations. | do not think anyone should fear that.
There is public concern, which is that investigations are
incomplete and have not been proper and thorough, simply
because former police officers and certain police officers

do not have to co-operate if they do not wish to. All of us
should try to circumvent and prevent that for the future, and
| do not think anyone should fear that. Indeed, in all the
speeches that were made, | never heard anybody put forward
a reason why someone would not want to co-operate with an
investigation.

We get the usual feeling that people think that the motion
was somehow a plot to undermine the RUC. There is no plot,
and, if former RUC officers have nothing to fear, why would
they not co-operate? Why will they not just come forward
and say that they will co-operate in an investigation? No one
gave an explanation for that. You all spoke, and Edwin Poots
described the debate today as tedious. It was so tedious
that there were, | think, six contributions from the DUR and
the Health Minister is so busy with his portfolio that he can
take an hour and a half out to come to a tedious debate.
Therefore, there are a lot of contradictions, and people are
not focusing on what the motion is about.

Mr Mcllveen, in a very temperate contribution, talked about
three cases: Stephen Lawrence, Madeleine McCann and
Amanda Knox. If anyone here tonight heard that a former
officer involved in any of those cases had refused to come
forward, simply because they did not want to, would you
say that that was good conduct or bad conduct? | think
most people would say that any person who can help an
investigation should come forward.

Mr T Clarke: | thank the Member for giving way and for
saying that any Member who has information should give
it. | am sure that a special arrangement can be made for
yourself if you want to go to the nearest RUC or police
station and give whatever information you have after the
close of business today.

Mr McCartney: The RUC stations are closed.

Mr T Clarke: You seem to demonise the RUC stations. | am
quite happy to call them RUC, PSNI or police stations.

Mr Deputy Speaker: Order. The Member will resume his
seat. Members must show moderation at all times. They
should not personalise the debate.

Mr T Clarke: | thank the Deputy Speaker for his intervention.
May | suggest, through the Deputy Speaker, that the Member
opposite could arrange a suitable time after the business
today to go to the nearest police station and give any
information that he or any other Members who are sitting

on the Benches with him may have? If he is so passionate
about justice, getting all the information brought forward and
the truth, then give it out.

Mr McCartney: Again, rather than focus on the argument, he
takes us to another place. You have had many opportunities
to table that type of debate. Today’s debate is about trying
to bring about a situation —

Mr Deputy Speaker: The Member will resume his seat. | am
not going to allow any more cross-Chamber chat. | will note
the names of Members who continue to do that and report
them to the Speaker.

Mr McCartney: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Comhairle. The Minister and Stewart Dickson said that
this was not a timely motion or whatever. Four or five years
ago, the ombudsman put forward 24 recommendations,
one of which was to deal with this subject. We all know
what happened then. That is why we feel that the motion is
timely. We welcome the fact that the recommendations and
the review of the ombudsman’s office are now in your office
and that you will go to public consultation. However, this
recommendation was made four years ago. It went through
the filter.

Mr Ford: | appreciate the Member’s giving way. You seem, on
one hand, to be saying that you accept that the Department
of Justice will now handle the five-year review seriously, but,
at the same time, you insist that we should go ahead with
the motion today. If you accept the bona fides of the current
Department and the current Minister, surely you accept my
commitment to that consultation; therefore, today’s motion
is inappropriate.

Mr McCartney: It is not inappropriate. We are saying to you
in very clear terms that, in our opinion, you have to bring

in legislation that will compel former officers of the RUC

to provide evidence to investigations. That is our political
position. You may have a public consultation; that does not
undermine the consultation that you have to carry out. We
are saying that because officials in your Department were
the people whom you had to initiate investigations into and
reports on because they interfered in the work to ensure
that those recommendations would not see the light of day.
We can shake our head and pretend that that was not the
case, but we all know what happened. We all know that that
went on between officials in your office and people in the
ombudsman’s office to undermine those reviews.

Mr Deputy Speaker: Order. The Member will resume his
seat. The Member must not make any reference to officials.
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Mr McCartney: OK. | was not making reference to any
officials of the Assembly; | was making reference to a public
investigation. It was a point that | had to make. It is not an
attack on officials. That is on public record, and it is publicly
stated. | am not challenging the authority of the Speaker, but
| am putting in context the remarks that | made. | want to
stress that point.

In relation to a number of contributions, | want to make

this point, and | want to say it in this context: the HET did

a report on the shooting dead of a woman in Derry city. It
was then tasked to find out the names of the four British
soldiers who were involved in that incident. Nowhere on
public record, either in the investigation, the Coroner’s Court
or anywhere else, are the names of the people who were
involved in that incident, except one — the person who was
responsible for shooting the person dead.

The HET asked to speak to the RUC officer who was in
charge of the investigation and of handing it over to the
Royal Military Police. They wanted to interview that person
to ask them a simple question: what was the name of the
British soldier who conducted the investigation? He refused
to co-operate.

Mr Poots: Will the Member give way?
Mr McCartney: No, | am not giving way.

He was not asked any questions, and he was not asked

to provide any secrets. He was asked a simple question:
would he come forward and be part of that investigation?
He refused. If people are telling me that that is how we
want to take this forward, they have big questions to ask.
That cannot be seen by the people who see a plot and a
theory every time a person raises a question as to how an
investigation was carried out at a particular time. People
cannot dismiss this as some sort of plot against the RUC,
when people in the HET made a very simple request. That
request was to speak to an officer. They did not make any
allegation of wrongdoing or mishandling. The HET asked to
speak to him to see if he could inform it of the names of the
British soldiers, which are not on public record. Bear in mind
that in the North of Ireland a situation pertains in which
four people can take part in a shooting incident and provide
evidence to the Coroner’s Court, yet their names cannot be
traced anywhere. That is the reason why.

We have seen situations in which former RUC personnel
have taken with them their notebooks, and we have seen
programmes in which they have willingly co-operated and
provided their notebooks. In fact, one of them has said
that he once tried to sell it to a Sunday newspaper. If they
can do that in those circumstances, why would they not
come forward to help in an investigation either by the Police
Ombudsman or the HET? | want to stress that those who
see a plot to denigrate anyone are the people who have
something to hide. That is why —

Mr Deputy Speaker: Bring your remarks to a close.

Mr McCartney: —some people have run away, as usual,
from the core of the argument and turned it into a
smokescreen about something else.

Mr Deputy Speaker: Order. | remind Members that a valid
petition of concern has been presented in relation to the
motion. The vote will be taken as the first item of business
tomorrow morning.

Adjourned at 6.15 pm.
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The Assembly met at 10.30 am (Mr Speaker in the Chair).

Members observed two minutes’ silence.

Assembly Business

Public Petition: Community Pharmacies

Mr Speaker: Mr Kieran McCarthy has sought leave to
present a public petition in accordance with Standing Order
22. | remind him that he may refer only to the parties from
whom the petition comes, the number of signatures on it
and state briefly what the petition is about. That should take
no longer than three minutes. | call Mr McCarthy to present
the petition.

Mr McCarthy: Thank you, Mr Speaker. | take the opportunity
to present to you a petition on behalf of more than 105,000
patients and users, and probably more, from right across
Northern Ireland, in opposition to the funding cuts that have
been imposed on community pharmacy over the past few
months. Funding cuts of around £38 million that were
introduced on 1 April this year will reduce the total funding to
community pharmacy by some 30% in one year. That is having
a devastating impact on the community pharmacy service.

Local pharmacies play a vital role at the heart of our
communities, and they must be allowed to continue to do
so. For many, the local pharmacy is the first port of call. It is
where they go if they have a minor ailment, and that takes a
major burden off our already pressurised surgeries and
hospitals. We should be looking at ways to maximise rather
than reduce the use of community pharmacies. If pharmacies
can no longer provide services and are forced to close, a key
front line health service will be lost, with a knock-on effect of
increased costs to our overall health service.

Community Pharmacy Northern Ireland (CPNI) has warned us
of the impact of the funding cuts, and we have already seen
their impacts. Some 75% of contractors are being forced

to reduce staff, many are struggling to meet wholesalers’
payment demands and there has been a reduction in some
of the patient services that pharmacies were previously able
to offer.

The situation is dire. The Minister and John Compton have
recognised the important role that community pharmacies play
in our health service. CPNI wants to work with the Department
and the Health and Social Care Board to find a solution that
will protect this essential front line healthcare service.

The Assembly has already had its say on this issue, unanimously
passing a resolution on 25 October 2011 calling on the
Minister of Health, Social Services and Public Safety:

“to put a contingency plan in place to protect pharmacy
services in rural and socially disadvantaged areas

following the introduction of new funding arrangements.”
— [Official Report, Bound Volume 68, p118, col 1].

Now, it is turn of the public to have their say and have

their voices heard loud and clear. | believe that 105,000
signatures, gathered from every village, town and city in
Northern Ireland, may be a record for a public petition
presented to this Assembly. There are many more signatures
still out there.

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

Mr McCarthy: |, along with all those signatories, urge the
Minister and the Health and Social Care Board to reconsider
the level of funding for this vital front line service.

Mr Speaker: | must insist that the Member finish.
Mr McCarthy: Mr Speaker, it gives me —
Mr Speaker: | ask the Member to present the petition.

Mr McCarthy moved forward and laid the petition on the
Table.

Mr Speaker: | will forward the petition to the Minister of
Health, Social Services and Public Safety and send a copy to
the Chairperson of the appropriate Committee.

Ms Ritchie: On a point of order, Mr Speaker. In view of

the serious allegations that have been suggested in ‘The
Guardian’ newspaper about a former Secretary of State for
Northern Ireland, will you ask the First Minister, the deputy
First Minister and the Minister of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment, in light of the Leveson inquiry, whether they
could investigate the matter and make a statement to the
House?

Mr Speaker: | am sure that the Member knew, as soon as
she was on her feet, that that was not a point of order. It
has absolutely nothing to do with this Assembly. We should
now move on.
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Public Petition: Bronté Library, Rathfriland

Mr Speaker: Mr John McCallister has sought leave to
present a public petition in accordance with Standing Order
22. Once again, | remind the House of the need to be brief
when presenting a petition.

Mr MccCallister: | will take your advice and be brief, Mr
Speaker. The petition is about the concerns in the local
community in Rathfriland and the surrounding district about
the changes in the opening hours of the Bronté library in
Rathfriland. We had a debate here a few weeks ago about
the concerns of various communities, and my local area is
no different. There is huge concern in the district about the
changes in Rathfriland and the impact that they will have
on families and young children, on people’s learning, and
on unemployed people who use the library for its internet
access and all the facilities that a library can provide. | am
pleased that the Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure is
here to see the petition being presented and to be made
aware of the numbers of people in the district who have
concerns about the matter.

Mr McCallister moved forward and laid the petition on the
Table.

Mr Speaker: | will forward the petition to the Minister
of Culture, Arts and Leisure and send a copy to the
Chairperson of the appropriate Committee.

Private Members’ Business

Police: Independent Investigations

Motion proposed [28 November]:

That this Assembly calls on the Minister of Justice to
introduce effective measures to ensure that information
and evidence provided by former or serving police officers is
retained and released to any independent investigation into
allegations of police wrongdoing. — [Mr G Kelly.]

Mr Speaker: | remind Members that a valid petition of
concern was presented yesterday in relation to the motion
on the retention and release of information from police
officers. Under Standing Order 28, the vote could not take
place until at least one day had passed. The vote will,
therefore, be the next item of business this morning. | also
remind Members that the vote on the motion will be on a
cross-community basis.

Question put.
The Assembly divided: Ayes 34; Noes 58.

AYES
Nationalist:

Ms M Anderson, Mr Attwood, Mr Boylan, Ms Boyle, Mr Brady,
Mr Byrne, Mr W Clarke, Mr Doherty, Mr Durkan, Mr Eastwood,
Ms Gildernew, Mrs D Kelly, Mr G Kelly, Mr Lynch, Mr F McCann,
Ms J McCann, Mr McCartney, Mr McDevitt, Dr McDonnell,

Mr McElduff, Mr M McGuinness, Mrs McKevitt, Mr McLaughlin,
Mr A Maginness, Mr A Maskey, Mr P Maskey, Mr Molloy,

Mr Murphy, Ms Ni Chuilin, Mr O’Dowd, Mrs O’Neill,

Ms S Ramsey, Ms Ritchie, Mr Sheehan.

Tellers for the Ayes: Mr Lynch and Mr McCartney.

NOES

Unionist:

Mr Allister, Mr S Anderson, Mr Beggs, Mr Bell, Ms P Bradley,
Mr Buchanan, Mr Campbell, Mr T Clarke, Mr Copeland,

Mr Craig, Mr Cree, Mrs Dobson, Mr Douglas, Mr Dunne,

Mr Easton, Mr Elliott, Mr Frew, Mr Gardiner, Mr Girvan,

Mr Givan, Mrs Hale, Mr Hamilton, Mr Hilditch, Mr Humphrey,
Mr Hussey, Mr Kennedy, Ms Lewis, Mr McCallister,

Mr McCausland, Mr McClarty, Mr B McCrea, Mr | McCrea,
Mr D Mcliveen, Miss M Mcllveen, Mr McNarry, Mr McQuillan,
Lord Morrow, Mr Moutray, Mr Nesbitt, Mr Newton,

Mrs Overend, Mr Poots, Mr G Robinson, Mr P Robinson,

Mr Ross, Mr Spratt, Mr Storey, Mr Swann, Mr Weir, Mr Wells.

Other:

Mr Agnew, Mrs Cochrane, Mr Dickson, Dr Farry, Mr Ford, Ms Lo,
Mr Lunn, Mr McCarthy.

Tellers for the Noes: Mr | McCrea and Mr McQuillan.

Total votes 92 Total Ayes 34 [37.0%]
Nationalist Votes 34 Nationalist Ayes 34 [100.0%]
Unionist Votes 50 Unionist Ayes 0 [0.0%]
Other Votes 8 Other Ayes 0 [0.0%]

Question accordingly negatived (cross-community vote).
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Mr Speaker: The deputy First Minister wishes to make a
statement to the House.

Mr M McGuinness (The deputy First Minister): In
compliance with section 52C(2) of the Northern Ireland
Act 1998, we wish to make the following statement on the
thirteenth meeting of the North/South Ministerial Council
(NSMC) in plenary format, which was held in Armagh on
Friday 18 November 2011. The Executive Ministers who
attended the meeting have approved this report, and we
make it on their behalf.

Our delegation was led by the First Minister, Peter Robinson
MLA, and me. In addition, the following Executive Ministers
were in attendance: Minister Farry, Minister Foster, Minister
Kennedy, Minister McCausland, Minister Ni Chuilin, Minister
O’Dowd, Minister O’Neill, Minister Wilson, junior Minister
Anderson and junior Minister Bell.

The Irish Government delegation was led by the Taoiseach,
Enda Kenny TD. The following Irish Government Ministers
were also in attendance: the Tanaiste and Minister for
Foreign Affairs Eamon Gilmore, Minister Noonan, Minister
Quinn, Minister Howlin, Minister Bruton, Minister Burton,
Minister Deenihan, Minister Rabbitte, Minister Coveney,
Minister Reilly and Minister Varadkar.

At the meeting, the Council exchanged views on shared
economic challenges and the factors contributing to low
economic growth, particularly the instability and fiscal
contraction in other EU and global economies. Ministers
discussed co-operation on the National Asset Management
Agency (NAMA) and the banks and opportunities to make
savings through mutually beneficial co-operation. The
Council also explored collaboration to meet emerging
challenges in third-level education and reviewed the
significant contribution of the agrifood sector to the economy.

The Council discussed a progress report that was prepared
by the NSMC joint secretaries on the work of the North/
South bodies and in the other NSMC areas for co-operation,
and it welcomed the mutually beneficial co-operation taken
forward at NSMC meetings. Ministers noted progress on
EU-related matters raised at NSMC meetings, including
collaboration to maximise drawdown of EU funds from the
FP7 research and development programme, progress on
current EU programmes and potential for co-operation on
future EU programmes.

Other key developments included the official opening of the
peace bridge over the river Foyle, co-operation on common
agricultural policy reform and on the all-island animal health
and welfare strategy, and the agreement by the two ambulance
services of a memorandum of understanding to provide for
cross-border assistance in the event of major incidents.

It was noted that the two Education Ministers are
undertaking a survey to review the sustainability of rural
primary schools in the border region. Proposals concerning
the relocation of Foras na Gaeilge posts to Gweedore

were discussed, and it was noted that there would be a
discussion on this at the next NSMC language meeting.

Progress on the Ulster canal is progressing incrementally,
with the planning process ongoing.

The Council approved the appointment of chairpersons,
vice-chairpersons and members to the boards of the North/
South implementation bodies and directors of Tourism
Ireland Limited. Ministers noted that the nominations that
had been brought forward would provide both continuity and
fresh perspectives to the bodies’ work. Details of members
appointed were published with the joint communiqué

and have been placed in the Assembly Library. Ministers
expressed their appreciation for the work of the outgoing
chairpersons, vice-chairpersons, board members and
directors and commended their significant contribution

to the work of the bodies. It was agreed that the joint
secretariat would write to them conveying thanks on behalf
of the Council.

The Council discussed the significant contribution that
tourism can make to the economy and opportunities to
work together. Ministers highlighted the success of the MTV
EMA awards and the associated tourism benefits for the
North. The Council explored opportunities to work together
to boost the tourism industry and maximise the benefit

of forthcoming initiatives in both jurisdictions such as NI
2012, which includes the Titanic centenary, the Derry City of
Culture in 2013 and ‘The Gathering’, a year-long programme
of events in 2013 driven by arts, sports, business and
community groups.

The Council discussed progress on a north-west gateway
initiative and agreed that the NSMC joint secretariat will
convene a meeting of officials from relevant Departments
in both jurisdictions, who in turn will consult their Ministers
with a view to a further progress report being presented to
the NSMC institutional meeting in the spring of 2012.

The Council noted progress on the A5 and A8 projects

and agreed that payment of £3 million will be made by the
Minister for Transport, Tourism and Sport to the Northern
Ireland Consolidated Fund in accordance with the agreed
procedure. The Council noted that the Irish Government
will now provide £25 million per annum in 2015 and 2016
towards the project. Ministers reiterated the Executive’s
commitment to the project and noted the Irish Government’s
commitment to deliver it on a longer timescale. It was
agreed that the relevant Departments will now prepare

a new funding and implementation plan for the projects

for agreement at the next NSMC transport meeting with
endorsement at the next NSMC plenary meeting. We would
encourage officials to work together creatively to see what
improvements can be made soon to the A5, as some
stretches are well below the standards needed for that
important route.

The Council agreed that a number of proposals to advance
the first elements of the St Andrews Agreement review

will be discussed at the next round of NSMC meetings in
sectoral format with a view to decisions being taken at
the NSMC plenary meeting in June 2012. A way forward
on the other elements of the review was also agreed. That
will include consultation within the Executive and the Irish
Government, discussion at the NSMC institutional meeting
in the spring of 2012 and final proposals agreed at the
NSMC plenary meeting in June 2012.
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The Council noted the background and recent developments
on a North/South consultative forum and agreed to finalise
deliberations on that issue at its next plenary meeting. The
Council welcomed work taken forward by working groups of
the Oireachtas and the Assembly, including joint meetings in
September in Parliament Buildings and in November in the
Houses of the Oireachtas, in Dublin. A further joint meeting
is planned for 15 December 2011.

Ministers approved a schedule of NSMC meetings proposed
by the joint secretariat, including an NSMC institutional
meeting in spring 2012 and the next NSMC plenary meeting
on 15 June 2012.

Mr Elliott (The Chairperson of the Committee for the Office
of the First Minister and deputy First Minister): | thank

the deputy First Minister for that. It seems to have been
quite a comprehensive meeting. There are a number of
issues, but | would raise two questions. The first is around
NAMA. Although it is mentioned in the statement, there
does not appear to be much information on it. | would be
grateful if the deputy First Minister would give us some more
information and the relevance of it to Northern Ireland and
the impact on the properties and market for properties in
Northern Ireland.

Secondly, | note that work on the Ulster Canal is
progressing. What agreements are there on finance for the
Ulster Canal project and has there been any agreement
between the Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland
Governments on finance for the Ulster Canal?

Mr M McGuinness: We had a useful discussion at the
plenary meeting on issues relating to NAMA, and its ongoing
work will have a significant impact here for some years. |
think we are all very conscious of that. We again strongly
pressed the Taoiseach for a dedicated representative on
the NAMA board to raise and highlight issues that are

of concern to us here in the Executive and Assembly.
Minister Noonan, who gave us a briefing during the meeting,
acknowledged our request. He agreed to consider it and
come back to Minister Wilson at another bilateral meeting.

11.00 am

We have continuing concerns about how trading businesses
are being dealt with by NAMA and about reports that NAMA's
response to some business plans has been slow, causing
undue difficulty. We will continue to monitor the situation
closely. We welcome the engagement that we have had in
the past and the new liaison arrangements that have been
established for our MLAs and MPs to contact the agency. We
also highlighted the fact that equity funds have expressed
interest in investing in companies and releasing them from
NAMA. We said that it was important for NAMA to embrace
these opportunities. There is an acceptance in the Irish
Government — Michael Noonan in particular — that we have
to work very closely on this issue, which is of such immense
significance to the whole island.

We noted the progress that has been taken forward
incrementally on the restoration of the Ulster canal from
Upper Lough Erne to Clones. The strategic environmental
assessment report and plan and the environmental impact
assessment have been completed. Meetings have been
held with the relevant statutory authorities, and the public
and planning notices have been issued. Assuming that all
runs to plan, it is expected that planning permission could

be received some time in the summer of 2012. Land
acquisition could then commence and be completed in
2013. The contract for the construction phase of the project
should be awarded in 2013, and the Irish Government are
engaged in a comprehensive review of expenditure, which we
are all conscious of, in which all of their expenditure is being
reviewed. So, officials will keep in contact with Waterways
Ireland with a view to advancing the projects to the fullest
extent possible within the financial constraints. The Irish
Government have indicated that they are committed to the
project but that it may be suitable for phased implementation.

Given the current economic circumstances and some of the
decisions that are now coming out of Dublin and are due
to come out in the coming days, we are all very conscious
that many of these projects are subject to finance being
available. So, until such time as there is clarity on what is
available, it is impossible to say the speed at which the
projects will move forward. Suffice it to say that we are all
very concerned, particularly when it comes to the Ulster
canal, that we utilise all our resources to ensure that we
have increased tourism, not just in the North. The ability
of tourists to travel on the canals throughout the island of
Ireland would bring economic benefits to us all.

Mr Humphrey: | thank the deputy First Minister for his
statement. He will be aware that tourism is vital to the
Northern Ireland economy generally and the Belfast economy
in particular. Given that there are significant anniversaries
and centenaries coming up, such as the commemoration
and celebration of the Titanic next year and the signing of
the Ulster covenant, can he assure the House that all is
being done by Tourism Ireland Limited to attract visitors to
Northern Ireland and increase the number of visitors to our
country?

Mr M McGuinness: We are all very conscious that we have
an exciting period ahead of us, given the issues that you
mentioned in your question. We are all very much looking
forward to the 2012 opening of the Titanic signature project,
which will be a world news story of considerable import.
Already, it is clear from discussions that we are having with
people around the project that even here, on the island of
Ireland and the North specifically, people are lining up to book
the facilities that are available. All of that augurs very well.

We had a useful discussion on tourism at the plenary
meeting. All of us are keen, particularly given the economic
circumstances, to boost tourism on the island of Ireland.
Additional funding has been provided to Tourism Ireland
specifically to help to achieve that. That will be discussed at
the next Tourism Ireland meeting. Over the next 12 months,
Tourism Ireland will invest millions of pounds in the most
extensive programme of marketing activity around the world
that has ever been undertaken for the North. We have had
some very positive stories on the tourism front recently, and
all of us applaud the huge success of the MTV Europe music
awards in Belfast earlier this month. | hope that we will
derive benefits from that in the form of increased tourism in
the future.

As we know, several major events are coming up, including
the centenary of Titanic’s maiden voyage, the opening of
the Giant’s Causeway visitor centre and the City of Culture
celebrations in Derry. It is important that we maximise
tourism benefit from those events. We have made a
commitment in the Programme for Government to ensure
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that those events are a success. That will be part of the
ongoing work of the North/South Ministerial Council.

You mentioned other commemorations that are of huge
significance because of their historical importance.

They have not necessarily been dealt with in detail at

the North/South Ministerial Council, but, in discussions
between myself, the First Minister and the Taoiseach

and others, there is a general acceptance that important
commemorations that will be of great significance to the
unionist community and to the nationalist/republican
community are approaching. We have to ensure that we
approach them all in a fashion that is consistent with

the incredible transformation that has occurred in the
North in recent times. We need to be very sensitive about
that. We need to appreciate that these are important
commemorations, and | hope that all of us can participate in
and be proud of them.

As part of the ongoing City of Culture discussions, a big
bid is being made by people in the north-west to get Fleadh
Cheoil na hEireann to Derry in 2013. That would also be

a huge change because it would be the first time that

that event has been held in the North. | think that the
discussions on the important upcoming commemorations
have been very sensible thus far and have been conducted
in a fashion that allows us to get the best possible results
for our people.

Mr McCartney: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Combhairle.
Gabhaim buiochas leis an Aire as a raiteas ar maidin.

| thank the deputy First Minister for his statement. He
referred to the A5: will he update us on both the A5 and A8
road schemes?

Mr M McGuinness: We took the opportunity of the plenary
meeting to express our disappointment at the Irish
Government’s announcement that funding for the project
was being deferred. We explained that having to revise our
plans would have a major impact on the local construction
industry. We noted that the Irish Government would now
provide €25 million per annum towards the project in

2015 and 2016. That came out of a discussion that the
First Minister and | had with Enda Kenny on the margins of
President Higgins’s inauguration. We told the Taoiseach that
the A5 project was of great importance to the people of the
north-west and would be of benefit to both jurisdictions.
Development work had been going well, and £40 million has
already been spent.

We noted the progress on the A5 and A8 projects and
agreed that a payment of £3 million will be made by the
Minister of Transport, Tourism and Sport to the Consolidated
Fund in accordance with the agreed procedure. We
reiterated the Executive’s commitment to the project and
noted that the Irish Government are also committed to
delivering it, but on a longer timescale. The key agreement
at the meeting was that the relevant Departments will

now prepare a new funding and implementation plan for
the projects for agreement at the next NSMC meeting in
transport sectoral format, with endorsement at the next
NSMC plenary meeting.

| encourage officials to work together creatively to see what
improvements can be made to the A5, as some stretches
are well below the standards required on such an important
route.

Mr Eastwood: Minister Varadkar in Dublin said that he
would like to see ‘The Gathering’ programme as an all-
Ireland series of events. Can the deputy First Minister
confirm that the Executive will support that?

Mr M McGuinness: Minister Varadkar raised the issue
during the North/South Ministerial Council meeting. | think
that the initiative came from a conference that was held

in Phoenix Park some months ago. There may have been
some misunderstanding at the meeting that it was part

of a Clinton initiative, but it clearly was not. It is an Irish
Government initiative. The challenge for us is to see how
we can gain from that. Discussions will obviously take
place between Departments North and South to explore
what it entails and what it is about. Given that an effort

is being made to encourage people to come to the South
over the course of that important event, it represents a real
opportunity for our Departments, particularly those involved
in tourism, to see how we can gain from it. The best way to
deal with that is for the Departments to meet and have a
discussion to see how we can gain mutual benefit from it.

Mr Lunn: | thank the deputy First Minister for the statement.
Back to the A5 again: | note the Irish Government’s
commitment to deliver that on a longer timescale. That is
fair enough. Is there any indication of what their attitude
would be if our Department decided to go ahead with the
necessary upgrade, not just for part of the road? If we took
a decision to go ahead and upgrade the existing road rather
than go for a full dual carriageway, how would the Irish
Government react to that? Do they have a commitment to
that project as an alternative to the full dualling of the road?

Mr M McGuinness: Let us not forget the A8 in all of this. In
relation to the development of our infrastructure in the east
of Ireland, right up to Belfast, we have roads of top quality
to deal with traffic that is heading off on ferries to mainland
Europe. | suppose the most deficient aspect of that route
is the route from Belfast to Larne. That is an important part
of the project. Both the A5 and the A8 are flagship projects
for the North/South Ministerial Council. | am not going to
pre-empt the discussions that are taking place between

the relevant Departments North and South. They have

now been charged, as a result of the decision taken at the
North/South Ministerial Council, to come forward with an
implementation and funding plan.

It is hugely disappointing for all of us that we have seen

the economic difficulties that the Irish Government are
facing effectively impact on what is a flagship project for the
North/South Ministerial Council. It was with every degree

of seriousness that the First Minister and | spoke to Enda
Kenny. During that meeting, he made it clear that they were
prepared to put £25 million into 2015 and £25 million into
2016. Of course, we did not stop at that. We pursued him to
consider how further contributions could be made and, just
as importantly, to get an absolute commitment from the Irish
Government that they are committed, over whatever time
frame they can manage it, to the completion of the project.

From our perspective, we have to see the outcome of the
work at departmental level. The North/South Ministerial
Council in transport format will consider that, and whatever
decisions they come to will have to be endorsed by the
North/South Ministerial Council. It is hard to know what its
approach will be. We will find out shortly. It is absolutely vital
that it is progressed as quickly as possible and whatever
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uncertainty is around the projects is removed, not least for
the benefit of our construction industry. Major companies
are sitting ready and waiting, and a lot of work was done
on their involvement in the projects, which will take place
in three stages. It is vital that we finish the work as quickly
as possible and that people can see how we are moving
forward. The commitment is still there. It is a commitment
from our Executive and from the North/South Ministerial
Council, and, until the Irish Government say differently, |
am working on the basis that they are also committed to
completing their side of the bargain.

Mr Spratt: | thank the deputy First Minister for his
statement. | want to go back to the A5 again and the fact
that the Irish Government had previously committed £400
million to road projects. The deputy First Minister has

just stated that £50 million has been committed during
2015 and 2016. You mentioned commitment, but has any
further finance been discussed or committed beyond that
period? The £50 million seems to be a drop in the ocean in
comparison with the £400 million that the Irish Government
originally promised. We hear that there is commitment,

but is there financial commitment? Have figures been
discussed?

11.15 am

Mr M McGuinness: The answer to that is yes. There have
been further discussions on that issue between me, the
First Minister and the Taoiseach. We do not yet know the
outcome of those discussions. You are right that the £50
million is only a small percentage of what was the Irish
Government’s overall commitment. The Taoiseach went

on the record — at UCD, | think — just a few months prior
to his Government’s decision to say that he would honour
the commitment to these flagship projects, namely the A5
and the A8. We are obviously conscious of the economic
difficulties that his Government are going through. We hope
that, as a result of the ongoing discussions between not just
Departments but the First Minister, me and the Taoiseach,
there will be a recognition that these are flagship projects
for the North/South Ministerial Council, that they are hugely
important infrastructural projects for the development of the
north-west and that we need certainty in relation to time and
funding.

Given that we met the Taoiseach only recently, | am sure that
| speak for everyone in the House by taking this opportunity
to extend all our sympathies and condolences to him on

the death of his mother. | attended the funeral yesterday in
County Mayo. At this sad time, we are all thinking about his
loss, as well as the huge fiscal and economic challenges
that he faces.

Ms S Ramsey: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Combhairle.
Like others, | thank the deputy First Minister for his
statement. Minister, you said that the two Education
Ministers were undertaking a survey of the sustainability of
rural schools. | welcome that work, considering the issues
facing education North and South. | would appreciate it if
the Minister would give us a bit more detail on where that
sits and the possible outcomes.

Mr M McGuinness: We had a discussion on rural primary
schools. It came up as a result of a concern raised by
Ruairi Quinn, the Minister for Education in the South,
about the ability of children from the Protestant community

in rural areas to access education, given the particular
circumstances.

The two Education Ministers told us about work that they
are planning on the sustainability of rural primary schools
in border regions. They intend to commission a survey to
establish the current and future schooling capacity and
need in border regions. That will include looking at the level
of demand from parents and young people in choosing
schools across the border. Officials are working on it, and
the Ministers intend to discuss it again at the next NSMC
sectoral meeting on education. The findings of the survey
will help in taking forward possible changes to legislation
that currently place border-based restrictions on cross-
border admissions and school transport assistance.

Mr G Robinson: Does the deputy First Minister believe that
there are further savings to be made on cross-border bodies?

Mr M McGuinness: Both Finance Ministers are very
conscious of their responsibilities to ensure that resources
are used properly. At the meeting, we welcomed mutually
beneficial co-operation as long as it is practical and adds
value. We are all keen to work together to make savings. We
agreed that, if there is scope to make savings by working
together, it is important to examine that potential. The
radiotherapy centre at Altnagelvin is a good example of what
can be achieved through co-operation. It was recognised
that Departments are best placed to identify how to avoid
duplication.

The Irish Government would like to share services where
there is overlap, and | understand that Finance Ministers
are exchanging papers on that. We all recognise that that
eminently makes sense. Where mutual benefit can be
brought to our people, on the northern or southern side of
the border, there is always a responsibility on us to look at
how we can make further savings.

Mr Nesbitt: In paragraph 8, it says that the two Ministers
will review the sustainability of rural primary schools in
border areas. Does the Minister accept that there is a real
danger that that process may compromise the integrity,
authority and clarity of the viability audit already undertaken
by the Department of Education of all schools in Northern
Ireland, which is currently the only show in town?

Mr M McGuinness: | have no doubt that our Education Minister
will factor all of that into his deliberations when carrying out
the consideration of school provision in border areas.

Ms Gildernew: Go raibh mile maith agat, a Cheann
Comhairle. | also welcome the Minister’'s statement and the
fact that a couple of big capital projects, such as the Ulster
canal and the A5, which both impact on my constituency,
were discussed. | ask the deputy First Minister and the
First Minister to continue to support those two big projects
given their importance in respect of jobs and the wider
infrastructure. Will the deputy First Minister update us on
the relocation of Foras staff to Gweedore?

Mr M McGuinness: The Member has taken the opportunity
to express her consideration — “concern” would be too
strong a word — of the implications of the A5 and the
development of the Ulster canal for the constituency. |
have already reported on all of that, and those are all
works in progress. There is no doubt whatsoever that we
all recognise the importance of further development, which
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can bring economic benefits in tourism and the attraction
of foreign direct investment to different constituencies
throughout the North, not least her own.

In relation to the Foras na Gaeilge issue of decentralisation
to Gweedore, last week, as part of the South’s public service
reform plan, the Irish Government announced that they did
not intend to complete phase two of the relocation of the
North/South Language Body’s staff to Gweedore. However,
the NSMC took a decision in April 2006 that 30 staff posts
at Foras na Gaeilge should be located in Gweedore. Of
course, the Irish Government have the right to review their
structures, but the decision has implications for North/
South structures. The outcome of the last NSMC meeting
was that full consultation between Ministers North and
South must take place. The issue will be discussed at the
next NSMC language sectoral meeting, scheduled to take
place in February next year.

Mrs D Kelly: | thank the Minister for his statement. The
Minister acknowledges the difficult financial and economic
climate and the fact that we are in a worsening recession,
and | believe that we expect more bad news today from
Westminster in relation to the Northern Ireland block grant.
Does the deputy First Minister acknowledge and agree

that the fact that we are five years on from St Andrews

and the agreement around a review of the North/South
arrangements represents a failure and that we have not
grasped the opportunities that are presented and are
achievable by strengthening and enhancing North/South
bodies? Will he undertake to ensure that the findings will be
published in 2012, given that the findings of the report from
2007 remain on a shelf in the First Minister and deputy First
Minister’s office?

Mr M McGuinness: At the plenary, we discussed the next
steps under the St Andrews Agreement review. The terms
of reference for the review are to examine objectively the
efficiency and value for money of existing implementation
bodies, to examine objectively the case for additional
bodies and areas of co-operation within the NSMC, where
mutual benefit will be derived, and to input into the work on
the identification of a suitable substitute for the proposed
lights agency of the Foyle, Carlingford and Irish Lights
Commission.

To progress the first element of the review, we agreed that a
number of proposals will be discussed at the next round of
NSMC meetings in sectoral format, with a view to decisions
being taken at the plenary meeting in June 2012. The
proposals include recommendations specific to particular
North/South bodies, including proposals for boards for
certain bodies, which were made by a panel of experts and
advisers to the review group. They also include outstanding
corporate governance or accountability issues in the review
of the body’s financial memoranda, and that is under way.

It was also agreed that the Finance Departments, in
consultation with sponsor Departments, will take forward

a feasibility study of the potential for shared services to
provide efficiency savings in the bodies and then report to a
future NSMC meeting. A way forward on the other elements
of the review was also agreed. That will include consultation
in the Executive and in the Irish Government, discussions
at the NSMC institutional meeting next spring and final
proposals being agreed at the NSMC plenary meeting in
June of next year. It was agreed that the full report of the

experts on and the advisers to the review group will be
circulated for information to the North/South bodies and
published on the NSMC website.

Mr Campbell: What relevance does the deputy First Minister
think the Irish Republic’s forthcoming term in the presidency
of the EU Council might have for Northern Ireland? | ask that
given the irrelevance of the deputy First Minister’s attempted
involvement in the recent Irish presidential election.

Mr M McGuinness: | think that that is called a cheap
shot, but that is not unusual from Gregory. Obviously, the
Irish presidency of the EU in 2013 was discussed at the
meeting. No doubt it will offer opportunities for all of us. The
presidency will come at a critical time in the negotiations
on several important pieces of legislation. It is possible
that Ireland will have the presidency at the conclusion of
the reform of the common agricultural policy and structural
funds, for instance. We have offered to assist the Irish
Government in the preparations for the presidency. We
have already placed one of our civil servants in the Irish
Permanent Representation, and others may be placed in
other Departments to boost specialist areas.

Mr Doherty: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Comhairle. |
thank the deputy First Minister for his statement. Officials
from the NSMC have been charged with bringing forward a
new funding and implementation plan for the A5 and the
A8. Can he give us any sense of when they will report? Will
Roads Service personnel be in a lead role, as they have
been to date?

Mr M McGuinness: That is a matter for the Departments
that have been charged with doing that, on foot of the work
at the NSMC meeting, to consider. The role of Roads Service
and those who are in the lead in the project will obviously
factor into the deliberations that are taking place. We all
understand the huge disappointment that there was at the
time of the Irish Government’s announcement that they
were not able to fulfil their end of the bargain at this time.
We must remember that, when the projects were agreed, it
was agreed that the front-loading would be done by us in the
first and second years and the Irish Government’s financial
commitment would come in the third and fourth years.

As | said, | will not pre-empt the outcome of those
discussions, except to say that it was hugely significant that
officials were charged, at the NSMC plenary meeting, with
bringing forward an implementation and funding plan. | think
that everyone takes great encouragement from that. In the
aftermath of the Irish Government’s initial statement on
what they were able to provide, there was some temptation
to think that the money would be spent elsewhere.

The media obviously had their field day with it. However,
they have all been brought back to reality as a result of
the North/South Ministerial Council’s decision. We cannot
forget that those are flagship projects for the North/South
Ministerial Council. The responsibility now is not whether
the projects will go ahead but how they will go ahead. That
is why people have been charged with implementation and
funding responsibilities.

11.30 am

You asked how long it will take. It has to be ready for the
next sectoral meeting of transport Ministers and relevant
Departments, and then for endorsement at the next
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meeting of the North/South Ministerial Council. The work
needs to be conducted as a matter of urgency. | know that,
even as we speak, those deliberations are continuing in
Departments.

Mr Beggs: The deputy First Minister referred to the offer

of £50 million or approximately 5% of the necessary funds
for the A5, which is the current plan. Does the deputy

First Minister accept that £400 million is a very significant
amount to have withdrawn and that there needs to be a
re-examination of the affordability of any such project? Can
he advise how certain we can be of the offer of £50 million,
given that £400 million has been withdrawn? What is to
stop the withdrawal of the £50 million?

Mr M McGuinness: The Irish Government have gone on the
record and made it clear that £25 million will be available in
2015 and in 2016. Yes, | absolutely agree with the Member
that it is hugely disappointing for all of us and for his
constituency, because the A8 is also a flagship project along
with the A5 coming out of the decisions taken at previous
meetings of the North/South Ministerial Council. The
challenge for all of us is to ensure that the commitments
made at the North/South Ministerial Council to flagship
projects are effectively brought to fruition. That is why the
present deliberations are ongoing with a view to how we
make that happen. As | said earlier, it is not a question of
whether the projects will go ahead; it is a matter of how they
will go ahead and how they will be funded. The Executive
need to have certainty that the Irish Government are going
to fulfil the other £350 million, which would be the balance
of the £50 million, in the context of those projects going
ahead. At the moment, our discussions are about getting
certainty from the Irish Government that they are as totally
and absolutely committed to the construction of the road as
the Executive and the Assembly are.

Mr D Mcllveen: | thank the deputy First Minister for his
statement. What plans are being made to remove from
Northern Ireland illegally dumped waste and return it to the
Republic of Ireland?

Mr M McGuinness: | know that that subject has received
much attention recently. | know that a lot of work has been
done already and that there has been good co-operation on
waste management and the very important task of removing
illegally dumped waste. The removal of waste from a site

at Ballymartin near Kilkeel has been completed, and work
on a further site may start later this year. Plans are being
made to deal with the remaining illegal waste sites. The
Northern Ireland Environment Agency has agreed a proposed
timetable for future co-ordinated enforcement and actions
and joint inspections next year. It is a work in progress, and
progress certainly has been made.

Mr Byrne: | thank the deputy First Minister for his
statement, in particular his comments about the A5. | also
support him in his expressions of sympathy to the Taociseach
on the death of his mother.

| welcome paragraphs 14 to 17, which refer to the A5, and |
particularly welcome paragraph 15, which refers to the
Executive’s commitment to the project. Will dedicated officials
be working urgently on the project to ensure that it can be
implemented through a reprofiling or on a phased basis?

Mr M McGuinness: As | said earlier, this is being taken
forward with the utmost seriousness. The North/South

Ministerial Council has charged the relevant Departments
with bringing forward funding and an implementation plan.
Therefore dedicated officials are working on the project, and
all of us are anxious to see its outworking. The fact that the
North/South Ministerial Council, the Irish Government and
the Executive have recommitted to the project should bring a
lot of comfort to people who were concerned that, perhaps,
the project would have been lost as a result of the Irish
Government’s decision.

However, at the same time, in the course of our
deliberations, it is very important that we get certainty from
the Irish Government in relation to their fulfilling their end of
the bargain. That is why, in the course of the deliberations
between the relevant Departments, it is very important

that the First Minister and | continue to engage with the
Taoiseach to ensure that any future elaboration on the issue
includes a definite commitment from the Irish Government
to fulfil their end of the bargain. We are all conscious

that although there will no doubt be some re-profiling of

how the road will be constructed, it is important that the
commitment will be implemented by any Government that
follows the Kenny/Gilmore Administration. That is without, of
course, presuming the outcome of the next general election
in the South. Whatever agreement is made, it must commit
future Governments in Dublin to the completion of the
project, given that we now accept that the project will have
to be re-profiled.

Mr Allister: We know from the media that, on the margins,
there were discussions with Enda Kenny about the
Republic’s facilitation of the IRA’s terrorist and genocide
campaign. Although it is good to press the Republic about
those matters, did no one think to ask you, deputy First
Minister, what you know about them and what help you could
give to solve those issues?

Mr Speaker: Order. The Member knows quite well, and he
has been a Member long enough to know, that questions
must relate to the statement. | have to say that, on this
occasion, your question has certainly grown legs. So | ask
the Member to remain seated and we will move on. That
ends questions on the statement from the First Minister and
the deputy First Minister.

Mr McDevitt: On a point of order, Mr Speaker. | make this
point of order with some regret. It has become a bit of a
trend in the House that some Members opposite and Mr
Allister are minded to make specific allegations about the
Southern state and its party to the Northern conflict. Their
allegations are very specific. Is it in order for someone to
use his position in the House to make an entirely unfounded
remark about another state? [Interruption.]

Mr Speaker: Order. | see this very much as the cut and
thrust of debate on all these issues. This is about how
Members should temper their language in presenting what
they want to say, more than anything else. | see nothing
wrong whatsoever when Members speak on particular
motions, such as private Member’s motions, on issues that
the Member has alluded to because | see it very much as
the cut and thrust of debate. However, when it comes to
ministerial statements, it is vital that questions be asked
specifically to the statement. On occasions, Members ask
questions that grow legs about ministerial statements. |
give some latitude to Members who go slightly outside the
statement but come back to the original statement in asking
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and he knows that.

Mr Bell: On a point of order, Mr Speaker. On a similar British-Irish Council: Indigenous, Minority and

point, is it right for the SDLP to make equally unfounded Lesser-used Languages

allegations against the British state, given that we all know

the reality of the funding and the failure to extradite from the Ms Ni Chuilin (Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure):

Irish Republic that led to the terrorist campaign ongoing in Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Comhairle. Thank you, Mr

Northern Ireland? Speaker. With your permission, in compliance with section
52 of the Northern Ireland Act 1998, | wish to make the

Mr Speaker: Order. What | have already said applies. We following report on the second British-Irish Council (BIC)

really should move on. This is about the cut and thrust of ministerial meeting on indigenous, minority and lesser-used

debate in the Chamber. Let us move on. languages. This statement has been agreed with junior

Minister Bell, who was the accompanying Minister.

| attended the meeting in Gweedore, County Donegal, on 11
November 2011. | represented the Executive as Minister

of Culture, Arts and Leisure, along with Jonathan Bell MLA,
junior Minister in the Office of the First Minister and deputy
First Minister. The Irish Government were represented

by Dinny McGinley TD, Minister of State with special
responsibility for Gaeltacht affairs; the Scottish Government
were represented by Alasdair Allan MSR Minister for Learning
and Skills; Guernsey was represented by Deputy Michael
O’Hara, Minister of the Department of Culture and Leisure;
Jersey by Mario Lundy, the director of education; and the Isle
of Man by Stuart Dobson, the chief executive officer of the
Department of Education and Children.

The British Government are represented on the British-Irish
Council indigenous, minority and lesser-used languages
group by Rt Hon Hugo Swire MR Minister of State for Northern
Ireland. The Welsh Assembly Government, represented by
the Welsh Language Board, takes the lead in BIC on
indigenous, minority and lesser-used languages issues.

I will now present a summary of the issues that were
discussed at the meeting on 11 November. Promoting the
use of indigenous and minority languages in communities
was recognised as a vital part of the promotion of minority
languages and the safeguarding of their future. Ministers
endorsed the findings of the conference held in Belfast in
October 2010 that considered and shared good practice
in the field of promoting language and culture in minority
language communities. The Belfast conference was
attended by practitioners and policymakers from all BIC
member Administrations.

Ministers agreed that projects to support the use of
indigenous and minority languages by young people, in
families and in the wider community should be supported
by Governments. Ministers also noted the importance of
adopting a government-led strategy to promote the use

of indigenous and minority languages, and they agreed

to share best practice in the BIC when developing such
strategies. Ministers commended the organisation of a
seminar for practitioners working in the field of promoting
the use of indigenous and minority languages among
young people. The seminar, which preceded the ministerial
meeting, offered an opportunity for Administrations to
share best practice in the field and to further develop their
strategies in that important aspect of language planning.

In response to a recommendation from the 2009 Jersey
summit, the seminar was arranged in partnership with the
Network to Promote Linguistic Diversity (NPLD), which is a
pan-European network that encompasses constitutional,
regional and smaller-state languages to promote linguistic
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diversity in the context of a multilingual Europe. Ministers
welcomed the opportunity for practitioners from BIC member
Administrations to share experiences with European
partners through the involvement of NPLD.

Ministers reviewed the work that has been achieved by

the work stream since the previous ministerial meeting in
2006 and noted its positive contribution in ensuring that
best practice is shared among member Administrations.
Ministers considered and approved proposals for the future
work programme of the indigenous, minority and lesser-used
languages working group. The group will continue with its
work in the areas of education, young people, broadcasting
and the economic impact of indigenous and minority
languages. It was agreed that the group should revisit

the field of legislation in the context of indigenous and
minority languages. The group will also focus on two new
areas, namely marketing and information technology, with a
particular emphasis on social networking.

Ministers tasked the BIC working group with identifying
further synergies with the Network to Promote Linguistic
Diversity to gain maximum leverage from public resources
in that area, and they asked the group to evaluate the work
that has been undertaken since 2006 and to consider how
the outcomes can be disseminated to stakeholders.

Miss M Mcliveen (The Chairperson of the Committee for
Culture, Arts and Leisure): The Minister made reference

in the statement to the fact that the indigenous, minority
and lesser-used languages working group would continue
with its work in the areas of education, young people and
broadcasting. Will she outline in some detail the group’s
work to date, the manner in which the work will continue and
the budget that is allocated to that work?

11.45 am

Ms Ni Chuilin: | thank the Member for her question. We

are actually getting an appraisal of the work done on this

to date. It was mentioned that the work done since 2006
needs to be evaluated. From the meeting, this is a new
concept, particularly the development of work around young
people and social networking, primarily using things like
Facebook, Twitter and MySpace. It was discussed at the
meeting prior to the formal BIC ministerial meeting, along
with the usage of it. We are anticipating an evaluation of the
work done since 2006 and an update report on progress,
particularly in relation to information technology and with a
focus on social networking. | assure the Chair of the Culture,
Arts and Leisure Committee that we will provide updates to
the Committee when we get them.

Mr Sheehan: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Combhairle. Will
the Minister outline whether there are any plans to share the
experiences of other members of the British-Irish Council in

regard to language Acts and strategies?

Ms Ni Chuilin: | thank the Member for his question. As
outlined in the statement, that is the intention. There is and
will be a focus on the legislative approach to languages,
particularly around strategies and Acts. | spoke to the Welsh
commissioner and the Scottish Minister about legislation
around Acts and strategies to help to promote and to
protect the languages of those respective countries.

Mr Swann: Minister, | note that the indigenous, minority
and lesser-used languages working group is going to revisit

the field of legislation in the context of indigenous and
minority languages. Will the Minister give her assessment
of the benefits of legislation that deals with indigenous and
minority languages coterminously, rather than as single
entities?

Ms Ni Chuilin: | am struggling with the Member’s question.
Legislation is not unionist or nationalist; it is for all. It is
about the protection of languages. If | am getting the Member
right, it is about how legislation will help to promote and to
protect the status of the Irish language and Ulster Scots.

Mr Swann: It is legislation about —
Mr Speaker: Order. Let the Minister continue.

Ms Ni Chuilin: It will also strengthen the links North/South
and, indeed, east-west. It is primarily about the protection of
languages and of their status.

Mr McGlone: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Comhairle.
Gabhaim buiochas leis an Aire as ucht na bhfreagrai go
nuige seo. | thank the Minister for the responses so far.

An féidir leis an Aire rud éigin a chur in idl ddinn? Déanann
si tagairt maidir le straitéis 6 thaobh an da Rialtas ar
leathanach 2. An féidir 1éi eolas a roinnt linn maidir leis na
straitéisi sin? Chomh maith leis sin, an féidir I&i cur in idl
duinn faoi na moltai i dtaobh an chlair oibre i dtaobh na
dteangacha is U Usaid agus na Gaeilge, faoi mar ata luaite
ar leathanach 3?

Will the Minister please give us some detail on the
collaboration between both Governments in developing
strategies for indigenous and minority languages? In her
statement, she referred to proposals for the future work
programme of the indigenous, minority and lesser-used
languages working group. Will she share some information
about the progress that has been made on both those points?

Ms Ni Chuilin: The Member said “both Governments”, but

I am not too sure which Governments. | referred to the
Scottish and Welsh Governments. If the Member is referring
to how the language of those jurisdictions has been
protected, | made that clear.

On the issue of the working group, we brought forward, for
example, the Liofa initiative in September. All the member
states were enthused and excited about that because they
are all at different levels of development in protecting and
developing their languages. That should form a part, so
the lessons learned from us — good practice, things we
could do better — will be shared. In addition, my primary
focus and concern is the development of an Irish language
Act and the two separate strategies. It will be one of those
issues where each Administration shares progress on each
development regarding the protection of languages. That
information is collated and shared with each Administration,
so we do not have to wait from one BIC meeting to the next
to find out where good practice exists or what works and
what does not.

| am not sure specifically what the first part of the Member’s
question referred to. If the Member were to write to me on
that, | would be happy to answer.

Mr Lunn: | thank the Minister for her statement. | appreciate
that there was a conference in Belfast in October 2010 and
some sort of summit meeting in Jersey in 2009, but does
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the Minister think that a ministerial meeting every five years
is sufficient to give the subject the priority that it deserves?
To satisfy my curiosity, will she also confirm which minority
languages people are concerned about in Jersey and Guernsey?

Ms Ni Chuilin: Each of those Administrations is producing
proposals for developing their language. Obviously, there are
difficulties with that development, but each Administration
that comes to the table is afforded the same respect. | will
not get into which language the proposals relate to because
that is not my business.

The Member’s question was whether five years between
meetings is too long. | cannot comment on what happened
before | became Minister. However, | will say that | and
each Administration have made a commitment to share
information where possible. It is not acceptable to wait
from one sectoral meeting to the next to share good
practice. Representatives of each Administration at those
meetings are genuinely enthusiastic about the development
and protection of language and about ensuring that every
language has equal status. | am happy to share any
lessons that we can learn from the development of all
that, and | accept that that is also the case for the other
Administrations.

Mr Irwin: | thank the Minister for her statement. In response
to the question from my colleague Michelle Mcllveen, the
Minister stated that work carried out since 2006 was being
evaluated. Why was an evaluation not carried out before?
What is the timescale for the evaluation?

Ms Ni Chuilin: You need to ask the previous Minister about
that. A unionist Minister was in this post — [Interruption.]

Mr Speaker: Order. Allow the Minister to continue.

Ms Ni Chuilin: A unionist Minister was in this post from
2007, so you need to ask your colleagues why that did not
happen. Under my watch, there will be an evaluation, and we
will share that with the Committee. If you want to put in any
specific questions in writing, either directly or through the
Chairperson, | would be happy to respond.

Mr O hOisin: Gabhaim buiochas leis an Aire as a chuid
freagrai go dti seo. To date, what discussions have taken
place on the Liofa 2015 campaign?

Ms Ni Chuilin: As | outlined in response to an earlier
question, | presented the Liofa initiative during a discussion
on sharing initiatives that sit outside the commitments
that Administrations and Governments have already

made on language progress and protection. The smaller
Administrations in particular were looking for ideas about
how to encourage people to get involved in learning and
development. | have to say that the enthusiasm for Liofa
was obvious, and | intend, through this format and others,
where possible, to ensure that the different Administrations
are as aware of it as possible. Certainly, the smaller
Administrations will come here to talk to people who have
signed up for and will learn through Liofa. Indeed, they

will talk to me and my Department about how they could
possibly replicate it.

Mr Dallat: The Minister will have noticed on her trip to
Gweedore that one way in which languages are promoted is
though road signage. | am sure that she also noticed the
signs in Wales and the promotion of Scots Gaelic in the

northern part of Scotland. What discussions took place to
ensure the promotion of Irish on road signs here?

Ms Ni Chuilin: | thank the Member for his question. For

the record, | have not been to Wales or Scotland but | was
in Gweedore and | did see the signs. My colleague Conor
Murphy introduced bilingual signage and made sure that the
Irish language was visible to road users. It is unfortunate
that that did not continue. At the end of the day, this is part
of the strategy and will be part of the Irish language Act.
However, as Conor Murphy demonstrated, you do not need
to wait until that happens before you do the right thing.

Mrs Hale: Will the Minister share with us any examples of
best practice for developing strategies to promote the use
of indigenous and minority languages that were raised at the
meeting?

Ms Ni Chuilin: Best practice has been that the strategies
have been brought forward. The Administrations have
consulted extensively and have asked language groups
and the wider community how those strategies need to be
progressed in respect of what Governments should provide
and how Governments are going to protect indigenous
languages. | spoke to Minister of State Dinny McGinley
TD, the Welsh Commissioner and Alasdair Allan MSP and
they are looking to review and to evaluate their strategies
to see that they are not just about value for money and
effectiveness but are doing what they are supposed to,
which is to protect and enhance the development of each
language.
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Mr Speaker: The Business Committee has agreed to allow
up to one hour and 30 minutes for the debate. The proposer
will have 15 minutes to propose the motion and 15 minutes
for the winding-up speech. All other Members who wish to
speak will have five minutes.

Mr Moutray (The Chairperson of the Assembly and
Executive Review Committee): | beg to move

That this Assembly notes the report of the Assembly
and Executive Review Committee (NIA 18/11-15) on its
review of the initial ministerial provision in relation to
the Department of Justice and the arrangements from
1 May 2012.

Members will be aware that the Department of Justice Act
(Northern Ireland) 2010 provided for the establishment

of the Department of Justice and for the appointment

of a Northern Ireland Minister to be in charge of that
Department. The 2010 Act provides, at section 2(1), the
terms of the appointment, setting out what is referred

to as the initial ministerial provision. Schedule 1(8) to

the Northern Ireland Act 2009 makes provision for the
dissolution of the Department of Justice. It dissolves on
1 May 2012 unless, before that date, either the Assembly
resolves, through cross-community support, that the
Department is set to continue operating from 1 May
2012, or a second Act of the Assembly provides that the
Department is to continue operating from 1 May 2012.

Members will be aware that this is sometimes referred

to as the “sunset clause”. The House will recall that on

10 October 2011, the Assembly approved a motion under
Standing Order 59(4) to refer to the Assembly and Executive
Review Committee the matter of the review of the initial
ministerial provision for the Department of Justice and

to make recommendations relating to the provision that
should exist from 1 May 2012. The Committee subsequently
agreed its terms of reference for the review on that basis.
Those terms of reference reflected that the timescale for the
review would be extremely challenging in that they provided
for the possibility that a second Act would be required by 1
May 2012.

The Committee agreed that the stakeholders for the review
would be the Assembly’s political parties, an independent
MLA, the Office of the First Minister and deputy First
Minister (OFMDFM) and the Department of Justice, including
the respective Assembly Committees. All stakeholders were
issued with a detailed stakeholder options paper, which

set out possible options that specifically flow from the
legislation that could be developed but may not necessarily
be a practical or viable way forward.

Those questions sought views from stakeholders on the
suitability and adequacy of the initial ministerial provision
and the arrangements from 1 May 2012.

12.00 noon

I will summarise the stakeholder responses. In terms of
the Justice Minister arrangements from 1 May 2012, the

Alliance Party favours that the Assembly resolves that the
Department of Justice is to continue to operate from May
2012. The DUP described that option as “worthy of further
consideration”. The Green Party, the SDLP and Sinn Féin
favoured the option of a second Act under the Northern
Ireland Act 2009 before 1 May 2012 to repeal the initial
ministerial provision — with all Northern Ireland Ministers,
including the Minister of Justice, losing office — and to fill
those offices by the d’Hondt process. The DUP stated that
that option was:

“worthy of further consideration...subject to a reduction
in the number and reorganisation of departments”.

No stakeholders preferred any of the other three options.
Those were that the Assembly resolves that the Department
of Justice is to continue operating from 1 May 2012, with

a subsequent Act; the introduction of an Act to dissolve

the Department of Justice before 1 May 2012; and the do-
nothing option.

Finally, a number of stakeholder responses from the

DUR the Green Party, the SDLP and the Ulster Unionist
Party raised the issue that the review of the ministerial
arrangements in relation to the Department of Justice
provides an opportunity to simultaneously review and reduce
the number of Departments in Northern Ireland. Following
its discussions on stakeholders’ views, the Committee
agreed that, on the basis that there was no consensus on
any of the options, the Committee would draft a report that
outlines all of the options and summarises the consultation
outcome in terms of who endorsed which options and why
and any other comments.

Although the Assembly and Executive Review Committee
(AERC) reached no consensus on recommendations to come
out of the review, the report clearly highlights stakeholder-
preferred options, some areas of agreement and some
options that are unacceptable. The way forward is for the
Assembly’s political parties to decide, through the First
Minister, deputy First Minister and other party leaders. The
Assembly and Executive Review Committee requests that
the Assembly notes the Committee’s report, and I, as Chair,
look forward to hearing Members’ contributions.

Mr Sheehan: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Combhairle.
First, | offer my apologies. It was intended that | would make
a winding-up speech, but | am unable to do that due to a
family commitment. | thank the Committee Chair for his
co-operation in agreeing to Raymond McCartney making the
winding-up speech. | also thank the Chair for his work in
compiling the report and the Assembly and Executive Review
Committee officials for their diligence.

The transfer of policing and justice powers to the Assembly
was accomplished after the Hillsborough agreement

in February 2010 because there was sufficient cross-
community confidence and support to do so. The initial
provision for the appointment of a Minister of Justice was
accepted as an interim agreement. However, Sinn Féin
believes that, from May 2012, a Minister of Justice should
be appointed on the basis of d’Hondt, as is every other local
Minister. Therefore, we support option B3, as outlined on
pages 59 and 60 of the report. By May of next year, we feel
that the Department of Justice will be well bedded down and
that it will, therefore, be time to treat the Justice Ministry in
the same way as all the others.

138



Tuesday 29 November 2011

Committee Business:
Department of Justice: Review of Initial Ministerial Provision

Mr Beggs: | thank the Committee staff, Assembly research
staff and legal staff who provided support and information
during the Committee process. The report is rather unusual
in that it does not contain any recommendation. Instead, it
appears to me that the review and the bringing together of
the report has simply enabled Members to acquire greater
knowledge of the situation and the legal position behind the
devolution of policing and justice and the views of individual
political parties. | suspect that it will lend increased urgency
to finding a solution before the May 2012 deadline occurs.

The legislation covering the Department of Justice is some
of the most complex that | have come across. There are a
number of relevant statutes, including the Northern Ireland
Act 1998, the Northern Ireland (St Andrews Agreement) Act
20086, the Northern Ireland Act 2009 and the Department of
Justice Act (Northern Ireland) 2010, all of which inter-relate.
That has been very difficult to understand, and the legal
background and opinion were useful.

It is a very sensitive area, and it is important that we get
things right, otherwise there will be unacceptable outcomes.
There is the possibility that, if we hit that deadline with no
proper means of giving authority to a Minister in place, there
will be judicial reviews of decisions taken by accountable
bodies. Accountable bodies, of course, include our police,
our courts and our prisons. That situation could affect all
those agencies and others. It appears to me that, without
the accountability of those agencies to a Minister in the
Northern Ireland Assembly, there would be no legal authority
to spend money or pay staff in our police, courts and prisons.
That is incredibly serious, and it appears that new legislation
would be required unless agreement is quickly reached. |
would have thought that no sane person would have set up
a system in that regard, so serious are those matters.

It is self-evident that, as we quickly approach the May 2012
sunset clause, which was agreed initially by the DUP and
Sinn Féin when devolution took place, a fresh agreement is
required. As we approach the deadline, we approach the end
of the ministerial authority that resides with the Minister of
Justice. It was not popular in 2010 to express concern about
devolving policing and justice in the circumstances, because
of the instability of the arrangements. Perhaps those who
questioned the Ulster Unionist view at that time will see our
concerns more clearly as the deadline approaches.

| expressed concern at the time that it would lead to political
instability in the future. There is concern in the law-abiding
community about the possibility of those who have been
convicted of terrorist acts trying to rewrite history should
they become a future Minister of Justice. In addition, it
would be detrimental to politics in Northern Ireland in future
were elections to become a case of, “Vote for us, or they
become Minister of Justice”. That would not be good for
stability, and it would further polarise politics.

The Ulster Unionist Party’s response has been that the
sunset clause should not be dealt with in isolation. Instead,
we should use this opportunity to restructure existing
Departments and bring about efficiency savings. We have
argued that there should be urgent inter-party discussions,
which would reach a suitable political accommodation.
Some favour simply the d’Hondt process, while others favour
the continuation of the current arrangements. Both could
result in the reshuffling of all ministerial Departments and
the associated need for any new Ministers to reread into

new Departments, which would be wasteful and, perhaps,
would limit the speed of the Assembly.

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

Mr Beggs: It is important as we go forward that we come
to a sensible arrangement. The Committee’s report simply
provides a backdrop to the situation.

Mr McDevitt: The SDLP welcomed and, indeed, argued for
many years for the devolution of policing and justice back
into Irish hands. It was a matter of great regret that that
devolution should take place on a fundamental inequality
and that the political arrangements, which were arrived at
in Hillsborough, should have created such an inequitable
outcome.

The review offered the House the opportunity to move
beyond an arrangement that is fundamentally unequal,
arguably undemocratic, and undeniably contrary to both

the letter and the spirit of the Good Friday Agreement, and
to agree a model that could be based on some degree of
equality, could acknowledge the spirit and the letter of the
Good Friday Agreement and would be self-evidently more
democratic. There is no democracy in our current system of
mandatory coalition, which says that 25,500 votes gives the
Alliance Party two seats at the Executive table, yet 94,000
votes gives my party only one seat or, indeed, 90,000

votes gives the Ulster Unionist Party only one seat. That
disenfranchises — quite literally, by definition — 150,000
people. It says that their vote counts less and that they have
less right to a say in the governance of the region. Why is
that? It is because of an inequitable arrangement that was
reached by Sinn Féin and the DUP to achieve the devolution
of policing and justice.

On behalf of the SDLR | entered discussions on the review
with a clear determination to seek consensus that would
undo that inequality, re-establish democratic principles at
the heart of the House and return us to the spirit and the
letter of the Good Friday Agreement. It is for that reason
that | argued for option B3, which quite simply means that,
at the end of April 2012, the Assembly would rerun d’Hondt
for all Departments. Those parties that have a mandate
and enough seats in the House to be entitled to one, two,
three, four or five seats around the Executive table would
be represented in accordance with their mandate. That

is the fair, honourable and just option for which to argue,
and | regret that we were unable to agree to it. The same
argument will be made in political discussions, which will
be convened by whomever and will take place wherever. |
suggest to the entire House that it will be the test to which
the people will hold us.

If the Assembly wants a system of government that is based
on consensus, consociationalism and true power sharing, it
must deliver a system of government that is self-evidently
based on those principles, not one that is selectively so —
that is, sometimes, except when it is not convenient, which
is when it is done another way — and certainly not one that
undermines the legitimate mandate of several parties in the
House and inflates the mandate of others.

Therefore, in conclusion, to continue with the current
arrangement would be the worst possible outcome. It would
enshrine a fundamental inequality in the governance of

the region. It would make the House and its arrangements
synonymous with inequity, anti-power sharing, all the
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principles that the Good Friday Agreement is not and all

the words that the First Minister did not speak of in his
conference speech. My appeal to colleagues is that, even
though we could not arrive at agreement in the Assembly
and Executive Review Committee, we must take the
opportunity over the next few weeks to settle on the obvious
solution, which is, for the time being, to do things in the way
in which the people intended us to and, in 1998, voted for
us to do, and that is to rerun d’Hondt for all Departments.

Mr Dickson: | am happy to support the motion and speak
on the issue in the debate. The Alliance Party’s overriding
concern remains that justice powers are devolved to

the Northern Ireland Assembly. That is the single most
important thing that the Assembly should seek to achieve
out of the debate. The initial ministerial provision was
probably the only suitable compromise that could be
secured, given the concerns that existed at the time. | must
say, however, that the current system has successfully
provided for the devolution of justice to the Assembly and
has shown a measure of confidence in the Minister of
Justice, which cannot be demonstrated for other Ministers.
That has been crucial, given the continued sensitivities
around the administration of justice.

12.15 pm

Of the options available, the only one that we can proceed
with must ensure the continued operation of that Department.
It is vital that the Department of Justice remains in the
hands of this Assembly. Devolution has provided for greater
accountability and ownership and much better effective
delivery than was ever available under direct rule.

| could go through all the options but, specifically, option B3
has been referred to, and | will comment on that as well.
We would welcome option B3 if we believed that it could be
properly implemented. However, even the exchanges in this
Chamber over the past few months have demonstrated that
the Assembly’s approach to justice may not have matured
sufficiently for that to be possible. Therefore, the Alliance
Party is in favour of option A, which provides the best
chance of maintaining the current level of public and political
confidence in the office. While it is clear that there are
anxieties around the devolution of justice, that option would
continue to ensure that the Minister of Justice benefits
from the confidence of a cross-community majority of MLAs,
which is imperative given those anxieties. For that reason
and those mentioned earlier, the Alliance Party’s preference
is for option A. You will also be aware, Mr Speaker, that the
Minister has offered his resignation in those circumstances
so that that matter may be put to the test as well.

Mr Hamilton: The report that is before the Assembly today
once again highlights the valuable role that the Assembly
and Executive Review Committee undertakes on behalf of
the Assembly. We may not always be able to agree on an
exact position as a Committee — this report is another
example of that — but it shows the Committee’s ability

to scope out, on behalf of the Assembly, the positions of
parties on issues that, to borrow the word that Mr Dickson
used, often have great sensitivities surrounding them. So,
the report outlines almost every party — | was about to say
each party’s position — in this Assembly’s position on the
assessment of the initial arrangements for the Department
of Justice and what should take place after May 2012.

Before outlining the Democratic Unionist Party’s position, |
want to address another issue. | do not think that we need
worry too much about the concern and anxiety and the
nightmare scenario expressed by Roy Beggs because, as he
pointed out, there is some sense of urgency to get this done
in the time frame.

It is the view of the Democratic Unionist Party that the initial
arrangements have worked satisfactorily. | do not want that
to be seen as a particular endorsement of the incumbent
Minister; | am talking about the structures in the context

of the sensitivities surrounding the devolution of policing
and justice. It is our view that the structures that were

put in place very deliberately have worked satisfactorily

to the extent that the hysteria predicted by some has not
manifested itself. People will have noticed that, since the
devolution of policing and justice, all hell has not broken
loose and the ceiling has not collapsed in on us. We have
shown the maturity to have policing and justice powers in
our own hands even after all the issues that unfolded down
through the years that made many believe that we could not
administer those powers ourselves. So, those doom-laden
predictions that were made by some have not come to pass,
not least because of the painstaking negotiations in the
early part of 2010 to put in place the very arrangements
that are now in place.

However, that has created an anomaly — Mr McDeuvitt is
correct to point it out — whereby the Alliance Party has two
positions in the Executive. That is easily explained on the
face of it by the fact that two different methods are used to
elect those Ministers, but there is undoubtedly unfairness in
that, and it ought to be addressed.

There are two options that the DUP believes are worthy

of further consideration by parties. The first is the
maintenance and continuation of the current arrangements,
which is referred to in the report as option A.

The second option that the DUP believes is worthy of
further consideration is referred to as option B3. It involves
a second Act and the Minister of Justice being appointed
via d’Hondt. We place upon that very strict and specific
conditions involving the reduction and reorganisation of
government Departments at Stormont. Mr Beggs has
expressed his party’s preference for a reduction in the
number of Departments, and we welcome that his party has
got in line behind the DUP’s leadership on the issue. That is
the strict and specific context in which we set our position
that that option is worthy of further consideration.

Mr Girvan: | thank the Member for giving way. Will he agree
that that the public want a reduction in the number of
Departments to make this place more efficient and that we
should grasp the opportunity that is presented to us?

Mr Speaker: The Member has a minute added on to his time.

Mr Hamilton: | thank the Member for his intervention.

Even an added minute is not sufficient to explore fully the
issue of reduction and reorganisation of Departments.

It is safest to say that the Member is absolutely right in
that, particularly at this time of severe constraint to public
expenditure, wasting money on Departments that many of us
will argue are unnecessary is an indulgence that Northern
Ireland cannot afford. | hope that we will have opportunities
to discuss that further and elaborate on it in the future. A
reduction and reorganisation of government Departments
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is the very strict context in which we set our position that
option B3 is worthy of further consideration.

In conclusion, the AERC has completed its work and has
drafted a compendium of parties’ positions. That is useful
to party leaders as they discuss the issue further and agree
on a final way forward for the Department of Justice post-
May 2012.

Mr Campbell: Each of the representatives who have
spoken has outlined the nature of the AERC discussions.
The Alliance Party representative made a relevant point
regarding the Justice Minister himself. My colleague

Mr Hamilton made the point that the functioning of the
Department is distinct from the incumbent. Mr Speaker, you
will be glad to hear that | will resist from going through the
calamitous events in which the incumbent Justice Minister
has engaged. That is distinct from the manifestation and
outworking of the functions that we have agreed.

As Mr Hamilton outlined, the DUP’s view is that a number of
options are available. The general public would seriously
question the Assembly’s discussions if we were not to use
every possible opportunity to look at the functioning of every
Department in this place. Therefore, if we can agree a
reduction in the number of Departments, we should. Members
from the SDLP and the UUP commented about previous
Administrations, but, given that those Administrations collapsed
quite frequently, | do not exactly hold them up as any
paragon of virtue of how Administrations should be run. Let
us look at this with some sort of fresh perspective to see —

Mr McDevitt: Will the Member give way?
Mr Campbell: Yes, | will give way.

Mr McDevitt: | seem to remember that, in a previous
Administration, you were Minister for Regional Development.
How many Executive meetings did you attend during your
tenure as Minister for Regional Development?

Mr Speaker: The Member has a minute added on to his time.

Mr Campbell: Thank you, Mr Speaker, for that extra minute,
of which | will not have to avail myself. | did not attend any,
because | did not need to. The issue — [Interruption.]

Mr Speaker: Order. Allow the Member to continue.

Mr Campbell: Under the St Andrews Agreement, as we are
finding out in a different context, no Minister can go off on
a solo run, because changes have been made. We need to
make further changes — [Interruption.]

Mr Speaker: Order.

Mr Campbell: — through the AERC. Hopefully, our report
provides a sensible framework on which we can build to try
to get an agreed structure. We all know about the sunset
clause. Hopefully, Armageddon, which the honourable
Member for East Antrim predicted, will not come about. | am
out speaking to people all the time, and | do not hear them
saying, “What are you going to do about the Department of
Justice?” In fact, | have not heard it mentioned once since
power was devolved, and there were those who predicted
that all sorts of things were going to happen. They did

not happen between now and then, no doubt they will not
happen between now and May, and they should not happen
post-May 2012.

Mr Speaker: The Business Committee has arranged to meet
immediately upon the lunchtime suspension. | propose,
therefore, by leave of the Assembly, to suspend the sitting
until 2.00 pm, when the first item of business will be
Question Time. This debate will resume after Question Time,
when the first Member to speak will be Sandra Overend.

The debate stood suspended.

The sitting was suspended at 12.25 pm.
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On resuming (Mr Deputy Speaker [Mr Dallat] in the Chair) —

2.00 pm

Oral Answers to Questions

Finance and Personnel

Mr Deputy Speaker: Questions 7 and 15 have been
withdrawn and require written answers.

Government Estate: Energy Reduction Target

1. Ms Lo asked the Minister of Finance and Personnel what
action he is taking to ensure that the energy reduction
target of 10% over the 2011-15 period, as outlined in

the government estate energy efficiency action plan, is
achieved. (AQO 868/11-15)

Mr Wilson (The Minister of Finance and Personnel): First
of all, across the estate, we spend about £187 million on
energy. Therefore, energy reduction is very important for
us, both directly in the Civil Service and in the arm’s-length
bodies, such as the education and health organisations.

We have set a 10% energy reduction target for the parts
of the estate that come under the Department of Finance
and Personnel’s control. We hope to achieve that by, first,
reducing the footprint of the estate. Do we need to use all
the buildings that we have, or can we consolidate into a
smaller number of buildings? Secondly, we hope to achieve
that by capital investment in energy efficiency measures,
such as smart meters. Lastly, we hope to do that through
behavioural changes in staff by simply encouraging people
to use less energy in buildings, turn off lights and be more
aware that, when they leave windows open and the heat
goes out the window, it costs the public sector money.

Mr Deputy Speaker: | call Mr Steven Agnew. Apologies,
Anna. You still have a supplementary question to ask.

Ms Lo: It will not be too difficult a question for the Minister.

| welcome the work that is being carried out. The initial
results of the pilot voltage optimisation project from the
various Departments indicate that potential savings of 6%
in electricity consumption are achievable. So, obviously, we
need to double our efforts to work the savings up to 10%.
Will the Minister advise us whether there is any particular
area that he will look at to try to boost the savings by the
extra 4%?

Mr Wilson: First of all, we have undertaken the pilot
installation. That has been tried in three buildings:
Ballymena County Hall, Clarence Court and Clare House. The
predicted savings were estimated at between 5% and 13%,
although the Member is quite right that the actual figure has
been at the lower end.

The equipment that we installed will have payback periods
of between two and a half and five years, which is a fairly
low payback period. We now hope to install the equipment
in seven further sites. However, it is worth noting that the
Civil Service estate accounts for about only 6% of the total
energy used. We have found that, in that part of the estate,

energy costs have been rising much less quickly than they
have in the rest of the estate, which accounts for over 80%
of energy use. In those areas, energy costs have been going
up by about 40%.

Mr Agnew: What research has been done on the benefits of
switching the government estate to renewable energy? | am
sure that the Minister is committed to that from the point of
view of reducing carbon, but would he agree that, as well as
the reductions in carbon, there are savings to be made in
the long term, in addition to the benefits of supporting the
indigenous renewables industry?

Mr Wilson: The Member knows that | am very committed to
reducing carbon and the carbon footprint of the Civil Service
estate. | just indicated to him the ways in which we have
done that. However, | must say that the Member’s question
requires a little more research. As he will know, energy from
renewable sources, especially wind energy, which seems

to be the main renewable source that we are promoting in
Northern Ireland, is much more expensive than all the other
sources of electricity. Let me give an example: the cost of
energy from wind is around three and a half times more

per unit than energy from gas. If, therefore, we are looking
at ways of reducing energy consumption and bills, the

one thing you certainly would not do is rely on a lot of the
untested and expensive technology of renewable sources.

| suspect that a far more effective way of getting energy
costs down — we have to do this, given that we have a bill
of nearly £200 million across the public sector in Northern
Ireland — is to use energy more efficiently.

Mr McGlone: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann Comhairle.
What discussions has the Minister had with ministerial
colleagues on the issue? Are savings being made, or are
attempts being made to save on the estates that he has
referred to?

Mr Wilson: The Department of Finance and Personnel is
responsible for the Civil Service estate, and, as | said, we
have made efforts to cut costs there. We have set ourselves
a target of 10%, and we compare favourably with other parts
of the public sector.

On occasion, | have discussions with other Ministers about
ways of investing to save. Indeed, many of the invest-to-save
proposals that came forward during the Budget debate were
around energy and the type of energy used in the public
sector. Given that the payback period for many of these
energy-saving methods is around two and a half to three
years, it is probably better to finance them through invest-
to-save schemes than through expensive, long-term capital
commitments. There are ongoing discussions with Ministers
around the invest-to-save agenda so that we cut down on
this important aspect of cost to the public service.

Business Premises: Strangford

2. Mr Nesbitt asked the Minister of Finance and Personnel
how many business premises in the Strangford constituency
are vacant. (AQO 869/11-15)

Mr Wilson: The information on the number of businesses in
the Strangford constituency that are vacant is not available
as data is collected at district council and ward level only. As
of 20 November, there were 582, 252 and 596 non-domestic
properties recorded as vacant in the Ards, Castlereagh and
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Down council areas respectively. | understand that all of
those will not be in the Strangford constituency, but those
are the nearest figures | can give the Member.

Mr Nesbitt: | thank the Minister for that information. |
wonder whether he will join me in celebrating the fact that

a long-term vacant property in South Street in Newtownards
has now been rented and revitalised as a vibrant Ulster
Unionist advice centre. There is, obviously, a downside, in
that, presumably, the DUP has lost one of its advice centres
elsewhere in the constituency.

As the Northern Ireland Retail Consortium endorses the
need for a small business rate relief scheme, just not the
one that he is proposing —

Mr Deputy Speaker: Could we have a question, please?

Mr Nesbitt: — does the Minister feel that there is a danger
that he might pluck defeat from the jaws of victory?

Mr Wilson: | do not know whether the position of this vibrant
Ulster Unionist Party office that has now opened in South
Street was strategically chosen to benefit from the even
heavier footfall that goes into the Alliance Party office next
door; maybe time will tell. Mr McCarthy is not here today to
verify that.

The small business rate relief scheme is an essential
component of what the Executive are trying to do to
revitalise a particular sector of our economy that has fared
very badly during the recession. The fact that it has had
widespread support is an indication that it is a scheme that
will be effective. Of course, there have been detractors, but
many of those who have criticised it have done so for purely
selfish reasons.

Mr McLaughlin: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. This is in no way a reference to the Ulster
Unionist constituency office, but has the Minister considered
100% rate relief on vacant properties, given the current
economic circumstances?

Mr Wilson: | have not, but | will tell you what we have done.
Many of those who responded to the consultation indicated
that we should try to find ways of putting vacant properties
to some use. The suggestion has been made that, instead
of immediately charging people the full rate if they take over
vacant properties, the 50% rate relief should be extended
for a period to give them an incentive to take over vacant
properties. That is something that | am looking at positively,
although it will be for the Executive to decide when we
present the final paper to them. However, it could have a
dramatic impact by bringing vacant properties into use by
reducing the overheads for new businesses, at least at first.

Mr D Bradley: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. | noticed over the weekend that the Minister
has taken to wearing dark glasses. Indeed, | would seek
some form of disguise if | was presiding over a Department
with a rate debt of £150 million. Will the Minister swap his
dark glasses for rose-tinted ones and tell us what serious
proposals he has to reduce that debt?

Mr Wilson: | assure you that | do not need dark glasses
here today, because there are not many bright, shining lights
coming from that side of the Chamber. The Member raises
an important point, but | would like to see some consistency,

not only from members of his party but from members of
other parties. Of course we have to pursue those who do
not pay the rightful tax that the Assembly has agreed to levy.
However, there is always a balance to be struck. In times

of economic difficulty, do we pursue those who have not
been able to pay their rates to the ultimate, taking them to
court, bankrupting them and putting them out of business?

| guarantee that, if we were to pursue the draconian line
implicit in the Member’s question, he would be here today
criticising me for putting people on the dole.

I hope that the Member understands that the issue is
complex and there is a balance to be struck. We will pursue
those who do not pay their rates. Equally, however, we must
recognise that, in difficult economic climates, some people
refuse to pay their rates — we go after those — but there
are some who cannot pay their rates. It is a balance, and
we have to make a judgement. Moreover, even though we
are in a recession, we have actually reduced the rate debt
burden, which indicates that we are pursuing those people
rigorously, but we have to have sensitivity and a sense of
balance.

Mr Deputy Speaker: The Member is not in her place to ask
question 3.

A5 Road Project: Funding

4. Mr Eastwood asked the Minister of Finance and
Personnel what discussions he has had with other Ministers
about the effects of the Irish Government’s delay in
contributing to the A5 project. (AQO 871/11-15)

Mr Wilson: | have provided a full update to ministerial
colleagues regarding the funding of the A5 project. The
Executive are now considering the implications of the Irish
Republic’s decision to defer and reduce its contribution to
the A5 project. We will consider how the remaining funding
is reallocated.

Mr Eastwood: Given that we are just getting some of the

details of today’s autumn statement, will the Minister give
us an assurance that there will be no negative impact on

capital spend in the North as a result?

2.15 pm

Mr Wilson: | assume that the Member is speaking about
Northern Ireland. Early indications are that, as a result of
the additional capital funding that will be made available,
the Northern Ireland Budget should benefit to the tune of
about £130 million over the next three years. We hope that
there will also be some positive consequences for current
spending. We are not exactly sure of the increases that
there will be; they will probably be fairly small. However,
at least our worst fears about a big reduction in current
spending but not a great reduction in capital spending do
not seem to have come to the fore.

Mr Murphy: The Minister will be aware of the importance
that was attached to the project by the entire Executive

in the North/South Ministerial Council meetings. It was
important in respect of economic regeneration for the
north-west, which straddles both jurisdictions, and the
construction industry, which would have carried out the
building work for the project. How much discussion has he
had with the Minister for Finance in the South to ensure that
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whatever commitment is there is held to and to argue for a
greater commitment in that time frame to secure as much of
the project as possible, given the obvious benefits attached
to it?

Mr Wilson: The Member has hit the nail on the head: it

is a project that straddles Northern Ireland and the Irish
Republic. It benefits both jurisdictions, which is why it was
the case in the first instance and why it must remain the
case that the project will have to be jointly funded. It would
be totally unreasonable to expect Northern Ireland to carry
the total burden for a project that will have equal benefits for
the two countries on this island.

| had discussions with the Finance Minister in the Republic
before the decision was made. | emphasised to him the
importance that we attached to the scheme and to the joint
funding of the scheme. Since the decision was announced, |
have had two meetings with the Republic’s Finance Minister.
The First Minister and deputy First Minister had a separate
meeting with him. In those meetings, we indicated that,

if the scheme is to progress, we expect a commitment

from the Government of the Irish Republic. The sooner

that commitment can be made, the sooner we can make
decisions about the level of spend and the type of project
that it will be. So far, there has been a commitment of £50
million. Although it is outside the Assembly’s current Budget
period, we will seek to firm that up and, of course, get a
greater commitment. However, the size of the commitment
will depend on the amount of work that can be done.

Mr Girvan: Will the Minister confirm whether the A8 project
will go ahead as planned, or will this announcement do the
same for it as happened with the A5?

Mr Wilson: The decision on what will be done with the
capital money in the Roads Service budget and on what
reallocations of that money there might be as a result of
the Irish Government’s decision not to fully fund the A5 will
be taken by the Executive on the basis of the decisions
and priorities set by the Minister for Regional Development.
It is not for me to decide the Department for Regional
Development’s (DRD) priorities for whatever money remains
in the roads budget after we decide how the money is to be
allocated.

Mrs Overend: Will the Minister advise on the Assembly’s
financial provision for this project and its planned phasing
over the next four years?

Mr Wilson: | did not quite hear the first part of the
sentence, but | think that the Member asked what the
revised programme is likely to be.

We have had no clear commitment from the Government of
the Irish Republic on any money over the Budget period for
which we have allocated funding. Since we have not decided
how much of the funds will remain with DRD, the Minister
for Regional Development will not be in a position to make
a judgement. At the end of the day, it will be his decision
which parts of the road scheme, if any, go ahead and what
the timing of that will be. However, as | said in answer to an
earlier question, it is my view — indeed, it was implicit in the
question — that, since this is a joint project and will benefit
both parts of the island, it should be jointly funded. Until we
are certain of what joint funding there is, it will be difficult to
make decisions about phasing, timing and what parts of the
road will be done.

INTERREG IVa

5. Mr Copeland asked the Minister of Finance and
Personnel whether he can confirm that all of the €70 million
of INTERREG IVa funding has been allocated to projects and
that there is no risk of moneys being returned to Europe.
(AQO 872/11-15)

Mr Wilson: INTERREG IVa has a total budget of £233
million, and, to date, it has approved 64 projects, which
are worth approximately £164 million. That represents
71% of the programme budget and leaves a balance of
approximately £68 million to be allocated.

The Special EU Programmes Body (SEUPB) is currently
processing 19 applications, and it is expected that those
will have been fully assessed by early 2012. After that, there
will be further calls for the remaining programme budget
to be allocated. The current forecast is that, when the
successful projects have been approved, INTERREG IVa will
have between £35 million and £55 million left to allocate.
If the programme fails to meet its EU targets, the shortfall
is deducted from the budget, and that is one situation that
we want to avoid. However, | must say that | am somewhat
alarmed that, at this stage, we are being told that between
£35 million and £55 million may be at risk.

Mr Copeland: | thank the Minister for his frank reply. Has
he given any consideration to approving schemes on a
reserve list, so that, if a scheme is knocked out of the
project for any reason, there is at least something else that
is approved and ready to be included, to avoid any money
being sent back?

Mr Wilson: | would prefer SEUPB to do its job and allocate
money to the areas where we expect money to be spent.

| do not want to find that we simply use that money to
finance projects that would be financed in the normal run of
events anyway. It is meant to be additional money, and it is
meant to have an additional impact on the Northern Ireland
economy. For that reason, | will press SEUPB to ensure that
it gets projects assessed quickly, follows up to make sure
that the money for those projects is spent and, where there
are difficulties, gives advice to the applicants so that quality
projects can be brought forward.

Mr Campbell: For comparison purposes, could the Minister
outline what the Peace Il programme commitment and
spend was in relation to INTERREG IVa?

Mr Wilson: The Peace Ill programme is meeting all its
spending targets. | do not know the figure for Peace llI

off the top of my head, and | do not want to mislead the
Member regarding the exact amount of money, so | will write
to him and give him the total amount of money that has
been spent to date.

Mr Lynch: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann Comhairle.
Has the Minister made any recommendations on how to
speed up grant allocations?

Mr Wilson: We have made some recommendations. | have
asked SEUPB about the reason for the delay, and it has
said that sometimes its economists do an assessment

of a project and then it goes to departmental economists
for their approval. Those two things running in sequence
lengthen the time taken. We now have a parallel process
whereby the economists from the SEUPB and the sponsor
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Department will look at the project together early on so that
there should not be that duplication of work. Hopefully, that
will speed up the process.

The other thing that | have been saying to the SEUPB is
that, if we are not getting quality projects coming forward or
if they are being brought forward and the SEUPB is having
to hold them back because it needs more information, it
should talk to the applicants at an early stage and tell them
what it expects to see. Those are simple things that need
to be done, and they are ways in which we can minimise the
risk of underspend.

Small Business Rate Relief Scheme
Mr Deputy Speaker: | call Mr William Humphrey.

Mr Humphrey: Can | ask Roy Orbison, sorry, the Minister,
if he could confirm that, having had meetings in recent
times and as the Committee has had discussions with
the Northern Ireland Independent Retail Trade Association
(NIIRTA), the Federation of Small Businesses and the large
retailer organisations — sorry, can | ask question 67

6. Mr Humphrey asked the Minister of Finance and
Personnel for an update on the benefits that the small
business rate relief scheme will deliver. (AQO 873/11-15)

Mr Wilson: Now that | know his supplementary, | will
answer that as well. The small business rate relief scheme
was introduced in 2010, and it was to help support small
businesses during the economic downturn. Since then,
the Executive have agreed to extend it. The intention is to
double the number of businesses that will benefit from the
relief. So far, those who have benefited have indicated that
it has had an impact. No formal evaluation has been done
because the scheme has been in place for only one year.
However, in light of the positive reaction that there has
been, | have no doubt that small businesses see it as an
important lifeline at this time.

Mr Deputy Speaker: Does the Member wish to ask a
supplementary question?

Mr Humphrey: Thank you, Mr Deputy Speaker, for your
perseverance. Given his discussions today with the

city centre management in Belfast and the Chamber of
Commerce, does the Minister believe that he can do more
to help our capital city in the difficult times that traders in
Belfast face in the run-up to Christmas and, of course, the
new year?

Mr Wilson: One has to look at the whole Programme for
Government; the small business rate relief; the freezing of
the regional rate; the amount of money that has been spent
in Belfast city centre; the vast amounts of money that have
been spent on improving the environment in the city centre;
and, of course, the activities in which the Executive have
been involved in in promoting Northern Ireland. Specifically,
that has helped Belfast with the likes of the MTV awards.
Next year is the centenary of the Titanic and the signing

of the Ulster covenant, and there will be events around
those. A vast amount of money has gone into helping the
capital city. The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and Investment
has indicated that, between now and 2020, she hopes to
increase visitor numbers to Northern Ireland to 3-5 million,

with an extra spend of £625 million. Much of that will go
into the greater Belfast area.

Mr O hOisin: Go raibh mile maith agat, a LeasCheann
Comhairle. How many additional businesses will be included
in the scheme?

Mr Wilson: As a result of the scheme, we hope to double
the number of businesses to be affected by small business
rate relief. That will be about 9,000 businesses.

Mr Byrne: | thank the Minister for his efforts to help small
retail businesses. Has he any further proposals for schemes
that might help provincial towns, which are suffering severely
from the retail downturn? Does the Minister expect any
benefits to come as a result of the Chancellor’s statement
today, particularly in relation to businesses?

Mr Deputy Speaker: Members should ask only one
supplementary question.

Mr Wilson: First, as far as small provincial towns are
concerned, my Department is dealing mainly with issues
relating to rates. There is the small business rate relief
scheme, plus the things that are attached to that, such as
the 50% relief for first year occupation of vacant premises
etc. They will have an impact on many of the small provincial
towns. Through DSD, more money is being allocated to
urban regeneration and town regeneration master plans etc.
That will also have an important regenerative impact. We
hope that today’s statement will have a net impact on the
Northern Ireland Budget over the next year in capital spend
of about £130 million.

2.30 pm

Health, Social Services and
Public Safety

Mr Deputy Speaker: Questions 1, 4 and 5 have been
withdrawn.

Primary Care Centres

2. Mr McEIlduff asked the Minister of Health, Social
Services and Public Safety how his Department intends to
take forward a capital programme for primary care centres.
(AQO 884/11-15)

Mr Poots (The Minister of Health, Social Services and
Public Safety): | am committed to investing in primary care
to make the health service more effective and to allow me
to move patient care from the acute to the primary care
sector. In the current economic climate, my capital budget is
not sufficient to allow me to progress all the capital projects
that | would like to. Therefore, | have tasked my officials
with examining alternative sources of funding to supplement
the projects that | can progress through the capital budget
to enable me to progress a range of primary care centres
across Northern Ireland.

Mr McElduff: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann Combhairle.
| thank the Minister for his answer and an earlier indication
that he will be creative and innovative in finding capital
money for primary care centres. Will he take into account
the distance of patients from the nearest acute service
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hospital when prioritising primary care centres where much

of the healthcare will be delivered? Obviously in west Tyrone
terms, places such as Carrickmore are very disadvantaged

because they are most distant from an acute hospital —

Mr Deputy Speaker: The Member knows that we must have
one question.

Mr Poots: Thankfully, patients in Carrickmore do not always
require treatment when they are in Carrickmore. Sometimes
Ballygawley would be more requiring. Nonetheless, it is
important that we provide as much care in the primary care
sector as possible. That is why | am looking at alternative
methods of procuring those facilities. | have established a
board in my Department, which includes members of the
Strategic investment Board, my staff and Mr Compton from
the Health and Social Care Board, to ensure that we can
move this forward.

Mr Beggs: Is the Minister aware of the urgent need to
upgrade the health and care centres in Carrickfergus and
Larne, given, in particular, the substandard nature of both
those premises and the need for appropriate space so that
medical professionals do not have to operate in cramped
conditions?

Mr Poots: | have to be honest: | am less concerned about
the nature of how the Member describes it. | do not want
glorified health centres or excellent facilities for people

to operate out of. | want facilities that will make a real
transformational difference to the healthcare system that
will help me to shift care from the secondary sector to the
primary care sector. | am looking for facilities where GPs
will be in operation with allied health professionals and
social services, with diagnostics available so that the elderly
person with a chest problem can get it dealt with at a local
level and reduce the number of people who have to go into
hospital, with all the risks that that brings, particularly to
older and vulnerable people.

Mr Eastwood: Does the Minister recognise the cash savings
and the potential for reducing waiting times should minor
procedures be carried out by GPs in primary care facilities in
the community rather than in hospitals?

Mr Poots: Yes, | do. Hopefully, when we have a report on the
way forward for the health service, the individuals who draw
up that report will reflect a similar consideration.

Kinship Care

3. Mr Copeland asked the Minister of Health, Social
Services and Public Safety to outline the level of kinship
care currently provided. (AQO 885/11-15)

Mr Poots: There are, essentially, two types of kinship care:
formal kinship care and informal kinship care. Formal
kinship care involves children being placed in care with
either family or friends, with the placement being assessed
by social services in health and social care trusts and in
accordance with what the law requires. Informal kinship care
is the care of children by family in circumstances where a
child is unable, for whatever reason, to live with his or her
birth parent or parents. In the main, unless child protection
issues are referred to them, children’s social services have
no role in approving the care of those children because the
extended family of the child has chosen not to involve the

state in the care of their kin. | emphasise that that is their
prerogative. They are not required to involve the state, and,
in many cases, they choose not to do so.

At 31 March 2011, there were 717 children in kinship
foster care in Northern Ireland, 336 boys and 381 girls.
Those formal arrangements require the approval of social
services, and records are kept of assessments, reviews
and social work visits. However, if children are being looked
after through an informal kinship care arrangement, social
services will generally not have any involvement with them,
and they will, therefore, not appear in official statistics.

Mr Copeland: | thank the Minister for a very full answer.
Does he agree that, in some ways, those providing kinship
care may be seen as saving the state very many millions of
pounds, and is it right that some of them are disadvantaged
when they reach the state pension age by the suspension
and withdrawal of certain benefits? Can he estimate the
amount of money that his Department would have to spend
to provide those services if kinship care were not available?

Mr Poots: Having children in the care of their families is
hugely preferable. As is indicated, this is not something
that we shy away from, and we provide that type of care for
717 children whose families are caring for them. Those are
children who were at risk. If, for other reasons, children are
unable to stay in their own home and other members of the
family take care of them, where those children are not at
risk, it is a different matter, and, therefore, there is not the
same opportunity for us to become engaged to the same
extent. We fundamentally seek to look after children at
risk, and | assure the Member that there are many children
at risk. That there are 717 children in kinship care, plus
many, many others who are in foster care or in homes, is an
indication of that fact.

Mr Deputy Speaker: | remind Members that they may each
ask only one supplementary question.

Mr Durkan: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann Comhairle.
Has the Chief Social Services Officer indicated to the
Minister whether there are any problems with payments to
kinship carers throughout all five social care trusts?

Mr Poots: | am not aware of any. The Chief Social Services
Officer has not made me aware of any problems, although
that is not to say that there are none. We try to make the
system as supportive of the children in the first instance,
and to those families in which we have had to intervene, we
give sufficient support to ensure that the children can be
cared for.

Let us be honest. We really do not want to have children
kept in residential care for two reasons: the outcomes

are considerably poorer; and the costs are prohibitive.
Therefore, let us look for the option that delivers the best
outcomes. If it saves money along the way, all the better, but
let us look for the best outcomes at all times.

Ms Lewis: What progress has been made in developing
kinship foster care standards?

Mr Poots: We have to be very clear about the standards that
are set. We will uphold standards that ensure that children
are well looked after, receive full appropriate care and be in
a place of safety at all times. A lot of those children come
from backgrounds where they have been in very dangerous
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and vulnerable situations. Therefore, it is incumbent on us
to get them the maximum amount of protection and safety
and the appropriate care at all times.

Mr Deputy Speaker: | remind Members that questions 4
and 5 have been withdrawn.

NHS: Winter Weather

6. Mr Douglas asked the Minister of Health, Social Services
and Public Safety what actions the health service has taken
to prepare for another potentially harsh winter.

(AQO 888/11-15)

Mr Poots: The health service worked effectively last year

to ensure that services were maintained throughout the
winter. Following those difficult and challenging events,

as best practice, trusts and other health and social care
(HSC) organisations took the opportunity to review their
plans in the light of that response. Consequently, all HSC
organisations have enhanced their plans, where appropriate,
in advance of this winter to ensure that they meet the needs
of people who receive health and social care services.

In addition, funding has been made available to trusts

to improve the resilience of health estates. Each HSC
organisation also participated in an HSC winter-planning
workshop on 24 October and tested its response plans in a
cross-government severe weather exercise on 22 November.

That included testing improved arrangements for identifying
vulnerable people during a prolonged spell of harsh weather.
The assessment of their needs will be kept at the forefront
of response arrangements. If required, key public health
messages will be reinforced throughout the winter.

Mr Douglas: | thank the Minister for his full response to that
question. Given the potential for severe cold weather this
winter, have specific measures been considered that will
take account of the most vulnerable people in our society,
including the young and the elderly?

Mr Poots: That is certainly a valid question. We have drawn
up a checklist to assist in the identification of people who
are or might become vulnerable in an emergency. We have
also held multi-agency meetings, and the assessment of the
needs of vulnerable people is a starting agenda item. That will
ensure that there is early identification of specific vulnerable
groups as well as monitoring how an evolving incident may
impact on other groups and cause them to become
vulnerable, which will enable appropriate action to be taken
at each stage of the emergency to address their needs.

Mr Cree: | thank the Minister for his responses so far. If the
winter turns out to be less harsh than last year’s, as experts
are now predicting, how quickly can the Minister redeploy
any money that is saved? What projects are likely to benefit
from that money?

Mr Poots: The experts did not predict last year’s harsh
winter. In fact, they predicted that we would have a warm
and wet winter. | will wait and see what the good Lord

sends us. | trust that it will not be as cold as last year. If
that results in savings, there are plenty of areas in which

we could spend money. Towards the end of the year, we try
to buy in more operations and reduce the waiting lists for
cardiac care, orthopaedics, and so forth. There will be ample
opportunities to spend any money that happens to exist. At

the minute, our total budget is around £15 million short. We
hope to make that up over the next number of months. If
we get a warm and wet winter, | am quite confident that we
will be able to spend all of the resources that are available
to us.

Mr Brady: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann Combhairle.
| thank the Minister for his answers. | have contacted him
recently about possibly using part of the social protection
fund to give winter fuel payments to those who are
terminally ill, including approximately 600 cancer patients
and 300 other people with terminal ilinesses. Will the
Minister give us an update on that?

Mr Poots: We are having ongoing consultation about that
with the Office of the First Minister and deputy First Minister
(OFMDFM). | know how keen OFMDFM and its Ministers are
for us to support some very vulnerable people throughout
the winter. It is a very worthy idea. If we can facilitate that
with some fairness, we will certainly do that. It is quite
challenging to identify those who are most in need without
excluding others who are in genuine need. That is one of the
challenges that face us, but we are wholly sympathetic to
that notion.

Obesity

7. Mr McQuillan asked the Minister of Health, Social
Services and Public Safety what action is being taken to
tackle obesity. (AQO 889/11-15)

Mr Poots: My Department established the obesity
prevention steering group to oversee and drive forward the
Fit Futures implementation plan, which aims to prevent
obesity among our children and young people. More recently,
that group has led the development of A Fitter Future for All,
which is a cross-government strategic framework to prevent
and address obesity across the life course in Northern
Ireland. The framework will incorporate action on food and
nutrition and physical activity to tackle overweight and
obesity issues throughout the population.

| anticipate that the framework will be issued in the near
future, subject to final agreement from the Executive. The
draft Programme for Government, which is currently out
for consultation, commits us to investing £7-2 million on
the framework over the next three years. The Public Health
Agency (PHA) is currently addressing obesity through
programmes that encourage physical activity and provide
information and support to eat healthily. The Public Health
Agency has actively supported the development of the
framework and will play a key role in its implementation.

2.45 pm

Mr McQuillan: | thank the Minister for his answer. What
value does he place on behaviour-changing programmes
such as the Motivate programme being run by the Northern
Trust?

Mr Poots: | had the opportunity, through the Member, to
meet those behind the Motivate programme, which has
delivered real and significant change. We will, therefore,
ask the Chief Medical Officer (CMO) and the Public Health
Agency to look at that to see whether it can be developed
and rolled out further.
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The challenge of tackling obesity is huge. If people do not
change their lifestyles, obesity will cause huge damage to
their health outcomes, which, in turn, will cost the public
purse massive amounts of money. People with that lifestyle
really need to change it and challenge their behaviour. |
should say that smoking, excessive drinking, overeating and
sitting on the couch are all part of an overrated lifestyle that
considerably shortens one’s life.

Mr Agnew: Given the importance of diet to health, what
work is being done by the Department to promote healthy
eating, including the provision of quality food in hospitals to
help to aid recovery?

Mr Poots: The Public Health Agency is responsible for that.
However, my Department has developed A Fitter Future for
All, which is an obesity prevention framework for Northern
Ireland 2012-2022 that we will publish in the near future.
Previous to that, the Department participated in the physical
activity guidance editorial group, which developed the UK-
wide CMOs’ physical activity guidelines, ‘Start Active, Stay
Active’. We have also been working with the Food Standards
Agency on food labelling, providing calorie information on
food menus, reformulation, etc. The Department remains a
member of the Food Access Network and is working with the
Institute of Public Health in Ireland on increasing awareness
of health impact assessments.

Let me nail the lie sometimes promoted on radio stations
that bad food is cheaper for families in need: buying low-
cost heavily processed foods, be they pizzas, burgers or
whatever, from local stores is not as cost-effective as buying
fresh vegetables and some of the cheaper cuts of meat. We
need to encourage people to cook properly and to provide
nutritious meals for their families as opposed to buying a
couple of items from the local store and popping them in the
microwave, because that will not provide proper sustenance
or nutrition.

Mr P Maskey: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. | would be grateful if the Minister could tell us
whether there are any plans to take more definite action on
bulimia and anorexia.

Mr Poots: The definite actions that will come through in

the new obesity strategy will obviously be aided by the

£7-2 million that we have identified and dedicated to that
strategy. It is fairly clear that this is not just aspirational but
something in which we intend to invest to ensure that we
deliver the results required.

Health Inequalities: West Belfast

8. Ms J McCann asked the Minister of Health, Social
Services and Public Safety to outline his plans to tackle
health inequalities in west Belfast. (AQO 890/11-15)

Mr Poots: The needs of west Belfast are significant in
complexity and volume. The area represents some of
the most socially deprived areas in Northern Ireland and
has significant levels of long-term unemployment, low
educational achievement and poor health.

Tackling health inequalities goes hand in hand with
addressing the socio-economic circumstances that prevail
in and affect people’s lives. The PHA’'s health and social
well-being improvement teams work in close partnership

with the West Belfast Partnership, Colin Neighbourhood
Partnership and other stakeholders to identify and address
health inequalities in the west Belfast area. Significant time
in the past year has been spent by partners engaging with
the respective communities throughout the area to identify
priorities for the investment effort.

A number of targeted programmes and initiatives are

under way or are planned through a range of contracts with
community and voluntary organisations. Those will focus
on, for example, mental health and emotional well-being and
cardiovascular disease in the Belfast commissioning group
area, as well as on supporting families through early years,
suicide prevention and awareness, and drug and alcohol
misuse in the Colin area.

Ms J McCann: | thank the Minister for his answer and for
seeing that social and economic inequalities are linked

to health. How concerned is the Minister that the life
expectancy of someone from West Belfast is six years
fewer than those who are from South Belfast, which is just
a couple of miles away? What discussions has the Minister
had with his Executive colleagues to make West Belfast a
special case and to introduce a scheme that would tackle
those inequalities?

Mr Deputy Speaker: Sorry, one question please.
Ms J McCann: Sorry.

Mr Poots: Thank you, Mr Deputy Speaker. West Belfast
reflects many other working-class areas, and we need to
challenge the fact that people are not living as long. Many
of those people make considerably more visits to hospitals
and health centres throughout their lives, which indicates
that they need to make lifestyle choices and that work
needs to be done from the earliest point in young people’s
lives to educate them properly and appropriately on how
they can lead healthier lifestyles.

The six or seven years’ difference in life expectancy is

not an accident. It is largely the result of people leading
lifestyles in which they eat poor quality foods that are highly
processed, high in fat and very sugary. They also do not take
the exercise that they should, and many smoke and drink
heavily. All those things impact on people’s lives. We are
prepared to work with the community to educate it, and we
will put more money into the public heath agenda to ensure
that that education process continues.

Mr A Maginness: | thank the Minister for his answer, which
was very interesting. It focused on public health issues, and
my constituency of North Belfast has similar problems. Will
the Minister reassure people and the House that he will
continue his good work in that respect? Will he avail himself
of other programmes such as Supporting People and
neighbourhood renewal to bring home the good work that is
being done in public health?

Mr Poots: | thank the Member for the question. In west
Belfast, for example, 46% of mothers smoke during
pregnancy, compared with the average rate of 11%.
Combating that is a challenge, and that is work for the
Public Health Agency. It is also evident that 50% of smokers
will die as a result of smoking: that is one in every two.
That is also a challenge for the Public Health Agency, as

are obesity and excessive drinking. All those things and

all those messages need to be kept in the public domain,

148



Tuesday 29 November 2011

Oral Answers

and even if it bores, irritates and annoys people, we need
to keep pumping those messages out. Some people are
not receiving those messages as well as they should, so
they are continuing with lifestyles that are hugely damaging
to their health and consequently creating a considerable
amount of work for us.

Mr Campbell: | commend the Minister for his informative
and concise answers. Some of his Executive colleagues
should take a leaf out of his book; that might help us to get
down the Order Paper.

Mr D Bradley: Which ones?

Mr Campbell: Does anyone want me to answer that? There
might be a few embarrassed faces around the Chamber.

Does the Minister expect the draft Programme for
Government to assist with tackling health inequalities in the
next two years?

Mr Poots: | do. For example, in the Western Trust, we have
introduced the Family Nurse Partnership. | was in the city

of Londonderry recently, where | met with young mothers. A
good start to life is hugely important, and it can make such
a difference. | am certainly prepared to work closely on that
with my colleagues in the Department of Education and the
junior Ministers in OFMDFM and to make interventions at an
early point so that children can get the right start in life and
be put on the right educational foundations.

| believe that we can make a difference over a generation.
There is a course of work for us to do immediately as well,
and it will be about getting messages to adults. However, if
we really want to make a difference, we need to get to the
children, and that is a course of work that we will need to do.

Mr MccCallister: | am grateful to the Minister for his earlier
replies. Tackling health inequalities is a very important
issue. Does the Minister feel that in trying to close the gap
between the most advantaged and disadvantaged areas
there are particular targets he would envisage setting to
help reduce the differences?

Mr Poots: At the minute, the difference is 7-7 years for
males and 46 years for females. From 2007 to 2009, male
life expectancy reached 76-8 years, which represented a
1-2 year increase over 2001-03, and female life expectancy
increased by 0-9 years to 81-4 years. That is what is
possible and achievable. It will not happen next year or

in the following year, but in a decade you can make a
difference, and in a generation you can make a considerable
difference. Thereafter, there is no particular reason why you
cannot close the gap.

Cardiovascular Disease

9. Mr G Kelly asked the Minister of Health, Social Services
and Public Safety for an assessment of the cardiovascular
disease risks to vulnerable people, given the high levels of
fuel poverty that they experience. (AQO 891,/11-15)

Mr Poots: Lower temperatures have a negative impact

on health and well-being. Direct impacts are increased
morbidity and a higher risk of mortality. Living in cold homes
can also exacerbate many conditions, including circulatory
illnesses such as cardiovascular disease; delay recovery

from serious illness; and adversely affect mental health and
well-being.

My Department is working with other Departments and
partners in the statutory, private, voluntary and community
sectors to address fuel poverty and its impacts on health.
The Public Health Agency is actively driving forward a
number of initiatives to support the fuel poverty strategy,
Warmer Healthier Homes, launched by the Department for
Social Development in March 2011 to target vulnerable
households that are most in need of help.

Mr G Kelly: | thank the Minister for his answer. He may have
dealt with this point in his answer, but will he elaborate a bit
on the priority for fuel poverty on which his Department is
dealing with other Departments? | appreciate that this is a
multi-departmental difficulty.

Mr Poots: The Department for Social Development (DSD) is
the lead Department. However, the Department of Health,
Social Services and Public Safety did participate in a

fuel poverty event organised by the Committee for Social
Development on 16 November to identify the work being
undertaken by the relevant Northern Ireland Departments
with the aim of developing practical solutions to fuel poverty.
The PHA invested £447,500 during 2010-11 to combat fuel
poverty. Therefore, we do see it as a problem, and it is not
something that is exclusive to the DSD.

Mr Dunne: What actions will the Minister take to improve
survival rates from heart attacks in the Province?

Mr Poots: The best actions that we can take are as follows:
first, we should encourage people to change their lifestyles
so that they are less likely to have a heart attack in the
first instance; secondly, if someone does have a heart
attack, we should get them to the nearest hospital that has
percutaneous coronary intervention (PCI) available, because
when you do so, you ensure that people can have hugely
better outcomes. If someone can get to a hospital that has
a catheterisation laboratory, have stents installed and the
clot removed from their artery, their chances of recovery
will be greatly increased. In fact, if people can get to those
hospitals quickly it makes a large difference, because every
hour that a person has to wait to have the stent installed
takes around a year off their life. That is why we need to
focus on ensuring that we have the right services available
in the right places.

Mr Deputy Speaker: Time is up. That concludes Question
Time.
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Committee Business

Department of Justice: Review of Initial
Ministerial Provision

Debate resumed on motion:

That this Assembly notes the report of the Assembly

and Executive Review Committee (NIA 18/11-15) on its
review of the initial ministerial provision in relation to the
Department of Justice and the arrangements from 1 May
2012. — [Mr Moutray (The Chairperson of the Assembly
and Executive Review Committee).]

Mrs Overend: | am glad to have the opportunity to speak

on the motion. As a member of the Assembly and Executive
Review Committee, | add my thanks to the Committee staff
and research staff for their work on the report. This report
contains a fair amount of research on the issue. Yet, as

my colleague Roy Beggs said, it contains little in the way

of recommendations. As someone who looked on from the
outside when the talks dragged on at Hillsborough and the
Executive did not meet for over 100 days — something that
the DUP/Sinn Féin duopoly likes to skip over — and as a
new Member of the Assembly, | hoped that such situations
had been left in the past. One of the reasons that my party
voted against policing and justice being devolved in March
2010 was the potential instability that it could bring in the
future. My party was attacked for doing its democratic duty.
Indeed, with the issue raising its head again, we are justified
in the concerns that we raised. However, the matter has
moved on since then, and my party has accepted that we
must carry on the work started by the Department of Justice.

The legislation is complex, and a new arrangement, which
should be agreed for May 2012, cannot be taken lightly. The
process of decision-making must be transparent and open.
If we create a them-and-us situation around the justice
post, the real danger is that the issue could produce more
political instability and more polarised politics. Agreement
on the Minister of Justice must be concluded before
Christmas to avert any crisis and drawn-out talks, such as
those we saw before the Hillsborough agreement. We have
a tight deadline, should new legislation be needed. There
should be inter-party talks now, not only on the sunset
clause but on all aspects of the Assembly.

As my party leader highlighted in his letter to the Committee
in response to the consultation on the provisions of the
justice ministry:

“this review now provides an opportunity to reduce the
number of government departments in Northern Ireland.
This will require more detailed all Party discussions to
discuss the out-workings and practicalities of such a
decision, which would of course include the Department
of Justice”.

| reiterate that it is a sad fact that the issue of policing and
justice will yet again be centre stage at a time when all

our energies should be put into creating and maintaining
jobs in Northern Ireland to help to redevelop our economy,
reskill our workforce and support our home-grown industries.

People want an effective and mature Government who meet
and take decisions on difficult issues, something that this
Assembly and Executive are not yet delivering.

The report highlights the serious and complex nature of

this issue, and | welcome its publication. Hopefully, it will
produce an opportunity to clarify some of the issues, and we
will grasp the opportunity to find a way forward in a timely
manner.

Mr Allister: This debate, in a way, is a mirror image and

the cause of government working or not working in this
place. It is indicative of the lurching from one expediency to
another, which of course brought the Department of Justice
into being and its present Minister into office. At the time,

it was patched together with total disregard for any aspect
of a mandate or respect for mandates. We ended up in the
preposterous situation of having a party with eight Members
gifted two Executive seats, while parties with twice as many
Members and almost four times the number of votes as the
Alliance Party ended up with one seat in the Executive. That,
of course, was done out of sheer expediency to get past a
certain difficulty.

We are now at the point of needing another sticking plaster.
So, what do we do? We refer it to the Assembly and
Executive Review Committee. What a farce. The Assembly
and Executive Review Committee will not make this decision.
The Assembly and Executive Review Committee will go
through the motions and produce vacuous reports such

as today’s, which tells you of this, that or the other option.
However, it will not make any decisions. It simply awaits its
instructions, which will come from the next Sinn Féin/DUP
deal. Then, with great gravity, it will consider it and find it a
fine proposition. It will rubber-stamp it, and it will return to
the House as if it were a creature of democratic process,
when everyone knows that it will be a decision taken not on
principle but solely for expediency, behind closed doors, by
the DUP and Sinn Féin. The Committee, of course, will lend
itself to that farce.

| ask the SDLP and the Ulster Unionists this: are they going
to be walked over again on this matter? Will they allow
themselves again to be treated like second-class parties in
the House? If option A is the preferred course of action, will
they again toady to a situation where they and their electorate
are insulted by the fact that the Alliance Party is elevated to
a post and they are excluded? Are they going to nod their
way through another farcical process in that regard?

Of course, there may be other options. We know that Sinn
Féin wants to run d’Hondt. That has sent the DUP scurrying
with a concern, because it has always boasted to the
community that it controls Finance, the most important
Ministry that there is, and that Sinn Féin will never hold

the Justice Ministry. Of course, if d’Hondt is run as things
are, Sinn Féin will hold one or the other. That is why Mr
Robinson has come up with the wheeze that we do not
really need a Department of Finance. In fact, in a great
revelation, he has discovered that government would be so
much more functional and efficient if we put the Department
of Finance into his spending Department, the office of the
joint First Ministers. It might be there to oversee every
other Department and make sure that they audit and spend
money correctly, but, in that way, the joint First Ministers
could administer finance and the DUP could take the Justice
Ministry. Then it could say to the gullible electorate, “Didn’t
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we tell you that we would save you from a Sinn Féin Justice
Minister?”, never mind, of course, that it had given half the
control of finance to Martin McGuinness. That is the sort
of expediency politics that we are headed into. It betokens
the dysfunctionalism of this House and the fact that we are
nowhere near good, solid, reliable government and that on
this issue, of all issues —

Mr Deputy Speaker: Bring your remarks to a close, please.
Mr Allister: — we lurch from one crisis to another.

Mr Agnew: It is, indeed, an irony that the Justice Ministry
post is the most unjustly allocated. Other parties taking part
in this debate could have been accused of representing their
own interests, but | do not think that the Green Party can be
accused of that. When we voted on who the Justice Minister
should be, we backed the Ulster Unionist candidate simply
because that is how we believed things should be done. We
believe that the Justice Ministry should be treated like any
other and allocated under d’Hondt.

Mr Campbell: The Member said that the Green Party
believed that it should be treated in the same way as any
other party. He also said that it should have been treated
equally under d’Hondt, but does he not agree that, if it had
been treated equally under d’Hondt, the SDLP would have
got the Justice Ministry? Why, then, did he back the Ulster
Unionists?

Mr Agnew: If our mathematics were wrong, | apologise for
that, but it was a principled position. As things stand and

in terms of our own interests, | could put myself forward as
Justice Minister, and, if it were the will of this Assembly, |
could be Justice Minister. [Interruption.] Indeed, so could my
colleagues Mr Allister or David McClarty. Mr Allister might
have a tough time. [Laughter.]

At the DUP conference at the weekend, we heard the First
Minister say that, if we want a better society, it cannot be
about “them and us”. | agree with that sentiment, and that
is why we must end the system that was designed to ensure
that it cannot be “them”. In other words, from the DUP point
of view, it cannot be Sinn Féin and, from the Sinn Féin point
of view, it cannot be the DUR The system was designed to
keep those parties out. The Green Party cannot support
that type of governance. Indeed, | am surprised that my
colleagues in the Alliance Party are willing to continue to
support that system.

Although | appreciate that, at the time, as Mr Allister has
pointed out, the mechanism was put in place to ensure that
justice was devolved — my party supported the devolution
of justice — now is the time to move on and, indeed,
forward into a more normalised form of government. The
First Minister called for that at his party conference. We
must work towards that. To bring the Justice Ministry under
d’Hondt would do just that and bring us one step closer to
normalised government in Northern Ireland.

Another anomaly in the system that needs to be addressed
is that parties in the Assembly do not have to publish their
political donations. If we are truly committed to normalised
governance, we should get rid of that anomaly and provide
full transparency to the electorate on how political parties
are funded.

The Green Party supports option B3. We want to see the
rerunning of d’Hondt, with the Justice Ministry to be included
in that. We also support proposals for a reduction in the
number of Departments. However, my party does not believe
that the rerunning of d’Hondt should be conditional on a
reduction in the number of Departments. In our view, that
could be a de facto way to support the status quo, which to
us is unacceptable.

Ultimately, our key objective should be to normalise the
political process in Northern Ireland. Bringing the Justice
Ministry under d’Hondt and treating it in the same way as
any other Ministry is the best way to do that.

Mr Givan: My colleagues have outlined our party’s position
on the issue and how we believe that it should be taken
forward. As a party, we have been consistent about the
devolution of policing and justice. That has been supported
by our party throughout all its different levels and structures.
Indeed, when Mr Allister was a member of our party, he,

too, supported the devolution of policing and justice. He
canvassed for it. He got people to support it.

| have listened with interest to some of the commentary
during the debate. | listened to Mr Allister when he talked
about the issues that he has raised in the Chamber. |
thought that pantomime season had started early this year.

| wonder whether this place is becoming a soap opera for Mr
Allister to entertain people, because there is no substance
to what he says.

Mr Poots: The pantomime that is most attributable to

Mr Allister is ‘Snow White and the Seven Dwarves’. He
perceives himself as Snow White. The seven dwarves
represent the number of votes that his colleagues got in the
election. Unfortunately —

Mr Allister: What about the snowmen?

Mr Deputy Speaker: Order. The Member will resume his
seat. The other Member will stop shouting across the
Chamber. All of us will return to the motion.

Mr Poots: Unfortunately, Dopey appears to have been the
one who advised Mr Allister that Sinn Féin would be in control
of policing and justice. Clearly, that has not been the case.

Mr Givan: | thank the Member for his intervention. During
the debate, Members mentioned the anomaly by which the
Alliance Party holds two Ministries, given the number of
votes that it received compared with other parties. There

is a valid point in that. | believe that everyone would agree.

| listened to Mr Allister’s contribution on that issue. | ask
myself how he proposes to fix it. Is he saying that the only
way to fix it under current rules is to run d’Hondt? Therefore,
does he support d’Hondt?

Mr Allister: My position is clear: | would never have a
Justice Ministry within the confines of a terrorist-inclusive
Government — period.

Mr Givan: Of course, then —

Mr Deputy Speaker: Sorry. The Member must resume his
seat. | ask again for moderation and good language.

Mr Givan: That verifies the point that my party makes
consistently, which is that the Member wants direct rule.
What he wants is to hand power back to a Government who
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have neglected the interests of the unionist community for
decades. He wants to hand power back to them and leave
unionism powerless and with its destiny out of its own
hands. My party does not subscribe to that position.

3.15 pm
Mr A Maginness: Will the Member give way?
Mr Givan: Yes, | will give way.

Mr A Maginness: Does the Member agree that the

present position is grossly unfair to the SDLP and the
Ulster Unionists and that the system was effectively
gerrymandered in favour of the Alliance Party? Indeed, does
he agree with the First Minister who said recently that the
situation was fundamentally unfair?

Mr Givan: Yes. | agree that it is an unfair system. However,
it was a democratic decision by the people who put us here,
and the Assembly voted for the circumstances that we are
now in. That is not gerrymandering; that is the democratic
process. | appreciate that the Member opposite does not
like to recognise that his party is no longer in control and
that circumstances have changed, but that is the way it is.
The Assembly is operating St Andrews Agreement-style, not
Good Friday Agreement-style, and Members need to take
cognisance of that when we look at these issues.

| am sure that the Member will have taken the free advice
provided by Mr Allister about his party’s position. However,
it is interesting that the SDLP now wants fairness in the
allocation of —

Mr A Maginness: Will the Member give way?
Mr Givan: No, | will not give way any further.

It is interesting that the Member opposite now wants
fairness in the allocation of positions. Maybe that will allow
the SDLP and the Ulster Unionists the opportunity to say,
“We will work the Executive and stay in the Executive”,
because they do not seem to know their position on that.
So, there is irony in the comments that are being made
today in the Chamber.

A comment was made that this will be worked out at a
higher level than the AERC and that this report was a sham.
Interestingly enough, Mr Allister never made a submission
to the AERC. When the opportunity was available for political
parties to give their opinion on how this should operate,

Mr Allister did not make a single contribution. However, he
will now sit and try to pick holes, but he never provides a
solution. He talked about the gullible electorate, but it is he
who feels that the electorate is gullible. However, the last
election showed that it was not gullible when it voted for this
party and rejected his party. At that point, enough has been
said.

Mr McCartney: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Comhairle. | preface my remarks by thanking the Chair,
Stephen Moutray, for bringing the report in front of the
Assembly on behalf of the Committee. As Pat Sheehan, the
Deputy Chair, is absent, | am making a winding-up speech on
behalf of the Committee.

The report represents the fulfilment of the matter referred
to the Assembly and Executive Review Committee by the
Assembly on 10 October 2011, which said:

“That, pursuant to Standing Order 59(4)(b), this Assembly
refers to the Assembly and Executive Review Committee
the matter of a review of the initial ministerial provision in
relation to the Department of Justice; and agrees that the
Committee should make recommendations relating to the
provision that should exist from 1 May 2012.”"— [Official
Report, Bound Volume 67, p149, col 1].

As the Chairperson said this morning, no broad consensus
could be reached on recommendations relating to the
ministerial provision that should exist from 1 May 2012.
However, the correct process of consultation with key
stakeholders was followed, and the preferences of the
stakeholders on the various options have been clearly set
out in the Committee’s report on the review.

| thank Members for their contributions today. In total, 10
Members spoke, and | do not feel that | have to repeat
their positions. Each party outlined its position, and those
are in the report. Only one Member’s party did not make a
contribution to the Committee throughout its consideration,
but he certainly gave his views on what he felt was the
best way forward or, indeed, the no way forward. We have to
allow for some indulgence, and political rivalry maybe came
to the fore at the latter stages of the debate, but, in the
main, the party representatives and spokespersons outlined
their respective positions, which are clearly reflected in the
report.

On behalf of the Committee, | thank the Committee staff,
who assisted the Committee in the review and in the
production of the report. Their patience and diligence is to
be commended. As the Chairperson of the Committee said,
the issue is now for the Assembly’s political parties, through
the Office of the First Minister and deputy First Minister. |
ask that the Assembly notes the Committee’s report.

Question put and agreed to.
Resolved:

That this Assembly notes the report of the Assembly
and Executive Review Committee (NIA 18/11-15) on its
review of the initial ministerial provision in relation to
the Department of Justice and the arrangements from
1 May 2012.
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Mr Deputy Speaker: The Business Committee has agreed
to allow up to one hour and 30 minutes for the debate.

The proposer will have 10 minutes in which to propose

the motion and 10 minutes in which to make a winding-up
speech. All other Members who are called to speak will have
five minutes.

Mr Givan: | beg to move

That this Assembly recognises that older and vulnerable
people are deserving of respect and safety in their
homes; and calls on the Minister of Justice to introduce
legislation to impose mandatory minimum prison
sentences for people who are found guilty of violent
crimes against older or vulnerable people.

Many Members will have to deal with this issue at
constituency level. In the various forms of media, the
attacks on the elderly that take place are highlighted
regularly. Clearly, it is a concern that is raised. The Executive
have reflected on that concern in the draft Programme for
Government, which makes it clear that the matter will be
taken forward during the lifetime of this Assembly mandate.
Therefore, there is a need to consider these issues, but we
need to do it in a non-emotive fashion. Obviously, emotions
can run high when we discuss this type of issue, but | want
to go through the issues in a non-emotive fashion and try to
make the points clearly on why we have tabled the motion.

There are a number of reasons. First, as everyone will agree,
public confidence in the sentencing that is administered

is low, and there is a greater need for deterrence. Public
confidence may be low for a number of reasons. | accept
that there is a lack of understanding among the public

about how the court system operates. In my role as Chair

of the Committee for Justice, | am learning every day how
that system operates, and the more | see how it works, the
better my understanding. Clearly, there is a job of work to

be done to get that understanding of the systems that are

in place and the sentences that are administered to the
wider community. That is why we said that the introduction
of some form of televising of court proceedings — perhaps
of the sentence being given out — could be provided for

so that the public can get a real feeling of what goes on in
the courtroom and how decisions have been reached. That
could go some way to helping the community to gain a better
understanding.

Work has been taken forward on getting consistency in
sentencing. The Minister put out for consultation proposals
on sentencing guidance. | welcomed that as a positive
step. Likewise, the Lord Chief Justice has considered

the issue and has taken forward work on it. Now, the two
have been able to dovetail together, and that is the right
approach. | put on record my appreciation of how the Lord
Chief Justice is handling the issue. | have met Sir Declan
Morgan, and we have talked about the issue. He is opening
up the office and engaging with the community in a way
that has not happened before. That is to be welcomed,

and efforts are being made in recognition of the fact that
the judiciary is very much part of our society and that
engagement with society is vital. That in no way diminishes
judicial independence, which is critical and which our party

and, | think, everyone in the Chamber will always defend.
Ultimately, it is for the judiciary to take a decision, but

it must be within the framework that we, the politicians,
decide. That is where the issue of mandatory sentencing
comes in.

The Lord Chief Justice is reviewing a number of issues, and

| share the frustration that, | believe, is implied with issues
such as fuel laundering, which is being brought into the
review. We heard evidence in the Justice Committee that, in
the past decade, there were 40 prosecutions of individuals
engaged in that activity but only four led to a custodial
sentence. Those four were in 2001-02. Yet, whenever

we compare that to similar incidents in England, we see
that the majority of such cases there led to a custodial
sentence. The Lord Chief Justice has agreed that that issue,
for example, will be brought into the review, as the specialist
unit that he established to review sentencing will consider it.
| think that the reason for that is that guidance can usually
be provided through the Court of Appeal whenever cases
that are deemed unduly lenient are referred to it. That did
not happen in those types of cases. Therefore, the Lord
Chief Justice has brought that issue into the unit that he
established to consider the matter. That is welcome and to
be commended. Good work is taking place, and | support
that.

On this issue, however, we need to send a clear message
about attacks on older people — or senior citizens, as the
Ulster Unionist Member for Upper Bann would clearly prefer
older people to be called. On ‘Stormont Today’ last night,
he seemed to make a particular issue of that. We need to
send a clear message that attacks on the elderly will not be
tolerated and that, if you attack an elderly person, you will
go to jail. Therefore, we believe that a mandatory minimum
sentence would be an approach that could be used to
convey that message.

We are raising the issue and putting it out there. Members
may agree with that approach or they may not. However,

it is a real issue that is recognised in the Programme for
Government, and | think that it is welcome that it is being
debated. We should work together to find a mechanism

that would be the best approach to dealing with this. In

my constituency last week, an elderly couple — one who

is 71 years of age and one who is 67 — had their house
broken into. Five masked individuals physically pushed them
through the door to get access, and that elderly couple was
left traumatised. An attack on an elderly person is not the
same as an attack on somebody of my age. It leaves them
mentally traumatised and living in fear of crime in a way that
does not affect other sections of the community. That is a
category in our society that merits additional support and
recognition in the judicial system. Therefore, we are putting
this motion before the House today.

Mr McLaughlin: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. | congratulate our colleagues on the opposite
Benches for bringing this motion and for putting the
spotlight on the vicious and pernicious litany of attacks on
senior citizens, especially bearing in mind the occasions
when we have seen them on television and can actually see
the physical damage. However, we have some difficulties
with the motion. | want to take a bit of time to explain that,
although | very much welcome the proposer’s reference

to the need for us to work together to come up with an
appropriate response. | have two main reasons for being
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concerned about the wording of the motion, but | wish to be
very clear about the absolute requirement for the Assembly
to agree an urgent and absolute response to these cowardly
attacks and to do so appropriately and effectively.

The first concern relates to mandatory sentences. In

our research, we found no example where that type of
prescriptive approach was found to be either appropriate or
effective.

There are many examples of this absolutely cowardly and
vicious — as | described it earlier — phenomenon that has
emerged in our society. However, there are no examples

of the mandatory sentence approach having the desired
deterrent effect. Given that we are working on this together,
we have to consider —

3.30 pm

Mr Weir: | thank the Member for giving way. | appreciate that
there probably are not examples of mandatory sentences for
this type of crime, but there are other examples in society
whereby we effectively use mandatory sentences. For
example, somebody who is guilty of a drink-driving offence
will pretty much automatically receive a one-year licence
suspension, which is effectively a mandatory sentence. From
that perspective, it is not completely outside the sphere of
the judicial system.

Mr McLaughlin: | take the Member’s point, but the statistics
argue that that approach has not had a deterrent effect. In
many instances, legislators are scratching their heads to
come up with a more effective and comprehensive response
to drink-driving, because people are either not hearing

the message or ignoring it, and our Health Minister was
discussing that in a slightly different context today.

In this circumstance, we are dealing with a very vulnerable
section of our community, and our response has to be seen
to be effective. That is what | would argue, and | hope that
colleagues accept that.

My second issue relates directly to the motion and the use
of the word “violent”. | ask colleagues to reflect on what
lawyers, the judiciary and the courts would make of the use
of that word. We are talking about not only violence but
harm. We have seen terrible examples of people who have
been viciously beaten, but we have also seen people who
have been traumatised and terrorised in their old age and in
their own homes by attacks in which physical violence was
not used but victims were put in terror of their lives, and
there was a consequent psychological impact.

Violence and harm are the types of concepts that | would
like to be discussed and responded to. | ask colleagues

to consider whether the use of the word “violent” might be
counterproductive, especially if clever defence lawyers get to
work on circumstances in which there was a robbery and an
older victim or victims but no physical damage to be seen.

In those circumstances, is it possible that a mandatory and
prescriptive sentencing policy would not deal with the crime?

| am pleased to see the Justice Minister here. | ask that
he takes forward the work with the Lord Chief Justice.

| very much welcome the fact that there is a unit in the
offices of the Lord Chief Justice and the Attorney General
that is looking at the issues, because we have to look at
sentencing policy urgently.

We also need to look at the police response and tactics.

| am quite certain that they are as anxious to come up

with effective responses as anyone else. We should also
consider consulting the recently appointed Commissioner for
Older People, Claire Keatinge, in drawing up protocols and
guidance.

| ask the Minister to move the matter forward. We thought
about tabling an amendment but decided against it,
because we would prefer to have a discussion with
colleagues opposite, consider this in the round and, if the
Minister indicated in his response that he is prepared to
bring forward a review and come back with a report and
recommendations, perhaps revisit the issue rather than
going to a Division.

| thank colleagues for tabling the motion, but, as it is worded
and presented, it may not have the desired effect. We are all
agreed that an effective response is needed.

Mr Hussey: | thank the Members who tabled the motion
because it raises some serious issues that the House
needs to debate. | cannot disagree with the rationale of
the motion, which is to ensure proper sentences for those
who attack older, vulnerable people. However, | have some
reservations about the method that the DUP is using to go
about it, and | will come back to that point later.

First, | want to deal with the matter at hand, which is the
appalling attacks on older and vulnerable people in our
society. Those attacks are often brutal and violent, and they
are made worse by the fact that the perpetrators know full
well the vulnerable circumstances of their victims. | fully
believe that we as an Assembly need to work to curb that
type of crime. It is one of the lowest forms of crime, and, for
that reason, | do not think that anyone in the House would
not agree with the first part of the motion, which states:

“that older and vulnerable people are deserving of
respect and safety in their homes”.

We must also be mature about this and realise that the
fear of crime among older people is often the real problem.
| call on the Minister to outline how he intends to address
this important issue and tackle the fear of crime among
our older people. My mother is 83 years old, and | want

to ensure that older people like her do not spend their
evenings living in fear of victimisation.

There are a few issues with the part of the motion that
calls on the Justice Minister to introduce mandatory
minimum sentences. Let me be clear that | support tougher
sentences for criminals who attack older and vulnerable
people, but | am sceptical of the idea that mandatory
minimum sentences are the way forward. | believe that the
independence of the judiciary needs to be respected, and
judges should be capable of making decisions that take into
account issues such as the seriousness of the crime, the
circumstances of the offender and the impact on the victim,
as well as any mitigating and aggravating factors.

| refer to a letter received by my colleague Basil McCrea

in response to a query to the Lord Chief Justice about
sentencing for attacks against the elderly. The letter stated
that in order to reflect public revulsion of such attacks,

the courts indicated that condign punishment should be
imposed on the offender. In one such case — R v Ferguson
in 1989 — the Court of Appeal upheld a sentence of eight

154



Tuesday 29 November 2011

Private Member’s Business:
Crimes Against Older and Vulnerable People

years that was imposed after three offenders entered the
home of an elderly couple, swearing at and threatening
them. The house was ransacked, and the homeowner, who
suffered from emphysema, was beaten with a crowbar and
garden hoe, and had his nebuliser mask kicked away.

| am also concerned about the great number of offences
that are covered by the term “violent crimes”, as the

term covers offences against the person, sexual offences
and robbery. Offences against the person could refer to

a threatening phone call to an elder person. Is the DUP
saying that that should be subject to the same mandatory
minimum sentence as a brutal physical assault on an older
person? Other Members have highlighted examples where
that approach would not be just. It seems to me that the
DUP has not thought through the wording of the motion
sufficiently, and | ask for clarification.

| received an e-mail last night from one of my constituents,
in which she stated:

“I'm afraid to say the situation at my house has not
improved any. Since last speaking to you there have been
3 other incidents — totally fed up and scared living in my
own home at the moment.”

That lady suffered from air being let out of her tyre and the
valve stolen, damage to the top of the car and her fence
being vandalised again. She is not elderly and could not

be classed as vulnerable in the legal context of the word,

as she is in her 20s. Therefore, | disagree with Mr Givan.
Her next door neighbour is in her 70s and will not go out at
night. Will the proposed law deal with incidents involving one
person differently from those involving another? If so, it will
not be a fair and equitable law.

| also ask the Minister to progress the work that is being
done on sentencing guidelines in Northern Ireland. |
understand that he is working with the Lord Chief Justice on
that, and | urge him to continue that work. | believe that this
is where the real debate is, as clear sentencing guidelines
— for all types of crime — will undoubtedly improve public
confidence and consistency in sentencing decisions,
resulting in a reduction in the fear of crime. Perhaps we can
look to England and Wales as an example, as they have the
Sentencing Council, and Scotland has legislated for a similar
approach.

| support the motion because of its rationale and because

| want tougher sentences for those who are most deserving
of them, although | have raised some issues that | would
like the DUP to take on board.

Mr A Maginness: | thank Mr Givan and his colleagues for
tabling the motion. It is important and timely.

| agree with his comments about the Lord Chief Justice,

in that | think that he has done admirable work in trying

to reach out to the community and in trying to take into
account the views of the community and of politicians.

He has done so in a fearless fashion and without any
interference with his personal integrity as a judge, or, indeed,
the independence of the judiciary. That is a very important
step. The creation of the unit in relation to sentencing

is a very positive step and will be of great benefit to the
development of sentencing policy by the judges. Of course,
civil society, including ourselves, will have some input into
that. That is very important. Of course, there are boundaries

between us and the judiciary that should not be interfered
with in any way, and | think that is recognised by all in the
House.

Any crimes against older people or the vulnerable are so
shameful that they must be marked out and characterised
by severe sentences to deter those who carry them out.
That is a clear message that should come from the House.
However, it should also be pointed out that crimes against
older people are relatively rare — | emphasise the term
“relatively”. Indeed, violent crimes in particular are more
likely to be suffered by those between the ages of 16 and
24. Indeed, Northern Ireland is one of the safest places to
live if compared with other jurisdictions.

It is important to try to reassure older people that they

do, in general terms, live in a safe community and in a
society that is cognisant of their issues and fears. There

is a tremendous fear of crime among older people. That

is borne out by successive surveys of older people. We
have to try to address that issue of fear of crime itself.
Indeed, Age Concern, as a result of a survey, indicated that
older people felt that that could be addressed by more
police on the beat; better street lighting; more effective
policies against antisocial behaviour, and | know that the
Department of Justice has embarked on that; less media
sensationalisation of crime, which tends to build up fear;
and more work to help young people understand the needs
of older people. If those things were put into effect, | think
that we could reassure older people. Clearly a message has
to go out that tougher sentences are important in relation to
that type of violent crime.

| cannot agree with mandatory sentencing in that context.
| do not believe that you can simply have a mandatory
minimum sentence and believe that that inflexible
instrument will cure all. | do not believe that that is a good
way of approaching sentencing.

Mr Weir: | thank the Member for giving way. How does he
square what he has just said with his earlier remarks, when
he said that attacks on the elderly:

“must be ... characterised by severe sentences”?

If there must be a severe sentence, does that not mean that
there must be a minimum tariff?

Mr A Maginness: | do not accept that. Do | get another 60
seconds? It is very important to get my 60 seconds.

Sentencing is the province of the judiciary. | do not

believe that the judiciary should be fettered in relation to
sentencing. Sentencing is very complex indeed. Sentencing
is governed by guidelines laid down by the Court of Appeal in
Northern Ireland; it is very important that we recognise that.
We should also recognise its complexity and that it is based
on the facts of each individual case. If we recognise that it
is heavily fact-dependent, it is important that we give judges
as much flexibility as possible. That does not rule out tough
sentences for this type of crime.

3.45 pm
Mr Deputy Speaker: Time is up.

Mr A Maginness: Mandatory sentencing is not the best way
to achieve the laudable aim that you wish to achieve.
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Mr Dickson: We are all appalled at the disgraceful and
cowardly attacks against older and vulnerable people that
have taken place in the past few weeks. The sickening
attack on two pensioners in Newtownabbey at the weekend
is just one example. Those offences are particularly
repugnant and detestable. We, as a society, have a
responsibility to protect older and vulnerable people.

We must remember that those who feel vulnerable are

not just the elderly but people who may be of another skin
colour or sexual orientation. We must also do all in our
power to ensure that all those who feel vulnerable are safe.
For the most part, they are, thanks to reduced crime rates.
PSNI statistics show that people over the age of 65 are
least likely to be the victims of violent crime and account for
less than 2% of violent crime that occurred in the past year.
That is certainly not in any way to excuse those who carry
out some of the most horrific attacks on the elderly and the
vulnerable in their homes.

| want to quote very briefly from correspondence, which was
quoted from earlier by our Ulster Unionist colleagues, to Mr
McCrea from Laurene McAlpine, who is the principal private
secretary to the Lord Chief Justice in Northern Ireland. In
the letter she states:

“Earlier this year following public consultation, the judicial
sentencing group established by the Lord Chief Justice
published its first programme of action, which identified
areas where new sentencing guidelines would be useful.
One of those areas is attacks on vulnerable people,
including the elderly.”

For my life, | cannot understand why, therefore, the Chair

of the Justice Committee has brought this motion. He has
been through this debate already and should know that this
very serious issue has been taken to heart and is being
dealt with very seriously as we speak. As others have done,
| encourage him to withdraw the motion and allow further
discussion.

| will continue to quote from the correspondence from the
Lord Chief Justice’s office:

“Such offences are, therefore, regarded very seriously
by the judiciary. As you can appreciate, however, the
court considers each case individually. It is therefore
impossible to say that a non-custodial sentence would
never be imposed. If, however, that is the result of a
particular case, it would have been the decision reached
by a professional experienced judge after very serious
consideration of all the relevant facts.”

| prefer to trust the judiciary rather than the proposers of the
motion when it comes to dealing with sentencing in Northern
Ireland.

As far back as 1988, in dismissing an appeal for sentencing
in Northern Ireland of 12 years’ imprisonment for robbery
when a couple were robbed at gunpoint in their own home,
the Lord Chief Justice said:

“It is the duty of the courts to seek to protect people
who live in isolated places, and | make it clear to those
who commit such offences that, if they are caught and
convicted, they will receive heavy punishment.”

| have no doubt that, as late as 29 November 2011,
the judiciary in Northern Ireland fully understands its
responsibility when it comes to sentencing in these
circumstances.

We need to ensure that these people are caught. That
comes about through community co-operation, good

policing and good intelligence. When an attack occurs on a
vulnerable individual, whether it is a couple in their home,
someone in the street or whomever, it is important that this
society and community provides the appropriate evidence to
the police, who in turn can provide for a prosecution in the
courts.

| have every confidence that the courts in Northern Ireland
are fully aware of their responsibilities to society. They have
been listening. The Justice Committee knows full well that
the Lord Chief Justice takes very seriously the whole issue
of sentencing guidelines, and | am content that he is dealing
with those matters in an appropriate way.

Mr Weir: Will the Member give way?
Mr Dickson: | have finished.

Mr Weir: There are a number of points that need to be
made. First, we should remind ourselves that we are dealing
with a private Members’ motion. This is about pointing

the direction in which we want to go. Some Members have
raised concerns about the exact wording of the motion, and
| take on board what Mitchel McLaughlin said about framing
the legislation and the need to look at the wording and to
consider the words “violence” and “harm”. | believe that
those words could be incorporated in the legislation. This is
about pointing the direction of travel. Therefore, if there are
reservations over the exact wording, those can be taken on
board.

Mr Dickson: Will the Member give way?
Mr Weir: | will be happy to give way.

Mr Dickson: The Member says that we need guidelines for
pointing the direction of travel. | feel that the Member has
not listened to what | was saying. The Lord Chief Justice is
pointing the direction in which we need to travel.

Mr Weir: The Member clearly did not listen to me, because

| did not say that we needed guidelines. He must have
misheard me. This is about pointing the direction of travel in
terms of the legislation. As the Programme for Government
is committed to tougher sentences, which his party signed
up to, perhaps the Member has not only not heard but not
read.

The House is united in wanting to see tougher sentences,
but, with the best will in the world, there were two isolated
examples of tougher sentences in 1988 and 1989. | have
no doubt that, on many occasions, the courts will give tough
sentences. Do | have confidence that guidelines will go far
enough? Even in the words that were quoted to us, there
may be circumstances in which a non-custodial sentence,
even for an attack on the elderly, will be the appropriate
manner. How does that give a watertight assurance on the
issue?

It has been pointed out, and | acknowledge that, generally
speaking, the vast majority of assaults are committed
by young males on young males. That is true. However,

156



Tuesday 29 November 2011

Private Member’s Business:
Crimes Against Older and Vulnerable People

as regards the motion, so what? There may be a limited
number of attacks on the elderly, but one attack is one too
many. It is time that we took action on this issue.

While the numbers may be limited, the impact of an attack
— this is where there is a differentiation — on a member of
the elderly community, in terms of the public view of crime
and in terms of the impact on that person — whether you
call them elderly or a senior citizen — can be much more
devastating than it is on any other member of the public.
Sometimes, elderly people never properly recover after such
attacks. They may be left feeling fearful for the rest of their
life. Therefore, there is a high level of impact.

A number of Members raised the issue of inflexibility. This is
about ensuring that an attack on the elderly actually carries
a custodial sentence. We can debate the exact level of that
sentence, but it allows a level of flexibility. Presumably, if
you have a minimum and a maximum sentence, there will
be a range for the judge to decide within when taking into
account the circumstances.

As indicated, we already use minimum mandatory sentences
for issues such as drink-driving. There is a mandatory life
sentence for anyone who commits murder. Therefore, the
principle has been established. Mr Maginness said that he
does not want to fetter the judiciary, but | do not believe
that that is the case. He said that sentencing should not
be fettered. On that basis, is he going to support legislation
to remove all maximum sentences for any offence? If
sentencing cannot be fettered, why not simply give a free
hand to the judiciary to put forward any sentence for any
crime? It seems to me that maximum sentences can be
accepted but not minimum sentences.

We need to send out a clear signal that considerable harm
is being done out there and that we are not just going to talk
about guidelines, but, in all cases, that those are actually
going to be followed through. | am not confident that the
courts will give a tough sentence in that circumstance on all
occasions.

In the past, we have, unfortunately, seen a number of
occasions when crimes that should have received a much
tougher sentence were given what many of us would see as
a slap on the wrist by the courts. That has happened, and |
believe that we need to take action against that.

We need to stamp out attacks on older and vulnerable
people. | believe that a very strong guaranteed deterrent of
a minimum sentence would send out that clear signal. | urge
Members to support the motion. Let us work on some of the
details, but we should support the motion so that we can
then have a direction of travel that puts into action all our
words of condemnation of those attacks.

Mr Brady: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann Comhairle.
| declare an interest in the subject, as | have a very
elderly parent living at home. | agree with my colleague Mr
McLaughlin’s comments about the Minister’s being here to
take on board all the issues and arguments. It would be
sad if the House were to divide on such an important and
sensitive issue concerning older people.

However, | do not think that mandatory sentences are the
answer. Crimes against older people are appalling and
are to be condemned in all instances, but | think that
better community infrastructure is required to give old and

vulnerable people, who often feel isolated, a feeling of
inclusion and security.

Approximately three years ago, Help the Aged surveyed older
people, and 73% of those surveyed stated that they felt
marginalised in the areas in which they lived. Whenever |
attend district policing partnership (DPP) meetings, the PSNI
tell us constantly that the incidence of crimes against older
people is low. However, that is absolutely no consolation to
the person who is robbed or attacked. | think that another
Member made the point that one crime against the elderly is
one crime too many. | endorse that absolutely.

We can list a number of incidents in our constituencies
when older people have been attacked. In my constituency
recently, a 90-year-old woman was viciously attacked and
traumatised. She was held down by an attacker while
another ransacked her house. To date, no one has been
apprehended. If the incidence of those crimes is so low, by
definition, there should be a higher detection rate.

The courts should be in a position to apply appropriate
levels of punishment and sentencing, taking into account
all the circumstances, including the degree of violence
and intimidation used by the perpetrators. If mandatory
sentences were introduced, it is possible that the Public
Prosecution Service would opt for the lesser charges, so
the purpose of minimum mandatory sentences would be
undermined.

The issues of the vulnerability of older people and of how
they are considered and treated need to be addressed in

a wider sense. Attacks against older people need to be
tackled, but | do not think that mandatory sentences are the
answer.

As one of my colleagues mentioned, there is a very
important role for the Commissioner for Older People, Claire
Keatinge. She should have an input. | ask the Members
opposite to consider what has been said.

Mr S Anderson: | support the motion. On Saturday, at our
party conference, my party leader sounded out a very clear
warning of our intention to introduce tougher sentences for
those who are charged and found guilty of attacks on older
people. He said:

“As far as we are concerned, if you attack a pensioner,
pack your bags, you're going to jail.”

If anyone questions the timing, relevance or importance of
those remarks or of the motion, they need look no further
than the front page of yesterday’s ‘News Letter’. There
they will read the harrowing and very moving account of the
latest in what is a long line of attacks on elderly people in
their homes. It happened on Saturday evening, just hours
after Peter Robinson’s speech. Mr Colin Bell, aged 71, lives
with his sister Eileen, who is 72. At teatime on Saturday
evening, a gang of four men broke down the door of their
Newtownabbey home, where they have lived for the past
45 years. They stole all their savings and their winter fuel
allowance. If that was not bad enough, those cowardly thugs
struck Mr Bell on the head.

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

In another incident on Saturday evening, this time in
Ballycastle, the home of two elderly sisters was robbed
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when they were out. Thankfully, they were out and were
probably spared an assault and injury. Imagine how they felt
when they arrived home.

A recent BBC ‘Panorama’ programme looked at the impact
of a robbery on victims’ lives. It is clear that, regardless
of whether you are young or old, an invasion of your home
causes trauma and shock, which can leave a permanent
mark.

If it is bad when you are a young victim, just think for a
moment how much worse it is when you are a senior citizen.
The attack on Mr Bell and his sister and the incident in
Ballycastle are just the latest in a series of similar attacks.
In most cases, defenceless and vulnerable senior citizens
are not only robbed but physically injured. The physical
injuries might heal but, sadly, they might never get over the
psychological trauma.

4.00 pm
Mr Bell: Will the Member give way?
Mr S Anderson: Do | get an extra minute? Yes.

Mr Bell: There are two things, Deputy Speaker, that we need
to say. First, we need to reassure most of the elderly people
out there that they will never be the victim of an attack.
Secondly, the attacks that are occurring are occurring on a
minority of people. However, there is a time to speak and a
time for the House to stay silent. | put it to the House that
now is the time to speak and give a clear message that we
believe that there are no circumstances where someone
who has carried out a violent assault on an elderly person
should not go to jail. Given that there are no circumstances,
there should be no ifs and no buts: you attack an elderly
person, this House is behind you, and we will send you by
due process of the law straight to jail.

Mr Deputy Speaker: The Member has an extra minute.
Mr S Anderson: Thank you, Mr Deputy Speaker.

| agree with everything that junior Minister Bell said. We
need to speak up for our elderly citizens. We need to

do more, and we need to act on their behalf. That is the
purpose of the motion. We are calling for a robust change

in the legislation so that courts will be required to impose

a custodial sentence on those who carry out violent attacks
on the elderly and the vulnerable. Junior Minister Bell said
recently that for anyone who carries out violence against the
elderly and the vulnerable it must be a case of do not pass
go, do not collect £200, go straight to jail.

This is not a knee-jerk reaction to some new development
in our society — far from it. Attacks on the elderly and the
vulnerable have been a major problem for some time. We
are entering the darkest time of the year as we approach
Christmas. | feel that the spate of attacks on the elderly and
vulnerable will increase. | represent a rural constituency.

If these are worrying times for those living in towns and
villages, just think how much worse it is for those living in
isolated rural areas. They lock their doors as darkness falls
and live in fear until the next morning. Every sound — even
if it is only the wind, a cat, a dog or whatever — causes
alarm and stress. We need to do what we can to offer those
people hope.

| agreed fully with the views expressed by Minister Danny
Kennedy after an attack on an 85-year-old man in his home
in the Mountnorris area of County Armagh in November
2009. He quite rightly described that attack and those
responsible as vile and the lowest of the low. That, indeed,
is precisely what they are. Therefore, | am concerned that
Mr Kennedy'’s party colleague Basil McCrea, in his recent
comments, seemed reluctant to support the measures
proposed in the motion. Mr McCrea’s argument was that
because the trend of attacks is downward, we must be
careful not to cause panic among the elderly. He argued that
we need to reassure them. That is all well and good, but as
| said, those who have been attacked and those who live in
fear of being attacked do not want to hear fine words about
statistics and downward trends. They want to be reassured
that someone cares and that action is being taken to
protect them. Surely a mandatory minimum prison sentence
will help to offer that assurance.

Even if the trend is downwards, let us build on that and
speed it up by making it clear that the gutless thugs who
attack and target elderly people in their homes will pay

a high price for their crime. | am greatly disappointed by

Mr McCrea’s attitude. Given the choice between criminal
thugs and vulnerable elderly people, how can there be any
justification for treading softly on the thugs and thus letting
down the vulnerable and the elderly?

| am also interested to know where Mr McCrea’s Upper Bann
colleagues Sam Gardiner and Jo-Anne Dobson stand on
this. They have already been challenged on this in the local
press and have chosen to remain silent. Surely the people
of Banbridge, Lurgan and Portadown deserve to know. It is
worth noting that there were 12 robberies in a few hours in
Portadown recently —

Mr Deputy Speaker: The Member is coming to the end of
his time.

Mr S Anderson: — in one evening. | am convinced that
the threat of a prison sentence would be a considerable
deterrent, and that is why we tabled today’s motion. |
commend it to the House.

Mr McCartney: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. Beidh mé ag labhairt in €adan an mholta seo.
Thank you very much. Paul Givan and his colleagues are

to be congratulated for bringing this important issue to the
Assembly. Indeed, in his opening remarks, Mr Givan said
that he wanted to debate the issue in a constructive, non-
emotive way, and that is the way in which the debate should
take place. Unfortunately, there has been some indulgence
in seeing who can come out with the best adjective to
describe some attacks and then use it to attack the
positions of other political parties. | do not think that that is
the way the debate should progress.

In his contribution, Mitchel McLaughlin made the point that
we want to be constructive and debate this in a very calm
way. We do not want the House to divide on the motion.

He made the offer, and we await the words of the Minister
to see what measures he can put in place to ensure that,
whatever concerns or issues are raised around attacks

on the elderly, they will be presented in a dignified and
constructive manner. That is what we should do, rather than
seek confrontation or raise emotion.
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| do not say this in a judgemental or pejorative way, but
something has been absent so far from the contributions of
the proposers of the motion; they have not told us whether
there has been an increase in the number of attacks. A
number of incidents have been highlighted, but we have

not been told whether there has been an increase. If there
has been an increase, we have something to be concerned
about. Nor did the proposers tell us what the detection rate
is for these particular crimes. Is the detection rate low?
Has it decreased over the last number of years? That is
something that we would all be concerned about. They did
not tell us what the conviction rate is for these crimes when
people are brought before the courts. Is there a suggestion
that convictions are not happening? Is that down to bad
collection of evidence, bad decisions made by the Public
Prosecution Service or bad prosecutions on the day?

Mr Wells: Quite frankly, many Members on this side are not
worried about detection or conviction rates; it is a matter of
whether it is right or wrong. If two young thugs break into a
pensioner’s house and terrorise him, | do not care if that is
the only incident in south Down in that year, those people
should go to jail for a very long time. This is all somewhat
irrelevant. People are demanding that the firmest possible
action be taken against such thugs. They are not interested
in the statistics that surround those crimes; they want them
behind bars.

Mr Deputy Speaker: The Member has an extra minute.

Mr McCartney: Before | comment on that remark, | want,
like Michael Brady, to declare an interest. My parents,

Liam and Bessie, are 86 and 85 respectively, so | have an
understanding of how old people relate to this issue. You
make the assumption that, when two people are arrested
for committing an offence against elderly people, they do
not get the appropriate sentence. That is the problem; there
is an idea that calling for a mandatory sentence will mean
that all will be harm-free and everything will be rosy in the
garden. That is why | ask the question.

People want to know and be reassured that, if they are
attacked, those responsible will be detected. They may then
have an interest, as we all would, in how the courts deal
with them, but, if they are not put in front of the courts, it
does not matter what the sentence is. The point we are
trying to make is that the idea that a mandatory sentence
will, in some way, reduce the number of attacks has not
been sustained by any of the proposers of the motion
nor, as Mitchel McLaughlin pointed out, is it sustained by
evidence. Indeed, the evidence in our jurisdictions is the
opposite: it is that mandatory sentences do not lead to a
lower level or rate of crime. That is important.

There is another aspect to this issue. Alban Maginness
touched on the fear of such attacks. | hope that the Minister
will address this. The Department, which has been in front
of the Committee, told us of the measures it is taking.

From my parents, | know that the housing development in
which they live was designed in a particular way that assists
safety in the environment. Antisocial behaviour is practically
non-existent, thanks to good design and community
infrastructure. For places like Dove Gardens, a new housing
development in Derry, time was taken to allow residents,
the Housing Executive, the police and all the agencies to
come together and try to design out antisocial behaviour.
Bungalows are placed in a particular part of the housing

development so that older people are in dwellings that are
well-placed and well-designed. They have good community
infrastructure, which makes attacks on them even more
difficult.

That is the type of thing that we should be doing, not running
in front of microphones, calling for seven-year mandatory
sentences and then challenging political opponents as if
they are somehow weak because they have a different point
of view. Elderly people are not reassured by people shouting
down microphones on ‘The Stephen Nolan Show’ to see
who can beat their chest the hardest. We have to ensure
that, when someone breaks into an old person’s home, they
will be detected and brought in front of the courts and that
proper sentences will then come about.

A number of Members said that the Lord Chief Justice —

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

Mr McCartney: — has put in place sentencing guidelines.
That is where our focus and attention should be, not on
seeking headlines.

Mr Eastwood: | begin by agreeing with Members who said
that anyone who violently attacks older people or anyone in
our society should be dealt with decisively by the judiciary.
However, the Assembly should be about trying to find real
solutions to problems. Mandatory minimum sentences are
not the way to do that. The debate raises important issues
that pertain to every community in the North. There is a real
need for more effective community policing, and more needs
to be done to tackle the fear of crime, which many in our
community undoubtedly have.

The issue is much more complex than the simplicity afforded
to it in the motion. If our older population is exposed to less
crime than any other age demographic yet fears it more than
any other demographic, the question that naturally arises

is whether the motion is the most appropriate response.
The blunt instrument of mandatory minimums will serve as
bad legislative practice and an empty gesture to our older
population.

Age Concern has emphasised that there is a broader
context to the cause of older people’s fear of crime.
Sensationalist headlines or simplistic legislation will not
protect older people. Age Concern states that fear:

“causes a destructive ‘locked in, locked out’ cycle for
older people — they lock themselves into their homes
to protect their safety and security and as a result lock
themselves out of their communities. This causes more
isolation, loneliness and fear.”

The solutions, therefore, are rooted in the compassion of
our communities towards older people, in well-resourced
community policing and in ensuring that our older population
is imbued with a sense of belonging and self-confidence.

We must allow the Lord Chief Justice to continue his work
on reviewing sentences. The Assembly should not stand

in the way of well-researched and expert approaches to
sentencing by imposing ill-thought-out reactionary legislation.
It is clear that those who carry out attacks on vulnerable
members of our community need to be dealt with decisively,
but this is not the way to do it.
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Mr D Mcllveen: | support the motion, and | congratulate
my colleagues for bringing it forward. | cannot disagree

with a number of the comments that have been made by
some Members today. | know that crime levels against older
people are relatively low, and | know that older people are
the least likely age group to be a victim of crime. However,

| also know that 502 violent crimes and 1,081 domestic
burglaries were recorded against older people from April
2008 to March 2009. That is around 1,500 people aged
65 and over who have been violently attacked or burgled in
a single year. Although we are told time and again that, in
reality, pensioners do not need to fear crime, those 1,500
people represent 1,500 individual cases in which our older
generation, the people who built this country, were attacked
or burgled.

Those 1,500 people are only the starting point. In addition
to the people who are victims of crime, every single incident
sends a ripple effect of fear around the community. Older
people are much more likely to live in fear of crime, and they
are much more likely to allow that fear to have a significant
impact on their day-to-day lives. There are some frightening
statistics. According to the Northern Ireland Pensioners
Parliament, 64% of older people who were surveyed cited
fear of crime as one of their top priorities. In 2004, an Age
Concern survey found that around half of the respondents
over 75 were afraid to leave their homes after dark.

4.15 pm

The Older People’s Advocate reported that older people
need constant reassurance that their interests are being
protected. | must, then, ask this: would it not be better if we
showed older people that there are no excuses for attacking
them? We should let them know that they are valued, that
we are looking after them and that we will not accept lenient
sentences for those who attack them. Let us not forget

that this is all in the context of an ageing population. One
statistic estimates that older people could make up 25%

of the population by 2041. It is simply not acceptable,
therefore, that we ignore the needs and fears of that section
of our society.

We have to pause and make some mention of the media
and the reporting of such incidents. | am a strong advocate
of a free media. When democracy is under threat, a free
media is the first thing to be attacked, so | will always be an
advocate of it. However, the media have to be responsible

in their reporting of these events. | send out that message
loud and clear today. They have to think very carefully about
the effect of their reporting on wider society. | would hate it
to get to the stage where media outlets use older, vulnerable
people as a means of boosting ratings. That cannot be
allowed to happen. The Assembly must send out a message
loud and clear to the media that they must be responsible
for the way in which they report those issues.

We have to acknowledge — coming back to the main point
— that there are failures in our judicial system at present.
The prosecution can appeal sentences only in exceptionally
limited circumstances. Therefore, when the public perceive
sentences to be too lenient, there is very little that the
Public Prosecution Service can do about that. That limited
appeal right is compounded by the fact that aggravated
assault, for example, has a maximum sentence of seven
years and a minimum penalty of a fine. As a result, there

is a perceived inconsistency in sentencing for that type of
offence.

The independence of the judiciary is vital. However,
equally important is consistency in sentencing and public
confidence in that sentencing. Despite the fact that crime
has fallen in Northern Ireland in recent years, almost two
in three respondents to the Northern Ireland crime survey
believe that crime is worse than it was two years ago.
There is obviously a lot of work to do in order to improve
confidence in the criminal justice system.

| find it extremely difficult to argue with sending out a clear
message that if you attack an older or vulnerable person,
you will go to jail. | do not see how anybody in the House
can stand against that. The people of North Antrim whom

| represent will certainly not be soft on crime, and | am
interested to hear what the other Members for North Antrim
will say in this debate. Again, | support the motion and
commend it to the House.

Mr Allister: Emotionally, | can identify very readily with the
motion. All of us, | think, recognise that attacks on the
elderly have to be amongst the most repulsive of crimes
that can be committed and that, therefore, there have to

be severe deterrent sentences in place in order to deal

with such wanton attacks. The question, though, is whether
proper due process and proper deterrent sentences require
mandatory sentences, which remove the discretion from the
judge, whose purpose it is to sentence, and which hamstring
him with the requirement that he must give a certain
minimum sentence with no regard to the circumstances of a
particular crime.

The vast majority of people who appear on serious assault
charges in respect of elderly people deserve, and will get,
serious sentences. However, let me give you a real-life
example to evaluate whether there is logic, sense and
workability in imposing mandatory sentences. A pensioner
paedophile assaulted a young boy. The father of the young
boy then took it upon himself to go round to that pensioner’s
house. One word borrowed another; he struck him and broke
his jaw.

Should that father go to jail for seven years, or for any

time, or should he be dealt with through, for example,

a suspended sentence? Under what is proposed in the
motion, that individual would start with the same minimum
sentence as the ghoulish thug who, with violence on his
mind, goes into a house and beats up a defenceless old
couple. That is where the concept of mandatory sentences
begins to fall apart. They are a bit like mandatory coalitions:
they do not work in practice. We need to tread carefully.

Given that the motion has come before the House, | confess
that | am surprised that no one was able to parade a single
case of inadequate sentence. We have had many words, but
no Members have stood up and read from a newspaper a
description of a case in which someone got an inadequate
sentence. Why is that? | am not saying that there have not
been inadequate sentences. However, there is a mechanism
whereby sentences that are deemed inadequate can be
referred to the Court of Appeal, and that mechanism has
been used properly many times.

Mr Wells: The learned Member has practised at the Bar for
a quarter of a century, and he knows that sentences are not
only punishments but deterrents. Does he not accept that, if
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a thug knows that if he is caught after burgling the home of
a little old lady and causing her injury he will go to prison for
seven years, he will be less likely to set out on that crime in
the first place?

Mr Deputy Speaker: The Member has an extra minute.

Mr Allister: Of course he should go to prison and of course
there should be a deterrent sentence, but is the Member
saying that the man from the real-life example that | gave
should go to prison for seven years? That is the outworking
of what the honourable Member is urging on the House:
that there should be no exceptions and that if you, in any
circumstances in the eyes of the law, assault someone, you
will go to prison, no questions asked.

| am pointing out that some cases are capable of having
unique distinguishing factors, and that you cannot apply a
one-size-fits-all approach to every case. Let us have severe
and tough, deterrent sentences, but let us do it through

the due process of the referral of deficient sentences and
through the guidelines from the Court of Appeal. | can tell
you, Court of Appeal guidelines work: you cannot weave your
way around them.

Mr Storey: The Member does not agree that there should
be a mandatory sentence. However, if someone were to
be sentenced in the context of the attack that he outlined,
would the use of the Court of Appeal not be applicable in
those circumstances?

Mr Allister: Yes — if the Attorney General thought that

it was a lenient sentence. However, | cannot dream

of circumstances in which the Attorney General would
think that it was a lenient sentence. That intervention
demonstrates one of the problems of this debate: a little
knowledge is a dangerous thing. One Member told the
House that there are mandatory sentences for drink-driving
offences. There is no mandatory sentence whereby you
would go to jail for drink-driving. There is a mandatory
disqualification —

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

Mr Allister: — which is utterly different from a mandatory
incarceration. As | say, a little knowledge creates quite a
dangerous situation.

Mr Deputy Speaker: The Member’s time is up.
Mr Allister: Let us be clear —
Mr Deputy Speaker: Order.

Mr Allister: Of course this must be dealt with, but we must
have a system that can deal with everyone.

Mr Deputy Speaker: Order, please. Thank you. | call Mr
George Robinson, and because of the restrictions on the
debate the Member will have four minutes.

Mr G Robinson: Follow that. It is a sad reflection on today’s
society that we must debate this motion, which | fully
support. | was brought up to respect and honour my elders.
| watched the recent news coverage of battered and bruised
pensioners who were picked on by cowards. That is what
they are, because the perpetrators of such attacks know
that pensioners and the elderly are the most vulnerable

people in our society. | have sat beside terrified pensioners
after they had sustained similar attacks to those that are
outlined in the motion, and | appreciate the devastation and
lifelong trauma that those incidents leave.

It must be emphasised that some older and vulnerable
people who are the victims of such attacks never recover
from the experience. Indeed, they receive a life sentence
of fear. That is an absolute disgrace. Most of those people
have contributed to our society by working hard and paying
their way in life, unlike some of those morons who have
committed such heinous crimes. That is why | believe that
anyone convicted of such attacks must serve a fixed period
in jail.

As a society, we cannot permit the current situation to
continue. Such crime must be suitably punished, and the
judiciary must ensure that our older and vulnerable people
are properly protected, with maximum sentencing to fit the
crime. The First Minister recently stated that, as far as the
DUP is concerned:

“if you attack a pensioner, pack your bags, you're going
to jail.”

That is a statement with which [ fully concur. | hope that
every Member supports this very worthwhile motion from my
colleagues, as our elderly deserve to live life free from fear
and without being imprisoned in their own homes.

Mr Ford (The Minister of Justice): | welcome the Assembly’s
interest in this particular issue. Indeed, we are a little
behind the times, because just last week the Pensioners
Parliament, meeting in the Senate Chamber, debated a
similar issue. It called for the fear of crime among older
people to be a priority in the new community safety strategy.
It also called for older people’s concerns to be taken into
account.

A number of people cited attacks that have taken place

in recent weeks and that have, quite rightly, been subject

to widespread condemnation externally and here this
afternoon. All crime has to be condemned, but crimes
against older and vulnerable people are particularly
abhorrent. It would be a great pity if, as a result of this
debate, older people became more fearful about their safety
than is justified. We in this House have a responsibility to
ensure that we do not add to people’s fears in the same
way as the media has done, as has been highlighted. | do
not want, in any way, to lessen the dreadful impact that
individual crimes have on victims and their immediate
families, but we should also be clear, as has been said, that
attacks against older people in Northern Ireland, especially
violent crimes, are relatively rare. Statistics show that
people aged 65 and over are least likely to be the victims of
violent crime, accounting for less than 2% of such victims,
although older people represent 14-5% of the population.

We all know that even one such crime is one too many.
That is why the draft Programme for Government includes a
commitment to tackle crime and fear of crime against older
and vulnerable people by more effective and appropriate
sentences and by other measures. Although this is a

new commitment, it is an area to which my Department
was already giving significant focus. We have a range of
strategies aimed at tackling crime and fear of crime among
older and vulnerable people, and in the new community
safety strategy, we intend to develop and improve those
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strategies to build community confidence, encourage
community involvement in crime prevention and reduce the
fear of crime.

The new strategy will look at a range of options, including
how we support inter-generational projects; support people
through schemes such as neighbourhood watch; and provide
peace of mind and security for older people. It will consider
how to develop a wider understanding of the fear of crime

in Northern Ireland and its particular impact on older and
vulnerable people. It will also encourage engagement and
communication with local communities through the new
policing and community safety partnerships to help identify
the support that communities need to tackle local concerns
so that they can close the gap between actual and perceived
levels of crime.

The Department of Justice is working towards publishing
an agreed strategy with buy-in from other Departments
and a range of other agencies early next year. In tandem
with that work, Members will be aware that | have been
considering a range of potential mechanisms by which
greater transparency and consistency in sentencing, and
understanding of sentencing practice, might be achieved.
Sentencing is a complex issue and also an emotive one.
It is an issue on which most people will have a view,
particularly on the crimes that we have been discussing
this afternoon against older or vulnerable people. My work
on the development of a sentencing guidelines mechanism
and my liaison with the Lord Chief Justice throughout the
process has shown me that not enough is known about
sentencing practice in our courts.

Therefore, officials from my Department are in discussions
with the Justice Committee on draft proposals for ways in
which transparency, consistency and an understanding of
sentencing practice might be delivered in a manner that
helps to promote public confidence. | hope to announce
proposals on the way forward in that respect in the near future.

4.30 pm

In the meantime, | confirm to Members that the principles
underlying sentencing, as expressed in sentencing guidelines,
consider attacks on the vulnerable, including older people,
an aggravating factor in sentencing decisions. That brings
me to the focus of the debate: the call for mandatory prison
sentences for those convicted of crimes against older and
vulnerable people. All Members who spoke in the debate
absolutely condemned recent attacks. | certainly agree with
them that the punishment for anyone convicted of such
attacks has to reflect the vulnerability of the victim and
society’s abhorrence of such crimes. However, sentencing in
an individual case has to be a matter for the independent
judiciary, immune from partisan or political interest.

In making sentencing decisions, the judiciary is guided by
sentencing guidelines. Those guidelines indicate that the
courts should include issues such as the vulnerability of
the victim as an aggravating factor when assessing the
appropriate sentence to be imposed. Let me quote from a
Court of Appeal guideline judgement:

“It must be brought home to offenders who violate the
privacy and security of old people in their homes and
expose them to violence that immediate and heavy
sentences of imprisonment will follow their detection and
conviction.”

| consider it important that the discretion of the judiciary is
maintained in such cases. Mandatory minimum sentences
of imprisonment allow no room for discretion, a point that
was recognised by a number of Members who spoke. | think
that that was everyone on this side of the House and Mr
Hussey, although, for some bizarre reason, at the end of his
speech, he said that he intended to support a motion that
he had largely spoken against.

Mandatory sentences make no allowance for the exceptional
case, and there is always the possibility of such cases.

| confess that | was thinking of potential examples.
However, yesterday, Jim Allister told me of the example of
the paedophile pensioner, which he gave the House this
afternoon. It is probably fair to say that, if Jim Allister were
described as, “A ‘Guardian’-reading, sandal-wearing liberal”,
he would feel a little discomfited. Such a description would
not worry me but would worry him. Yet, Mr Allister, speaking
from his clear, practical experience in the law courts put his
finger on a precise example of why mandatory sentences
are wrong. To suggest that the father in that case should be
subjected to the same minimum sentence as a thug who
assaults and abuses old people is absolutely ridiculous
and was recognised as such by the silence in which he was
heard before DUP Members desperately tried to think of
something to heckle him with. We have the clear example
cited, and we have heard others, including Mr McCartney,
cite research from other jurisdictions that shows that
mandatory minimum sentences can have unintended
consequences. Indeed, Mr Allister's example would have
been exact proof of that. That is why | and, | believe, the
majority of the House have supported the concept of judicial
discretion.

Members referred to sentencing guidelines. Of course,
sentencing guidelines were raised as an issue in the
Hillsborough Castle talks last year. At the time, some of

us considered that a fairly formal mechanism was needed.
However, there has been acknowledgement from different
sides of the House today of the significant work being done
by the Lord Chief Justice in developing informal sentencing
guidelines and of his willingness to engage with laypeople
involved in that process. Sir Declan Morgan’s public
consultation on the priorities for sentencing guidelines
shows that he is in touch with public opinion. | welcome

and support the work that he is doing. Some of the detailed
issues around, for example, lay involvement, must be worked
through in detail. However, it is absolutely clear that work is
being done by the judiciary that complements the work being
done by the Department, and Sir Declan Morgan’s work is to
be welcomed as a positive step forward.

The key issue for me is that we reassure vulnerable citizens
that we promote safer communities and see that good

work is done by police officers on the ground to ensure that
criminals are caught. The knowledge that people will be
caught and given an appropriate sentence by the judiciary
is the deterrent — not the grandstanding and chest beating
seen in the Chamber this afternoon — and it leads to
judicial sentences that are appropriate to the facts of the
case. In response to Mr Mcllveen, Mr Allister highlighted the
issue of an appeal against inadequate sentences, which is
being looked at as part of the Attorney General’s work.

| am committed, as the Programme for Government
demonstrates, to continuing to work to ensure that crimes
against older and vulnerable people are minimised,
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that offenders convicted of such crimes continue to be
sentenced appropriately and that older and vulnerable
people are able to live their life free from the fear of crime.
The approach of the Programme for Government is to
explore the options and determine the need for appropriate
legislation, with the kind of flexibility that Peter Weir talked
about, as opposed to the inflexible demand for mandatory
sentences that he and his party colleagues have been
talking about.

It is incumbent on us all, whether we are political
representatives or media commentators, to conduct this
debate with care. As has been acknowledged, attacks

on older people are, thankfully, rare. Although we should
not be complacent and the Programme for Government
commitment highlights the action that we are taking to
reduce attacks and ensure appropriate sentences, it would
be regrettable if our debate or media comments on this
important issue were to add to older people’s disquiet.

Let me say again that | have welcomed the opportunity to
participate in the debate. It is clearly a significant issue

to which, | suspect, we will return in Committee, in the
Department or in the Assembly in the days to come. |
wholeheartedly agree with the view expressed in every part
of the House this afternoon that older and vulnerable people
deserve respect and safety in their home. However, for the
reasons that | have outlined, | oppose the motion to impose
mandatory minimum sentences.

Mr Wells: First, | apologise that | was not here for the
entire debate. We had a very important meeting of the
Health Committee at which | had to stay until the bitter
end, as it were, and | missed the first few contributions to
the debate. However, | have been able to speak to some

of my colleagues, and | think that there is a definite trend
between those who have a concern for the elderly and the
liberal tendency, led by the leader of the Alliance Party and
the leader of the TUV. | never thought that | would be able to
say that in the same sentence. Clearly, they are in cahoots.
There has been collusion between the two of them to
produce their common view on this matter. | never thought |
would be able to say that either.

It is clear that everyone else in the House — SDLR Sinn
Féin, the Alliance Party — is of the view that there should
be no mandatory sentencing. The public and the DUP
believe that the only just punishment for the thugs who
break into the homes of vulnerable elderly people is that
they go to jail. | will quote the specific example of a lady
who has passed away; | am sure that she would not mind
me quoting her name. Emily Gorman was one of the most
decent, godly people that | have ever met in my life. She
was an inspiration to me and my children. She lived in

an old Housing Executive rural cottage near the village of
Moira, and it was broken into twice by thugs who ransacked
her home and stole the very small number of earthly
possessions of any value that she had. As a result, she

had to leave a home that she had lived in for, | am sure,

60 years and move into sheltered accommodation. Is there
anyone in this Chamber who believes that the thugs who did
that do not deserve to go down for at least seven years? |
cannot think of any reasonable person who would believe that.

Mr McCarthy: | am grateful to the Member for giving way.
| was very excited by the story that he told, but he did not
finish it. What happened to the guys who carried out that

despicable act on that lady whom you admired so much?
Were they caught and brought before the courts? That is
the crux of the matter all through the debate. It is about
catching those boyos or girls.

Mr Wells: No, they were not caught. [Interruption.] Before the
extreme moderates in the Alliance Party get too upset about
this, | want to say that, if those thugs had known before
they set out to do that evil deed that, if they were caught,
they would get a mandatory prison sentence of seven years,
they might well have decided not to go ahead with it. That is
the point. All the honourable Members have totally missed
the point that sentencing is not only a punishment; it is a
deterrent. The honourable Member for North Antrim, whose
legal opinion | respect — he has defended me in several
difficult situations, as he will recall — [Interruption.]

Mr Storey: He has lost ones, too.

Mr Wells: He did a good job, generally. He makes the
facetious point, however, that because we have a seven-
year sentence we are less likely to detect people and get
them to confess. The reality is that a seven-year sentence
will neither help nor hinder the police in the detection of
the crime; it will act as a deterrent to the crime. It will
mean that, if the person is caught, there will be clear public
confidence that that individual will be sent down.

Mr Allister: | do not recall that | ever said that there would
be any inhibition on the police’s likelihood of catching people
because of the existence or presence of a mandatory
sentence. | do not think that it affects that one way or the
other. However, let us be clear: virtually every sentence
carries a specific maximum term. Therefore, the person who
robs knows that he could get a life sentence. The person
who inflicts grievous bodily harm knows that he could get a
life sentence with a minimum term. Now, under the 2008
order, there are extended sentences. Therefore, it is the
existence of the upper limit, which is stiff in all those cases,
that is the real deterrent, provided that it is adequately
applied when people are sentenced.

Mr Deputy Speaker: Could | ask for all remarks to be made
through the Chair, please?

Mr Wells: The difficulty that | have with that is that very
seldom, if ever, is the maximum sentence applied. Let us
look at the other side of the argument. The Member is right
to say that there is no judicial sentencing for drink-driving. |
accept that. However, you know that, if you leave a hotel or
bar and you are over the limit and are caught, you will get

a mandatory ban from driving for a minimum of one year. |
have no doubt that that decision has meant that thousands
and thousands of people have stopped at the door of a bar
and got a taxi. They realised what the implications were,
should they proceed.

Mr Allister: That is because there can be no excuse for
drink-driving; therefore, a mandatory sentence is always
equitable. However, if you talk about a mandatory sentence
to incarcerate someone, you totally shut the door on the few
exceptional cases when a sentence should not be imposed.

Mr Wells: In other words, we allow one or two cases per
thousand to dictate our right to impose a mandatory
sentence. The example that the Member quoted to me is
an interesting one. He also gave it to Mr Ford. However, it
is not the norm. The norm is that thugs burgle houses to

163



Tuesday 29 November 2011

Private Member’s Business:
Crimes Against Older and Vulnerable People

get money, such as in the incident that occurred the other

night, when the life savings of an elderly, unmarried brother
and sister were stolen. That is what goes on. | cannot see

any circumstances that could be presented to any court in

which that combination of breaking and entering, theft and

attacking elderly pensioners could not be —

Mr Allister: Will the Member give way?
Mr Wells: | will for the final time.

Mr Allister: Would the Member not be the first in the House
to complain if a constituent of his such as | described got
seven years for visiting some retribution on a paedophile
who had attacked one of his children? The Member would
be screaming, with great justification, about the inequity of
that sentence. He would make the case that emerges with
mandatory sentences, which is that, once you have them,
you must take the rough with the smooth and you create
as many problems as you solve. The answer is deterrent
sentences in deserving cases, handed down by judges who
know what they are doing.

Mr Wells: | have absolutely no doubt that, in those very
unusual and particular circumstances, the DPP could take the
decision to go for a lower-tariff offence. However, why should
we forgo the opportunity to introduce a mandatory minimum
sentence for the once-in-a-blue-moon situations when that
might happen? We start from a base at which society does
not have confidence in sentencing for attacks on elderly people.
We must start with the premise that we want a seven-year
mandatory sentence and work around those principles to
produce legislation that will deal with that issue.

In addition to deterrence and punishment, sentencing
creates public confidence in the judiciary. If the public are
reassured and certain that there are firm guidelines on what
is acceptable for sentencing and a firm rule that states that
someone must be sent down for a certain period, the public
will have confidence in the system. | do not believe that that
confidence exists.

| accept that statistics show that there seems to have

been a reduction in attacks on the elderly. However, that is
absolutely no consolation to older people who are sitting

in their home tonight in areas where those dreadful crimes
have been committed recently. They are scared to go out of
their front door. They are locked in a fortress mentality. They
would be reassured to know that those who are responsible,
if they are caught, will face a very difficult time.

4.45 pm

The honourable Member for North Antrim perhaps has still
not departed from his role as a QC. Perhaps he wants to
return to that noble profession some day and so wants

to ride both horses to some extent. However, the public
demand action. Hold an opinion poll on the streets today
and ask the voters, the ratepayers and the people of
Northern Ireland what they think about this issue, and the
views of Mr McCrea, Mr Allister and Mr Ford will get less
than 5% support.

Mr Agnew: Will the Member give way?
Mr Wells: | certainly will.

Mr Agnew: Victim Support and Age NI have not called for
mandatory sentences. The only call that | am aware of for

mandatory sentences before today’s debate was from ‘The
Stephen Nolan Show’, and | do not think that we should
implement Nolan justice in this House.

Mr Wells: The public, particularly the elderly, will be shocked
that people are jumping up from every corner of this
Assembly to find a way of avoiding mandatory sentences. It
is noticeable that those Members are out of line with their
constituents’ views on the issue. Go back to the leafy
suburbs of North Down, Mr Agnew, and ask your electorate,
particularly the elderly, what they think of the issue, and you
will get a very different message. Therefore, | have absolutely
no qualms about supporting the motion entirely. We will
push it to a vote, and the people of Northern Ireland will
watch with interest to see which Lobby Members go through.

Mr Dickson: | thank the Member for giving way. Will the
Member not agree that elderly and vulnerable people want
assurance that the PSNI has the appropriate resources to
catch people and a reputation for putting them before the
courts?

Mr Wells: They will all go to jail after that process ends.

Mr Deputy Speaker: Order. | regret to advise the Member
that his time is up and that we must proceed.

Question put.
The Assembly divided: Ayes 44; Noes 41.

AYES

Mr S Anderson, Mr Bell, Ms P Bradley, Mr Buchanan, Mr
Campbell, Mr T Clarke, Mr Copeland, Mr Craig, Mr Cree,

Mrs Dobson, Mr Douglas, Mr Dunne, Mr Easton, Mr Elliott,

Mr Frew, Mr Girvan, Mr Givan, Mrs Hale, Mr Hamilton, Mr
Humphrey, Mr Hussey, Mr Irwin, Mr Kennedy, Ms Lewis, Mr
McCallister, Mr McCausland, Mr | McCrea, Mr D Mcliveen,
Miss M Mcllveen, Mr McNarry, Mr McQuillan, Lord Morrow, Mr
Moutray, Mr Newton, Mrs Overend, Mr Poots, Mr G Robinson,
Mr P Robinson, Mr Ross, Mr Spratt, Mr Storey, Mr Swann, Mr
Weir, Mr Wells.

Tellers for the Ayes: Mr S Anderson and Mr Craig.

NOES

Mr Agnew, Mr Allister, Ms M Anderson, Mr Attwood, Mr Boylan,
Ms Boyle, Mr D Bradley, Mr Brady, Mr Byrne, Mr W Clarke, Mrs
Cochrane, Mr Dickson, Mr Doherty, Mr Durkan, Mr Eastwood,
Dr Farry, Mr Ford, Ms Gildernew, Mrs D Kelly, Mr G Kelly, Ms
Lo, Mr Lunn, Mr Lynch, Mr Lyttle, Ms J McCann, Mr McCarthy,
Mr McCartney, Mr McDevitt, Mr McElduff, Mr McGlone, Mr

M McGuinness, Mr McKay, Mr McLaughlin, Mr A Maginness,
Mr A Maskey, Mr P Maskey, Ms Ni Chuilin, Mr O hOisin, Mr
O’Dowd, Mrs O’Neill, Ms S Ramsey.

Tellers for the Noes: Mr Dickson and Mr A Maginness.
Question accordingly agreed to.
Resolved:

That this Assembly recognises that older and vulnerable
people are deserving of respect and safety in their
homes; and calls on the Minister of Justice to introduce
legislation to impose mandatory minimum prison
sentences for people who are found guilty of violent
crimes against older or vulnerable people.
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5.00 pm
Motion made:

That the Assembly do now adjourn. — [Mr Deputy
Speaker.]

Adjournment

West Belfast and Greater Shankill Employment
Services Board

Mr Deputy Speaker: The proposer of the topic for debate
will have 15 minutes in which to speak, the Minister will

have 10 minutes to respond and all other Members who
wish to speak will have six minutes on this occasion.

Mr P Maskey: Go raibh mile maith agat, a LeasCheann
Comhairle. | thank the Business Committee for supporting
this topic and selecting it for the Adjournment debate
tonight. | also thank the Minister for his attendance.

The importance of this debate is very relevant due to

the fact that only last week the Westminster report on
unemployment was released. That report highlights the
high unemployment rates in the areas that we will speak
about this evening. Some of the highlights in the report put
a spotlight on the need for a more localised approach to
addressing unemployment in west Belfast and the greater
Shankill. The infrastructure is already there through the
structures of the Employment Services Board (ESB), the
employers’ forum and other task force initiatives, which have
already assisted in moving west Belfast and the greater
Shankill forward.

| will take a bit of time to highlight some of the benefits
that the task force has brought to west Belfast and the
greater Shankill over the past number of years. The

health employment programme works in partnership with
the Belfast Health and Social Care Trust, UNISON, the
Employment Services Board and the employers’ forum. It
helped to get over 150 people into employment, and over
300 people received progression training, 40 of whom
moved on to more advanced positions, creating £1-4 million
per annum for the local economy.

The social economy fund — a £1 million fund — has
created 31 posts that will be supported for two years in 14
social enterprises that provide local services of community
benefit. The Contact Centre Job 100 initiative worked with
local contact centre employers to ring-fence 100 jobs for
those further from the labour market. Over 150 people have
moved into employment in the contact centre sector as a
direct result.

There has been the development of highly significant
government guidance through the political ex-prisoners’
group, chaired by Sir George Quigley, and a new working
group set up by the Office of the First Minister and deputy
First Minister (OFMDFM).

An innovative scheme in Bombardier offered adult
apprenticeships to people from the task force areas with
few entry requirements reduced. The Engineering Skills for
Industry scheme, funded by Bombardier, the European social
fund and the Department for Employment and Learning’s

(DEL) Steps to Work programme, is an innovative approach
that provides additional help and support for those further
from the labour market to gain qualifications and then
employment in the engineering sector.

There have been construction cluster initiatives. Despite
the severe impact that there has been on the construction
industry, the task force structures have worked extensively
with the employers’ forum construction cluster to provide a
series of work placement opportunities, linkages with local
schools, mock interview programmes, and so on.

There have been direct interventions with retail employers
to develop approaches and place clients, including Marks
and Spencer, Timberland, IKEA, Asda and Tesco, to name
but a few. The task force has also helped through the
development of key approaches to maximise opportunities
in areas such as Victoria Square and the Titanic Square in
east Belfast.

The work of the task force structures has levered in
substantial additional resources for employment and
employability initiatives, with over £2 million in additional
funding having been secured in the past seven years.

DEL investment in the stakeholder forum element of the
Employment Services Board has been match-funded almost
pound for pound by the private sector through the support
of the employers’ forum. Since mid-2009, DEL has sought
to separate the activities of the Employment Services
Board into those contracted under the Local Employment
Intermediary Service (LEMIS) and those that fall under the
task force’s remit.

In his letter of 31 January 2011, Minister Danny Kennedy
noted that DEL funded the Employment Services Board from
April 2007 to act as a facilitator for the Belfast-wide LEMIS
stakeholder forum and that, since 2007, it has not provided
the Employment Services Board with resources to discharge
any or all of its functions in respect of the West Belfast and
Greater Shankill Task Forces. DEL's definition of the services
contracted under LEMIS has a very narrow focus and
excludes the majority of what | have just mentioned.

With that in mind, the Employment Services Board’s role in
acting as a co-ordinating body for services and approaches
to tackle employability and unemployment across west
Belfast and the greater Shankill is at substantial risk.

The recent task force consultations, along with direct
consultation with neighbourhood renewal partnerships,
have demonstrated widespread support for the Employment
Services Board not only to continue but to strengthen

its pivotal role in the development of a new strategy

and associated action plan to tackle employability and
unemployment in the task force areas.

The Employment Services Board is currently supported

by Belfast City Council, which has committed £45,000

of interim funding. That support, although providing an
essential lifeline, does not fully cover the board’s very
modest ongoing operating costs. The support from Belfast
City Council ends on 31 December 2011 and will leave an
overall shortfall of £32,000 until the end of March 2012.

The Department’s lack of support for the Employment
Services Board and its narrow focus on services to facilitate
a stakeholder forum for LEMIS, as opposed to its wider task
force remit, is a barrier, given that the evaluation of the last
LEMIS recommended not proceeding with the shareholder
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forum element in the new LEMIS contract. It is important to
note that all the Employment Services Board activities are
employability related, fit in with DEL's remit and were embarked
on to open up opportunities and overcome barriers to
employment for those further from the labour market in the
West Belfast and Greater Shankill Task Forces areas.

All the Employment Services Board’s work is directly in
employment and employability, and is therefore within DEL’s
remit and in support of its aims and objectives. Whether
funded directly for that work, the benefits are clearly there to
be seen, with over £2 million in additional resources brought
in by the employers’ forum and the Employment Services
Board.

There is no alternative to the stakeholder forum
arrangements in place for LEMIS, and we have therefore
taken a massive step backwards when it comes

to government working with local communities and
stakeholders to tackle unemployment collaboratively. The
LEMIS evaluation did not consider that wider range of
benefits and very narrowly focused on the administration of
the stakeholder forum function rather than on the supporting
developmental work.

New plans for tackling unemployment and disadvantage are
currently being developed in west Belfast and the greater
Shankill. The Employment Services Board is a key driver in
that respect and has the full support of both partnerships,
as well as that of the neighbourhood renewal partnerships.

With that in mind, | believe that the decision to withdraw
the stakeholder forum function was based on a very short-
sighted and narrow assessment that did not take account
of the unique structures, arrangements and subsequent
benefits to west Belfast and the greater Shankill. There is

a greater case than ever to support such structures. Losing
the Employment Services Board at this stage will place a
great question mark over the commitment and investment
by the private sector in the employers’ forum, and | do not
think that that is the message that we want to send out.

The short-term investment required is £32,000 to the end of
March. | ask the Minister to look at his budget in the hope
that he can find that small amount of money to assist west
Belfast and the greater Shankill. Granting that small amount
of finance would allow the Employment Services Board to
seek other funding revenues to keep up its work.

The programme works, Minister. Therefore | would be very
grateful if you could source that small amount of money

as a lifeline to the community. | realise that budgets are
very tight, but | would like to hear your response. | look at
some of the positive work: Invest NI has invested £1:5
million in the Andor Technology site on the Springfield
Road, which levers in other money to a total of £18 million
investment in that area last week. | would be very grateful
if the Minister could add on the small amount of £32,000
— if he has it in his budget — as it would allow the work of
the Employment Services Board to continue trying to give
employment opportunities to people from some of the most
disadvantaged areas.

Mr Humphrey: | declare at the outset that | am a former
member of the West Belfast and Greater Shankill Task
Force, a member of the Greater Shankill Partnership Board
and a member of Belfast City Council. The Employers’ Forum
and the Employment Services Board basically came out

of those task forces. The Employment Services Board has
been providing a service in greater Shankill, and particularly
in west Belfast.

One of the most significant things for those involved in the
Employment Services Board was the Health Employment
Partnership, which was jointly funded by DEL and the Belfast
Trust. Last year, | attended an event in the Long Gallery with
my colleague from Belfast City Council Tim Attwood. When
we returned to the council we proposed and seconded a
motion respectively in support of that. It is a great scheme.
People at the event gave testimony about how the project
had lifted them in relation to meaningful employment, gave
them confidence in themselves and totally transformed
them as individuals. | am saddened to hear that there may
not be money to allow it to continue, although the Minister
may correct me if | am wrong. It is unfortunate, to say the
least, if that is the case.

Engineering with young people from Bombardier Aerospace
has an impact on training, as does Springvale, on respective
sides of the divide in west Belfast. Impact Training has been
vital for the young people in the area that | and others in
the Chamber represent. The proposer of the debate said
that Belfast City Council has been providing some funding
through the development department for ESB to help the
greater Shankill and west Belfast. The initial funding was for
three months, and then extended for a further six months
due to the failure of distribution from this place.

The board’s work has been vital, although | must be honest
and say that | would have liked to see more of it in the
Shankill. We need a holistic approach to tackling problems
in areas such as west Belfast and the wards of north
Belfast that abut it. We hear about the difficulties in hard-
to-reach communities for Protestants and Catholics. Many
young people feel that they simply have no way out because
the job prospects are not there. Unfortunately, in some
families, education is not valued. The focus of the national
Government and its predecessor seems to be education,
education, education.

Education is not for everyone. Some people make the
decision not to go into third-level education, as | did; |

went straight into industry. Other people want to learn the
traditional trades. We do not have enough people training
to be electricians, joiners, plumbers, bricklayers and so on,
which is what the economy needs. The manufacturing base
may have contracted now, but will we be fit for purpose if we
have economic growth and manufacturing recovers?

5.15 pm

Some 50% of the people who built Victoria Square a number
of years ago are from Poland. | have no difficulty with that,
but why are people from the Short Strand, the Shankill, west
Belfast and north Belfast not getting opportunities to go

in there and do that work? The simple truth is that they do
not have the skills because the training is not there. There
is a great responsibility on the Minister's Department and
Belfast Metropolitan College to teach the skills that are
needed in those communities. That will give those people

a lift and the opportunity to go into the world of work and
get meaningful long-term employment that will give them
confidence and vision for the future.

The threat of the withdrawal of funding from organisations
such as ESB is a particular concern. | am not sure that

166



Tuesday 29 November 2011

Adjournment:
West Belfast and Greater Shankill Employment Services Board

Belfast City Council has the funding to make up the
shortfall in its entirety, nor do | think that it is appropriate
that it should do that. Belfast City Council can certainly
work and support these organisations in partnership, but
responsibility resides with regional government.

It is a particular problem in the greater Shankill area.
Connectivity between Belfast Metropolitan College and the
greater Shankill is very poor. It is very difficult for young
people who go to that college. Recently, | was visited by a
constituent who is supposed to be on a placement, training
to be a mechanic. The car mechanic with whom he works
has him changing tyres. That young fella has no prospect
of becoming a mechanic if he is only changing tyres. If such
courses were focused and directed in a professional way, it
would allow people to get qualifications.

People who work in the Employment Services Board and

on Jobskills programmes in the greater Shankill have much
to do. They do good work, and they should be supported in
that ongoing work. If the money can be found, not just from
the Department but through working in partnership with the
private sector and Belfast City Council, | implore the Minister
to ensure that those schemes continue.

We can talk about education and a lack of training,
especially vocational training. However, the truth is that

we simply will not crack it unless a holistic, joined-up,
collaborative approach is taken to tackling the problems in
west Belfast, north Belfast and so on. | am concerned when
| hear about school closures and reductions in education
funding and vocational training in those areas. How will we
instil in those people confidence that there is any prospect
of meaningful employment if government does not work
collaboratively with councils and the private sector? All
those elements need to come together to ensure that the
process works.

Mr Deputy Speaker: | call Alex Attwood. Members have a
maximum of seven minutes, as a few names have been
withdrawn.

Mr Attwood: | welcome Paul Maskey’s Adjournment debate.
There was not a word in his opening remarks that | differ
from. There was virtually not a word in William Humphrey’s
remarks that | differ from. | hope that there will be barely a
word in my remarks that either of them differ from, but we
will wait and see about that.

Minister, there are four reasons why you should back this
project in the next half hour. The first is the reason that Paul
Maskey outlined: it is a good project with good results and a
good future. Given its profile and success, the Department
should think about providing funding. Secondly, as has

been outlined, the amount of money that is sought in the
period to the end of this financial year is moderate. As |

will explain, other models of practice have been deployed
over the past number of months to sustain good projects
while potential funding opportunities emerge. Thirdly, there
is an orthodoxy in DEL that needs to be broken, which is
that mainstream programmes and models in the image of
London programmes best serve the interest of communities.
| do not think that that is the right orthodoxy. | have long
believed that, at times, the conservative and insular thinking
of DEL gets in the way of the deployment of best practice,
such as the Employment Services Board. Fourthly, | am
being cautious in making this argument, but there is a

need to reassure communities in West Belfast after the
decision that was announced yesterday on the review of
teacher training. Whatever the ambition and intention of

the Minister in that regard, there is now new uncertainty

in West Belfast about the Government’s commitment to it.
As a consequence, | believe that those four reasons give
opportunity and space for the Minister to address the matter
this afternoon.

| endorse what Paul Maskey and William Humphrey said
about some of the initiatives that have arisen through the
work of the Employment Services Board. | will name only
two or three because they have been spoken about in some
detail. The health employment programme is not just a
good model; it is actually a model that should be deployed
in all areas of disadvantage in the North. We have the
single biggest employer in the public sector, with the single
biggest spend in the public sector — namely, health — and
there is a local model of identifying people in areas of
neighbourhood renewal, training them up to apply for jobs
in the health service and, at the same time, helping people
in low-level employment with the health service to upskill in
order to progress into higher jobs in the health service.

William Humphrey, my brother and others were in the Long
Gallery because the programme is representative and has
wider deployment in terms of DEL and the Department
for Social Development (DSD) strategy, and it is a classic
example of where we should go. It is a project that should
be escalated, not put in jeopardy through the uncertainty
around the Employment Services Board. The same can

be said for all the other initiatives that came through the
ESB, which Paul Maskey outlined in his speech, including
construction cluster initiatives, direct retail interventions
and, more than anything else, social economy projects.

Some 5% of employment in the North is in social economy
projects. That is a model of employment, given that it is

not for profit and money goes back into the business. It

is a business; it is not charity, and it is not handouts. It is

a business model in the image of not for profit and social
economy projects, which have a greater great role, especially
if we can get to grips with our procurement.

As | said, there were models in the recent past where the
Government decided to intervene in order to protect good
programmes at a moment of high risk. | refer in particular to
the integrated services project in West Belfast. When | was
Minister for Social Development, we released short-term
funding to get that project over the funding gap while further
funding opportunities came forward. Although | have grave
concerns about the social investment fund and believe that
money should be reallocated very quickly, especially to DSD
and perhaps to DEL to take forward various programmes,
nonetheless, for the sake of £30,000 to cover a short deficit
in funding while other funding models are worked up — or,
as | prefer to see it, funding that is in the Budget is reallocated
to those best placed in government to deploy those resources,
namely DEL and DSD, to neighbourhood renewal projects

— | do not think that this project should be put in any further
jeopardy beyond the conclusion of this debate.

| encourage the Minister to break free of the technocratic
culture that prevails in some elements of DEL and to
recognise this afternoon’s cross-party, cross-community
endorsement of the project. | also encourage him to
recognise that this is not just good in itself but is a
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trailblazer for good models of creating employment, skills
and opportunities for people in areas of neighbourhood
renewal. | further encourage him to send a good news
message to all the people of West Belfast.

Dr Farry (The Minister for Employment and Learning): |
congratulate Paul Maskey on securing the Adjournment debate,
and | thank the Members who spoke for their comments. |
will certainly take note of everything that has been said.

It might be helpful if | explained the nature of my
Department’s relationship with the Employment Services
Board and how my Department procures programmes and
services. My Department does not core fund organisations;
rather, the normal practice is to procure specific programmes
or services by competitive tender.

My Department has had two contracts with the Employment
Services Board. The first was to support targeted initiatives
for the long-term unemployed in West Belfast and the greater
Shankill. That contractual relationship ended in 2007, when
targeted initiatives ended. More recently, my Department
provided funding for the Employment Services Board to act
as the secretariat for the Belfast stakeholder forum for the
Local Employment Intermediary Service, better known as
LEMIS, and forums were funded in Derry and Strabane.

During the latter part of 2009, my Department
commissioned FGS McClure Watters to evaluate LEMIS.
That evaluation concluded that LEMIS is a low-cost, highly
effective intervention that helps those who are most
disengaged from the labour market to reconnect with the
world of work. It also concluded that there was no longer a
need for the stakeholder forums and that to continue with
them would simply be a duplication of functions already
being delivered by others, such as my Department, the
workforce development forums and local councils.

| should say at the outset that | value stakeholder
engagement. My Department is working closely with Belfast
City Council and other key organisations, including other
Departments, agencies and educational institutions, to
secure a strategic approach for the whole city of Belfast. |
believe that we must break free from our traditional views of
the city. That view breaks the city down into discrete areas
— north, south, east and west — and weakens us all and
fragments interventions. | think that we need to view the
city as a whole and seek strategic solutions that will provide
opportunities for all our citizens and build the cohesion and
strength of the whole community in Belfast. | also believe
that we can do that at little or no additional cost. At times of
financial constraint, that can only be the right thing to do.

In line with the recommendations of the FGS McClure
Watters evaluation report, funding was withdrawn from the
LEMIS stakeholder forum in March 2011. The £150,000
that was saved by that decision has been directly reinvested
into front line services by extending LEMIS to three more
areas of Northern Ireland. In addition to being provided

in Belfast, Derry and Strabane, LEMIS is now available

in Cookstown, Moyle and Newry. Those areas have been
identified as being the next three most deprived parts of
Northern Ireland under the Noble indices.

| am sure that Members will agree that that extension of
LEMIS should be warmly welcomed. We must do all that we
can at this difficult time to help people prepare for a move
into work as quickly as possible. The principle of reducing

unnecessary overhead costs and redirecting much-needed
resources to front line services is very much in evidence in
our extension of LEMIS.

Tomorrow, | will visit Ballycastle, where Network Personnel,
one of our LEMIS contractors, will open new premises to
deliver LEMIS in north Antrim. Locally, the service will be
branded as Source. If LEMIS performs as well in the new
areas as it has in Belfast, Derry and Strabane, we can
expect around 100 extra people to find and retain work in
the next year to 18 months.

My Department has no particular locus in the question of
future funding for the Employment Services Board. Others,
notably the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Investment
and the Department for Social Development, may have a
view, given their involvement on the Employment Services
Board in the work of the West Belfast and Greater Shankill
task forces, which are, of course, structures established by
those Departments.

5.30 pm

With regard to my Department’s wider commitment to

west Belfast and the greater Shankill, the full range of
employment service programmes and services remains in
place. Those services and programmes can be accessed
through the local jobs and benefits office network in

our Andersonstown, Falls and Shankill offices. The
Andersonstown office, which was opened last year, is one
of the newest jobs and benefits offices in the network

and offers the local community a comprehensive jobs and
benefits service. | have over 100 staff working in those
locations, providing information, advice and support across
the whole client range from jobseekers and job changers to
those with health conditions and disabilities.

In September 2011 — the latest month for which | have
data — my staff helped over 250 people to move into
employment in those areas. That is indeed a positive
recognition of the support that they received from

the employment service. In addition, the full suite of
employment programmes is in place and available to
customers in those areas. Those include the Steps to
Work programme, which is our main adult back-to-work
programme, and the full range of disability programmes
offered by the Disability Employment Service.

LEMIS contracts also remain in place in west Belfast and
greater Shankill. We have two contracts in the area: Upper
Springfield Development Trust delivers the service in west
Belfast, while Impact Training, via the Shankill Job Assist
Centre, offers the service in the Shankill area. LEMIS is an
area-specific initiative, designed to meet the needs of the
most disadvantaged in our most disadvantaged areas. It is
worth noting that LEMIS continues to perform well in those
areas, even after the withdrawal of funding from the
stakeholder forums. In the first six months of the 2010-11
financial year, 50 LEMIS clients moved into work in the west
Belfast and greater Shankill areas. In the same period this
year, 59 clients found work. That is a remarkable
performance, given the persistent difficulties in the labour
market. | strongly suggest that my Department is doing all it
can within the resources available to it to address worklessness,
not only in west Belfast but right across the Province.

Mr Humphrey: | am grateful to the Minister for giving way.
Recently, | met the manager of the Shankill Job Assist
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Centre, and | meet him regularly. He told me that many of
the people who come to his office on the Shankill Road
travel from south and east Belfast. That backs up the

point that Mr Attwood made that the scheme has been so
successful in the Shankill that it should be rolled out across
the city, especially in urban working-class areas where there
are very high levels of unemployment and very low levels of
educational attainment.

Dr Farry: | thank Mr Humphrey for his comments. It is
important to distinguish between programmes and structures.
The message that | am trying to give is that the Department
wants to invest in programmes and to do that on the basis
of the evidence of what works and avoiding what does not
work. | took on board his comments earlier about the
problems of skills shortages and skills mismatches and the
inability of people to take up jobs on their immediate
doorstep. Those are all issues that | am extremely mindful
of and want to return to the House with in the near future.

Members may also be aware that the employment service
is carrying out a thorough review of provision to determine
whether the current offering remains fit for purpose. In the
new year, | expect to see major improvements both in the
direct service offered to customers by front line staff and

in the development of Steps to Work. In the coming weeks,
we will go to market to procure a new programme for people
with health conditions and disabilities. Work Connect, which
will replace the new deal for disabled people, will help those
with low-level support needs to connect with the world of
work. That will be particularly helpful for those going through
the incapacity benefit reassessment process.

I will ensure that the employment service keeps all services
and provision under review, with a view to maximising the
quality and effectiveness of what we offer within the budget
available. However, we can always do more. My Department
has plans for a range of new initiatives, including a

variation of the Step Ahead initiative targeted at 500 young
unemployed people; an individual place-and-train scheme for
people with learning disabilities; a self-employment initiative
for the creative industries; and a variation on existing LEMIS
provision to provide family support workers in each area to
help address the wider barriers to work faced by families.
Of course, all those new initiatives will cost money, and my
Department has bid to the social protection fund for funding
for them. We await the outcome of that bidding process.

The Assembly would do well to debate unemployment,
particularly youth unemployment, in the very near future.
Other jurisdictions have responded to the challenge, and

we must do likewise. | believe that our Programme for
Government and economic strategy will only provide the
necessary solutions if we come together to forge collectively
new possibilities for young people.

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

Mr Attwood: Will the Minister give way?
Dr Farry: | am out of time, | think.

Mr Deputy Speaker: The Minister is correct: we are now out
of time.

Adjourned at 5.37 pm.
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Northern Ireland
Assembly

Monday 5 December 2011

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

Members observed two minutes’ silence.

Assembly Business

Mr Allister: On a point of order, Mr Speaker. | raise with you
again the issue of the delay — indeed, the neglect — in
answering questions for written answer. It is a matter with
which you have been helpful in the past, but the problem
persists. At this moment, | have 40 questions for written
answer that have passed the 10-day requirement for answer.
Six of them are questions that were tabled before the
summer recess, 12 of them were tabled in September and
nine of them were tabled in October.

If Members are to do the work that they are sent here to
do, the Standing Order requirement of Ministers attending
to answers within 10 days needs to be adhered to.

Twenty of the 40 questions relate to the Office of the First
Minister and deputy First Minister (OFMDFM) and 11 to the
Department of Finance and Personnel (DFP). Those two
Departments seem to be particularly remiss at living within
the mandatory requirements of Standing Order 20B. | again
ask for your guidance and your assistance in the resolution
of the matter.

Mr Speaker: | say to the Member and the whole House that
| do have great sympathy for Members on this issue. That
is why | have continually allowed Members to raise these
issues, particularly by making points of order in the House.
The House will know that | have no real powers under
Standing Order 20B. However, | hope that, by Members
raising the matter through points of order, Ministers listen to
what is being said in the House, because various Members
have raised the same issue. | have great sympathy for
Members who raise such issues through points of order. |
will continue to allow Members to raise them through points
of order until Ministers listen very closely to what Members
say.

| have some deep concerns about the way in which this is
being handled by Departments, and the Member is certainly
right to raise it. As | said, | hope that Ministers in the
Departments concerned are listening. Let us now move on,
please.

Before we begin today’s business, | advise Members that
the two statements that the Minister of Agriculture and Rural
Development was to deliver today have been postponed until
next Monday. | received a letter from the Minister in which
she indicated clearly that she had been called to attend a
very urgent meeting in Brussels. | know that all the party
Whips have been informed of the situation.

Executive Committee Business

Additional Statutory Paternity Pay (General)
(Amendment) Regulations (Northern Ireland)
2011

Dr Farry (The Minister for Employment and Learning): | beg
to move

That the Additional Statutory Paternity Pay (General)
(Amendment) Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2011 be
approved.

| am seeking the Assembly’s approval of these amending
regulations that were made on 18 July 2011 and that came
into operation on 14 August. Members may find it helpful if |
outline the background to the regulations. In October 2010,
following an extensive consultation process, the Department
for Employment and Learning (DEL) brought into operation a
large body of legislation, comprising a total of 12 statutory
rules, the purpose of which was to introduce the right to
additional paternity leave and additional statutory paternity
pay.

The package of new entitlements, collectively referred

to as the additional paternity leave and pay regulations,
provides greater choice for working parents in how they
divide childcare responsibilities. One of the statutory rules,
the Additional Statutory Paternity Pay (General) Regulations
(Northern Ireland) 2010, allows employed earners to be
paid additional statutory paternity pay if they are not working
during their partner’s maternity or adoption pay period.
Subsequent to those regulations coming into operation,
officials from the Department for Business, Innovation

and Skills advised my Department that the corresponding
regulations in Great Britain contained a minor drafting error,
and it was quickly ascertained that the error had been
replicated in the Northern Ireland regulations.

The intention has always been that additional statutory
paternity pay should not begin earlier than 20 weeks after a
child’s placement for adoption. That reflects the provisions
that apply to births, where additional statutory paternity
pay cannot begin earlier than 20 weeks after a child is
born. The intended position is reflected in the explanatory
note to the original regulations, which states that the
provisions on additional statutory paternity pay for adopters
correspond to the provisions on additional paternity pay for
the husbands and partners of mothers of newborn children.
That is also reflected in the guidance issued after the
original regulations were made. However, regulation 14 of
the Additional Statutory Paternity Pay (General) Regulations
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(Northern Ireland) 2010 appears to allow the impractical
scenario of additional paternity pay in adoption cases
beginning 20 weeks before a child is placed for adoption.

The proposed technical amendment to regulation 14 will
ensure that the intended position is achieved. A similar
amendment has already been effected in Great Britain. |
am grateful to the Committee for Employment and Learning
and the Examiner of Statutory Rules for their scrutiny of the
amending statutory rule. | am also grateful to the Committee
for its recommendation that the regulations be confirmed
by the Assembly. | hope that | have provided the House with
sufficient explanation of the purpose of the regulations. |
will, of course, respond to any points made by Members in
my closing remarks.

Mr Speaker: No Members have indicated that they want

to speak on the issue. | think that the Chairman of the
Committee, Basil McCrea, intended to speak, but he is not
in the Chamber. |, therefore, call on the Minister to conclude.

Dr Farry: | thank all the Members who contributed. If only
things could be this easy in the future.

Question put and agreed to.
Resolved:

That the Additional Statutory Paternity Pay (General)
(Amendment) Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2011 be
approved.

Draft Labour Relations Agency (Code of Practice
on Disciplinary and Grievance Procedures)
(Jurisdictions) Order (Northern Ireland) 2011

Dr Farry (The Minister for Employment and Learning): | beg
to move

That the draft Labour Relations Agency (Code of Practice
on Disciplinary and Grievance Procedures) (Jurisdictions)
Order (Northern Ireland) 2011 be approved.

Again, it may be helpful if | outline briefly for Members the
background to the order. In March 2011, the Assembly
passed the Employment Act (Northern Ireland) 2011, which
fundamentally changed the procedures and systems for
resolving workplace disputes in Northern Ireland. One of the
most significant measures related to the repeal of statutory
grievance procedures and their replacement by good
practice standards that are set out in the Labour Relations
Agency’s (LRA) revised code of practice.

In order to encourage observation of best practices, the
Act also inserted provisions into the Industrial Relations
(Northern Ireland) Order 1992 that allow industrial tribunals
to vary awards by up to 50%, up or down, where the tribunal
considers that either party has unreasonably failed to

apply such standards. Also inserted into the Industrial
Relations (Northern Ireland) Order 1992 was a schedule
that detailed the employment law jurisdictions to which the
revised grievance procedures would apply. Many of those
jurisdictions are well known. They include unfair dismissal or
forms of unlawful discrimination. Others are less common,
but no less important.

It transpires that, due to an oversight in the GB legislation,
which has been replicated in the Employment Act (Northern
Ireland) 2011, one of the least-used jurisdictions was
omitted from the schedule. The jurisdiction in question is
regulation 51 of the Companies (Cross-Border Mergers)
Regulations 2007. That regulation enables certain
employees and their representatives to make a complaint
to an industrial tribunal where they have been subject to
detriment for exercising certain rights and entitlements in
the context of a cross-border merger.

The potential ramifications of that omission are that, were
such a complaint to be made, the tribunal would be unable
to vary any award to reflect non-compliance with the LRA
code. Although, in practice, cross-border merger cases of
that type are likely to be extremely rare, it is nevertheless
appropriate to correct that omission. | should point out that
the amendment is of a purely technical nature. It does not
represent any change in policy.

| am grateful to the Committee for Employment and Learning
and the Examiner of Statutory Rules for their scrutiny of
that particular statutory rule. | hope that | have provided

the House with sufficient explanation of the purpose of the
order. | will, of course, respond to any points that are made
by Members in my closing remarks.

Mr Speaker: Once again, no Members have indicated that
they want to speak to the motion. Therefore, | call the
Minister to conclude the debate.
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Dr Farry: Again, | thank Members for their understanding of
the situation.

Question put and agreed to.
Resolved:

That the draft Labour Relations Agency (Code of Practice
on Disciplinary and Grievance Procedures) (Jurisdictions)
Order (Northern Ireland) 2011 be approved.

Private Members’ Business

Community Transport Scheme

Mr Speaker: The Business Committee has agreed to allow
up to one hour and 30 minutes for the debate. The proposer
will have 10 minutes to propose the motion and 10 minutes
to make a winding-up speech. One amendment has been
selected and published on the Marshalled List. The
proposer of the amendment will have 10 minutes to propose
and five minutes to make a winding-up speech. All other
Members who are called to speak will have five minutes.

Mr McMullan: | beg to move

That this Assembly recognises the dependency that our
rural communities have on the community transport
scheme for medical visits and hospital appointments;
and calls on the Minister for Regional Development to
ensure that this service is sustained to facilitate the most
vulnerable people in our society.

| ask the Assembly to support rural dwellers having the
same access to community transport as that which urban
dwellers enjoy, primarily with regard to hospital appointments.

In 2011, new contracts were made in the community
transport scheme, with the obvious exclusion of transport
to hospital appointments. This is an issue of equality. | have
spoken to many people who have been affected greatly. That
is what they tell me. At present, people who live in urban
areas can get to hospital appointments with the Door-2-Door
service while, in rural areas, community transport can now
only drop people to the nearest bus stop or train station and
leave them to get on their way. In many cases, in my area of
east Antrim and the glens, people have to take three buses.

| spoke to two ladies at the weekend. One of them was
virtually in tears when she told me about her situation. At
present, she pays anything between £50 and £60 for a

taxi to take her to and from hospital. She is 84 years old,
yet we expect her to be left at the bus stop on a winter’s
morning to get buses to Ballymena and then to Belfast, and
to wait in between. That is intolerable in this day and age.

12.15 pm

Mr Speaker: | am sorry to interrupt the Member, but could
he pull his microphone closer? Thank you.

Mr McMullan: Sorry. Community transport can be used for
all sorts of things such as shopping and visits to local GPs,
post offices, family members and to those in hospital, and
| welcome that. However, the big problem for rural areas

is the use of the phrase “local hospitals” in the original
agreement in 1996. Today, there are no local hospitals in
rural areas; they do not exist and most are now referred to
as health centres or clinics.

Access to community transport to visit friends or family in
mainstream hospitals is a great advantage for rural dwellers,
and the service must be kept up. | fully support that, and

| am sure that the House does as well. However, there is

no sense in not allowing community transport for hospital
appointments when visits to hospital are allowed. All of the
Departments need to sit down and find a solution to this
problem. It is not just up to the Department for Regional
Development (DRD) — the Department of Health, Social
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Services and Public Safety (DHSSPS) and all of the other
Departments also need to be involved.

We cannot allow this difference between urban dwellers
and their rural neighbours. After all, in its booklet, the
Community Transport Association suggests that rural
community transport exists to assist with the reduction of
rural isolation and to target social need.

Community transport was introduced in 1996 — 15 years
ago. Health provision has moved on since then, services
have been centralised and local or community hospitals
have been closed and put to other uses. Practically all major
outpatient services are now centralised in urban areas.
Those include services for patients with renal problems,
cancer and special needs, to name a few. The use of
community transport for those patients is not an option.
We cannot allow pensioners who are maybe 80 years old,
those with disabilities and those with special needs to

go out and look for private transport to take them to their
appointments. As | said before, some of these people must
go to hospital two or three times a week, and we cannot
expect them to pay that money or, as happens, to beg lifts
from their neighbours. It makes no sense at all.

Public transport has been rationalised time and again in
rural areas, and timetables do not suit the majority of rural
dwellers. One of the questions that should be asked is that
if the timetables are being made by transport providers,
why can hospital appointments not be set at a time to

suit the timetables? That is never done. People are given
appointments in hospitals at 10.00 am. How can anyone
from where | live in Cushendall in the glens of Antrim get to
Belfast for 10.00 am or 11.00 am? It is virtually impossible.
Two or three people will need to go with some of those
patients to look after them on public transport.

There has also been a reduction in non-emergency health
transport. In the past, patients like those | mentioned and
who had difficulty accessing public transport, could be
transported using non-emergency ambulances or minibuses.
Those were provided by the Ambulance Service or by

local health trusts, but budget cuts and the review of the
Ambulance Service have reduced the ability of the health
service to provide patient transport.

It would be interesting to see the figures for the number of
patients who have not attended their appointments in each
health trust. In my area in the glens, which is serviced by
North Coast Community Transport Partnership, the figures
for trips for the period 1 April 2010 to 31 March 2011 was
1,060, yet between 1 April and 1 September 2011 the
figure had reduced by 253. Including other trips, there was
a total drop of 600 trips for that community for the current
year, including a weekly drop of 12 hospital trips. It is
alarming to think about where those people have gone, and
how many of them have missed their hospital appointments.

There is a figure that is accepted as a benchmark: a missed
hospital appointment costs about £150. When all the
missed appointments are added up, a lot of money is being
wasted because of this transport debacle.

We need to look at a better strategy. That is why | am asking
the Minister for Regional Development to sit down with the
Health Minister and anyone else who can be included to find
a solution to this serious problem of rural social isolation.
Do we really expect 80-year-olds to go out and look for

bus services at that time of the morning to get to their
appointments?

How much will this cost? | have talked to the transport
people in my area and | have been told that it would cost
£25,000 to reinstate the North Coast Community Transport
scheme to allow patients to travel to hospital appointments.
I know that the Ministers have been very good in the past,
and | do not doubt that they will be very good in future. | ask
them to look at this issue. | am the parent of a disabled
child who goes to regular hospital appointments in Belfast
because of her condition. What is she going to do when she
is 18 or 197 | could not allow my child to go on the bus,
because two people have to go with her.

In the rural areas, as you know, most families have one car.
Those cars are used to get to work by those who are lucky
enough to have a job. The community transport scheme is a
lifeline. There are people who give up their time to volunteer
to drive. We are losing out on those volunteers, and they
should be brought back in. | ask the Minister to talk to the
other Departments and put the service back on. That is my
plea on behalf of those who used the service before and
cannot use it now. It is a vital service for rural dwellers.

Mr Beggs: | beg to move the following amendment: Leave
out all after “medical visits” and insert

“and access to other local services; and calls on the
Minister for Regional Development to work closely with
the Minister of Health, Social Services and Public Safety,
the Minister of Agriculture and Rural Development and
the Minister of Finance and Personnel to ensure that
this service is sustained to facilitate the most vulnerable
people in our society.”

| thank the proposers of the motion for bringing the
important topic of community transport up for debate
today. It is particularly important in rural areas, where,
unfortunately, economics dictate that we cannot have as
regular a bus service as we would wish for. Therefore,
alternative means have to be used to address rural
isolation. | believe that North Coast Community Transport
in north Antrim, as has been mentioned, and South Antrim
Community Transport provide an important service, which
has not been highlighted as much as it should have been.
There may yet be people who might avail themselves of the
service but need to find out more about it and how it can
assist them.

My reason for tabling the amendment was to highlight the
fact that rural isolation and transport problems are not
simply the responsibility of one Department; their effects
are much wider. There are many transport issues that are
already supported by a range of Departments, and | hope to
highlight that during this discussion.

Over the weekend, | decided to check how | would get to
Antrim Area Hospital this morning if | had to do so. Several
years ago, | took up a challenge by the Consumer Council
to get to that hospital by 10.00 am. | live about three miles
from Larne, between Larne and Carrickfergus, and | had

to set out on foot at 6.30 am to do that. Not everyone
would be able to do that, but that is the sort of thing

that can easily happen in a rural community. Translink’s
journey planner indicated that the best, indeed, the only
route this morning, using the nearest bus service, would
be the Gleno bus at 8.21 am. Eventually, having travelled
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via Larne, Belfast and Templepatrick, | would get to Antrim
Area Hospital by 10.54 am. That is the public transport
alternative. | appreciate that it is not possible to have a
bus service that takes everyone where they wish to go, but
alternatives have to be found.

There are many individuals who live in my rural constituency
in places such as Islandmagee, Carnlough and the glens,
which were mentioned earlier, for whom, even if they are
just a few miles from the main bus service, it may prove
impractical. They may not be able to avail themselves of
that service.

It is a big issue, and, as | have said, there is a complex
range of funders. The Department for Regional Development
is clearly the key funder in supporting the Community
Transport Association, and | noted that the draft Budget
earlier this year proposed to reduce its funding even though
it is carrying out that vital work. | was pleased that it was
realised subsequently that that is an important service in
the rural community and that money was found for it.

In addition, the Department of Health, Social Services and
Public Safety provides transport in the rural setting. There
is the patient transport scheme, but to qualify for it, medical
practitioners have to indicate that there is a need for it,
and a person must have medical needs to justify using it.
So, it has great limitations that prevent people qualifying.
There is also a hospital travel cost scheme, and | noticed
earlier that in answer to oral questions on 8 November,

the Minister expressed concern that the transport area in
general is causing problems for him. However, the hospital
travel cost scheme applies to those on low income and on
certain social security benefits. | am not sure that everyone
is as aware of it as they should be, and we need to ensure
that that is corrected so that those who qualify utilise that
source.

Mr McMullan: Will the Member agree that, on the travel
costs to the doctors, the emphasis on the consultant in

the hospital to sign the forms to show that a person was
there ties up the consultants with paperwork and is not
necessary? Does he also agree that the money received is
based on public transport costs and, sometimes, when the
person takes private transport, the difference has to be paid
by that person?

Mr Beggs: | have a concern that consultants may not be
as available as they should be to approve the necessary
paperwork. However, someone should approve that. We
have to create audit trails to avoid fraud, so some method
should be found to efficiently enable that to happen. We
certainly do not want consultants, given their wealth of
experience and the pressures that they are under, to be
doing bureaucratic duties.

The Department of Agriculture and Rural Development
(DARD) has widened community transport access to all
senior citizen card holders and is providing a subsidy to

do that. | am trying to show that a range of Departments
come together in a piecemeal way and can contribute to the
overall transport in the rural community. Indeed, the briefing
from the Research and Information Service — | thank it for
that — includes an interesting document that shows that
community transport is picking up cocktail funding from
DSD, the old LSPs, Europe and perhaps even from a wider
range of Departments. So, the purpose of my amendment

was to highlight that funding arrangements for transport in
rural areas are, to a degree, piecemeal at present and that
an overview is needed. The best place for that responsibility
is perhaps the Department of Finance and Personnel, which,
ultimately, controls the strings and determines how much
money goes into particular budget areas, which can dictate
the level of service. Hence my amendment tries to widen the
range of the debate, because it is a real issue that affects
many Departments, and, if we want to get a solution, it is
important that we take it all into consideration and bring it
all together.

The Community Transport Association’s ‘State of the Sector’
report 2010 indicates that:

“There is no formal action plan for transport within
DHSSPS however the Public Health Agency and the
Health and Social Care Boards recognise access to health
as a concern.”

As has been mentioned earlier, we have had a problem
with non-attendance at many hospital appointments, where
specialised staff who cost considerable amounts of money
are in attendance. Those very large numbers of no-shows
are very costly.

Again, there is a need to identify whether that is part of the
problem, and if it is, we all need to contribute to finding a
solution so that the health of some of the more vulnerable
people is not put at risk because of an inability to travel to
hospital to attend appointments.

12.30 pm

The Community Transport Association provides a worthwhile
service. It is largely volunteer-led, with 45p a mile — | think
that it is to go up to 50p — paid to volunteers to cover
some of their basic overhead costs so that they are not

out of pocket. They give their time for free, and it is right
that they should not be out of pocket. We may need to go
on a recruitment campaign in that area. | understand from
discussions that more volunteers are needed in some areas
so that the people who provide the service do not travel
large distances to get to someone to give them a lift to a
health centre or somewhere such as that. As a society, we
need to look at what we are doing and try to do it better and
more efficiently. We must try to ensure that people in our
community who are vulnerable are not put at risk because
of an inability to travel to some very basic and essential
services, particularly, as has been indicated, in the area of
health.

Community and rural transport provides a wider service
than that. When my son was younger, his youth football
team availed itself of a minibus and provided a driver who
was suitably trained, so that youth team was able to travel
to its matches at a lower cost. That is quite important in a
rural community where there could be isolation, and for that
matter, it is also important in an urban situation. Physical
activity should be encouraged because it is good for mental
health and health generally. It is important that all the
pieces of the jigsaw come together so that we provide the
best service possible and we avoid gaps that may exist in
the present service.

Mr Spratt (The Chairperson of the Committee for Regional
Development): | welcome the opportunity to speak to the
motion. Over the past months, the Committee for Regional
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Development has been very vocal on this area, and we will
conduct an inquiry into it in the not-too-distant future. It is
of benefit, therefore, to have an early indication of the views
and opinions of the House, and | will listen to the debate
with interest. The Committee has not had the opportunity
to discuss the motion or the proposed amendment, but,
between them, five members of the Committee for Regional
Development have tabled the motion and the amendment.
They have expressed their views on a number of occasions,
and | will attempt to refer to those during my short address.

There is no doubt that rural communities have particular
disadvantages in respect of infrastructure and availability of
services and that the frequency and range of travel options
is greatly reduced due to the smaller population base

and the geographical spread of the population. Therefore,
economic viability is at the fore of many decisions on
transport in rural areas. However, there is recognition that
the people who are most vulnerable in our society, whether
they are in an urban or a rural setting, require specific

and additional attention. There is an acknowledgement
that availability and accessibility of transport options is
essential to address exclusion and to provide appropriate
access to health services and educational, employment
and social opportunities. That was at the core of the
previous Programme for Government and is promoted in the
programme for cohesion, sharing and integration. It is now
central to the proposed regional transport strategy that is
being consulted on.

For many years, the Department has funded community
transport associations and other programmes, in conjunction
with the Department of Agriculture and Rural Development,
and those have been very successful. The ‘CTA Northern
Ireland State of the Sector Report 2010’ states that CTA has
worked with the regional transport fund to provide support to
rural transport partnerships and that, across Northern
Ireland, some 3,500 groups actively use community
transport services such as Dial-a-Lift and Door-2-Door.

However, there is also a recognition in these particularly
prudent times that all services supported by the public
purse need to be reviewed to ensure that they are operating
in the most efficient and effective way. | do not level any
criticism at the Department for doing so. The Committee
would, however, criticise any attempt by the Department to
reduce the extent of those services to our most vulnerable
people, rural or urban.

It is appropriate as well to ensure that an integrated
approach is taken to ensure that that service is sustained,
and | recognise that the proposed amendment seeks to do
that. There are, undoubtedly, resources across the likes of
health and social services, education and the regional transport
and rural development funds that can be exploited and pooled,
allowing existing community transport initiatives to be
maintained and developed, whilst collectively ensuring that an
efficient service with real and positive impacts can be provided
for vulnerable communities across Northern Ireland.

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

| will not indicate that the Committee is in support of the
motion because, as | stated, we have not discussed the
matter.

Mr F McCann: | had to go out to make a call, and | missed
a few minutes of the debate, but | have been listening to
its tone. | was on the Committee for Regional Development
in the last mandate, and there were quite a number of
discussions in and around the provision of community
transport during that period.

The amendment by the Ulster Unionists deals with a much
wider issue in trying to pull all the threads of it together to
work out one strategy to deal with community transport.
That is probably for the longer term. The motion from my
colleagues is specific to hospital appointments and those
going to hospitals and is trying to get some immediacy
around that whole question. That is the big difference
between the amendment and the motion, which is trying
to do something now to ensure that people are not falling
through the cracks.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: The Member has an extra
minute.

Mr Spratt: | understand the point that the Member is
making but | have already indicated that | am not speaking
in support of the motion or the amendment, simply because
the Committee has not debated the issue. | recognise the
points that he makes, and certainly those points have also
been well made on a number of occasions by some of his
colleagues on the Committee for Regional Development.

Members will, no doubt, make their views known during the
debate. However, | remind the House that the Committee for
Regional Development will undertake an inquiry into rural
transport sometime in the new year.

Mr Byrne: |, too, support the motion. | very much welcome
the fact that the motion has been put out at this time and |
congratulate its proposer.

It is fair to say that community transport has been a
success story in Northern Ireland over the past 15 years.
The rural community transport scheme has very much
added to the development of rural development projects
and enhanced the development of community initiatives
generally in rural areas. In my constituency, places such
as Carrickmore, Omagh and Strabane have had, if you like,
depots that have facilitated the organisation, management
and structuring of rural transport projects that have been
very successful. However, there is now a great concern
about funding.

An issue that the Department for Regional Development has
to address is the SmartPass. In the past, the SmartPass
has only been able to be used with travel on Translink
facilities. Rural community transport initiatives feel that
they need to get a slice of the funding as well to sustain the
costs that are associated with running buses.

The rural community transport project that we have in West
Tyrone involves about 30 full-time workers between Derry,
Strabane and Omagh. There are 40 volunteers. | think

that Roy Beggs referred to the amount of volunteer work.

If we did not have people working for virtually nothing, that
transport infrastructure would not be able to work at all.

There is concern that the health authorities have become
dependent on rural community transport providing travel
for patients, particularly older people, who have to attend
hospital appointments. That poses a resource difficulty for
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the organisation that is providing the buses. However, a
cutback in the funding for travel to hospital appointments on
rural transport buses puts the whole service in jeopardy and
means that people who live in isolated areas, particularly
older people, are at the mercy of friends and relatives who
try to transport them. Surely, as a society, we need to make
sure that there is funding allocated for those people.

Lastly, there needs to be co-ordination between DARD, DRD,
the health authorities and the Department of Finance and
Personnel to try to make sure that we have a streamlined
approach. It is not good enough to depend on ongoing
piecemeal funding. | urge the Minister to help to co-ordinate
sustainable funding for rural transport buses. As | said
earlier, the service has been one of the success stories. If it
were to be diminished because of a lack of funding, we will
all have neglected our rural communities.

Mr Dallat: Will the Member take an intervention?
Mr Byrne: Yes, indeed.

Mr Dallat: Does the Member agree that in any future
planning anywhere in the North, community transport should
be an integrated element and should not be an add-on, ad
hoc facility that does not meet the needs of the people and
the various communities that it serves?

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: The Member has an extra
minute.

Mr Byrne: | thank my colleague for that intervention. He is
quite right: we need a co-ordinated approach, and there
needs to be sustainable funding into the future. This cocktail
of funding and the uncertainty surrounding it is not the way
forward. Given that there has been such a strong emphasis
on developing rural transport projects that are working well,
the duty is on government and the authorities to try to make
sure that there is sustainable funding into the future.

| appeal for co-ordination and for the Minister to try to make
sure that his Department will lead on the issue. | also
support what the Chairman of the Committee for Regional
Development said about the Committee looking at the issue
in the new year. We all recognise the importance of that.

Translink has provided a very good public service but it has
not provided a flexible service. Rural transport initiatives
provide a flexible service, which has been one of the
beauties of the whole system, which has been experienced
by many people.

Mr Dickson: | thank the proposers of the motion and the
amendment for bringing them to the Chamber. | am happy to
support the motion and the amendment.

There is an issue, which is highlighted in the motion, with
hospital appointments and how people in rural communities
get to their hospital appointments if a community transport
service is not available to them or they do not have personal
transport. Mr Beggs gave us a very good example of trying
to get from his home between Larne and Carrickfergus

to Antrim Area Hospital. Even in an urban area such as
Greenisland, getting to Antrim Area Hospital using public
transport is not the easiest thing in the world.

In a sense, these are mom-and-apple-pie proposals. There
is nobody in the Chamber who does not support the concept
of quality rural community transport. What we need from the

Assembly, the Executive and our Ministers is an appropriate
cross-cutting approach. One reason why | was elected to
represent my constituents in the Assembly was to make life
better for people.

Mrs D Kelly: | thank the Member for giving way. | used

to be the officer in charge of a rehabilitation centre for
older people and | was often exasperated by the fact that
school buses and health buses were passing each other on
laneways in rural areas and there was no joined-up thinking.
That is an example of what the Member is talking about.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: The Member has an extra
minute.

Mr Dickson: Thank you. | thank the Member for that
intervention. | wholeheartedly agree that this is not just

a cross-cutting issue about Departments trying to work
out how it is best funded and delivered; it is a matter of
all those organisations, in the widest possible description
of the public sector, that have four wheels on the ground
working together to deliver for communities.

That is one reason why | believe | was elected to this
Assembly: to try to put forward practical solutions to the
problems that we face in our community. | would like to see
that being developed and taken further forward.

12.45 pm

| look forward to hearing what the Minister has to say on the
matter. | am encouraged by some things that he has said in
the past, particularly about this, and | urge him to work with
colleagues in other Departments to see, genuinely, what we
can do to get some joined-up government for a change.

It would be remiss of us if we did not refer to the excellent
work done by voluntary organisations and by individual
volunteers, such as good neighbours who take their elderly
neighbour, the person with a disability or the person they
know to be isolated to their hospital and health centre
appointments. However, there are other organisations,
including the Red Cross, community groups, churches and
many others, working together to deliver on behalf of their
neighbours and friends in communities across Northern Ireland.

It beggars belief that in 2011, we cannot get a joined-up
community transport strategy for Northern Ireland. As my
colleague said, we should be co-ordinating these activities.
Our top priority must be to deliver people to hospital for their
appointments. If we do not do that, it will push a great deal
of cost on to the health service and cause a great deal of
stress to the individual who wants to get to their hospital
appointment. We know how distressed elderly people in
particular can become when they cannot do what they have
been asked to do. Some people might suggest that, if you
are given an appointment for 10.00 am and you live in the
glens of Antrim, it may be best to ring the hospital to tell
them that you cannot get there by 10.00 am, but many
people want to do what they have been asked to do. It
behoves us to try to achieve a better service on behalf of
our citizens across Northern Ireland.

Mr Beggs referred to social isolation, which is another
issue that community transport can and does tackle. It

is important that we work together, and, ultimately, it is
important that we attempt to rural-proof all policies and
decisions made by Ministers and Departments in Northern
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Ireland. Community transport is one of the key issues
requiring rural-proofing.

Mr | McCrea: | welcome the opportunity to speak in the
debate. As someone who sits on the Regional Development
Committee and who did so in the previous mandate, |

am more than aware of the issues affecting community
transport schemes and how they work. As has been said,
many people involved in community transport are volunteers,
and | commend them for the excellent work that they do.
The service that they provide can too easily be forgotten. It
is good that so many of the Members who have spoken have
put on record their thanks.

As someone who lives in a rural area, it is important that |
give a bit of an idea of how people who live in such areas
are impacted by the fact that they can no longer attend
hospital appointments through the community transport
scheme. | am glad that the Minister is here, and | hope that
he will listen and work with the other Ministers, including the
Health Minister and the Finance Minister. In that vein, we
support the amendment.

As | said, | live in a rural part of Northern Ireland. We are
experiencing difficult weather conditions today but that

does not only affect people in rural areas. Many people

do not have access to cars. Many people, especially more
vulnerable and older people, are isolated in their homes and
while their family members are away working, they depend
on visits from care workers, who can, on some days, be the
only people they see. The importance of rural community
transport, certainly in my constituency, is paramount in that
it gets people access to local services.

This is an important issue, which could be addressed to
allow people to attend their hospital appointments if the
funding were provided. Again, | hope that that message does
get across. Until last year, Investing for Health provided

the funding to allow community transport schemes to take
patients to their hospital appointments. On a constituency
basis, due to the fact that the Mid-Ulster Hospital and the
South Tyrone Hospital in Dungannon are now reduced to
glorified health centres, it is more difficult for local people to
access those services and they have to travel to hospitals
that are further away. | suppose that our local hospitals

are now Antrim and Craigavon. Unfortunately the service

will not allow those patients to be taken via the community
transport scheme.

| could change this debate into one about the wrong
decision to reduce services in those hospitals but | have

no doubt, Principal Deputy Speaker, that you would quickly
bring me back to this debate. However, | want to again put
on record my opposition to those decisions. The decision on
the Mid-Ulster Hospital will certainly be reversed. However, |
will stick to the debate that we have.

Other Members have gone into facts and figures. | certainly
feel that there are isolated, vulnerable people in our rural
communities who need help and access to a service that
they have had for quite some time. It has worked very well,
and | ask the Minister and his Executive colleagues to do
whatever they can to reintroduce funding so that community
transport schemes can take people to hospital for medical
appointments.

Mr Lynch: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann Comhairle.
| know that most of the people who have spoken here

today are from rural constituencies. | am from one of

the most rural constituencies in the North of Ireland,
which is Fermanagh and South Tyrone. Access to hospital
appointments is a vital issue, particularly for people who
are disabled and the elderly. | commend the Department
for funding rural transport and | welcome the Minister here
to listen to this important debate. The big problem is that
patients travelling for medical care to hospitals outside the
county are not funded under the rural transport fund.

Rural communities face specific challenges due to

their geographical location, the dispersed nature of the
population, less-frequent public transport services and
the location of specialised healthcare. In Fermanagh, we
are looking forward to the opening of the new hospital,
and | hope that it does not end up like a glorified health
centre, as the Member opposite said. | hope that there will
be greater provision in that new hospital and that fewer
people will have to travel to Belfast and Derry. However,
the fact will remain that many patients with consultant-led
appointments will have to travel to centres of excellence.
That is understandable.

| have spoken to people involved in rural transport in my
area, and they say that many people who have to travel
outside the area cannot be funded by them. However, they
do offer advice to members and patients about what options
are open for them to travel. They tell them to speak to their
GP about a patient transport service and free ambulance
service. However, those options are based on medical need.
Decisions on who gets access to the transport scheme are
arbitrary, and | have been told that GPs do not want the
hassle. There are cases of people who do not need the help
but get it. On the other hand, there are people who need
help but are not offered it.

Local rural transport services provide transport to bus
stations and, therefore, access to Translink services.
Travelling to Belfast can be fairly straightforward, but older
and disabled people are fearful of travelling to Belfast city
and then to and from their appointment. Travelling from
Fermanagh to Derry involves much more complex travel
arrangements. Someone travelling on bus from my area will
need to transfer twice — at Omagh and at Derry — both on
the journey there and when returning.

Under the social car scheme, which others have mentioned,
volunteers use their own cars. Journeys can often cost
approximately 60p per mile, and members are advised

to seek reimbursement through the hospital travel costs
scheme. For someone travelling to and from the Royal from
Belleek, the furthest point from Belfast in my constituency, it
will cost approximately £150. | have spoken to people who
say that claiming financial help and receiving reimbursement
is often complex. As with the patient travel scheme, there is
often confusion over whether a patient is eligible for help. As
a result, people often miss out on the support to which they
are entitled and become a missed hospital appointment
statistic.

The majority of people who must travel to hospitals outside
the county feel that none of the options that | have outlined
is viable. The main issue raised at a number of workshops

with older people, which were arranged by local providers in
Fermanagh, was transport to hospitals outside the county.

| ask the Minister, who is a rural representative himself, to

protect the community transport scheme, to ensure that
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people from rural areas are not disadvantaged in respect of
medical visits and hospital appointments. | ask the House
to support the amended motion.

Mr G Robinson: | am glad to speak in this debate, as | have
worked closely with the providers of community transport

in my East Londonderry constituency. | am a past member
of the Regional Development Committee, and the topic was
often on our agenda.

| appreciate the significance of community transport for

the isolated and vulnerable throughout Northern Ireland.
Community transport enables disabled, elderly or isolated
passengers to have a greater degree of independence and
social integration. It is a well-known fact that people who
have the benefit of good social integration and a good social
life suffer much less from depression and have better health
in general. Therefore, community transport could reduce our
health spending as a consequence.

Community transport enables people to go into their local
towns to do their shopping or attend GP and hospital
appointments. That is a major psychological boost for many
who live in isolated rural locations. Indeed, community transport
can help urban users. That is especially the case for the
older population who do not have access to public or family
transport options. Community transport is their lifeline. As
most Northern Ireland constituencies have rural hinterlands,
all MLAs should be aware of the importance of this sector of
transport to the rural population’s health and well-being.

Money is scarce for every Department, but | hope that the
Minister understands that the community transport scheme
goes far beyond taking people to a social event and that it
has great positive health benefits for the users. Therefore,

| ask the Minister to protect a service that is a lifeline

for so many people, especially the elderly, vulnerable and
isolated. | have suggested previously that the scheme could
be expanded, with other Departments perhaps looking at
how they can use the infrastructure provided by community
transport to their benefit. As budgets are limited, that may
be a way of ensuring that there is no duplication of services
and that there is value for money in all Departments, with
community transport and passengers being key concerns.

Minister, it must be clear by now that | am supportive of the
community transport scheme. | sincerely hope that despite
all the financial difficulties, you will ensure that community

transport is protected and possibly extended. | support the
motion and the amendment.

1.00 pm

Mrs D Kelly: On behalf of the SDLR, let me say that we will
be supporting the motion and the amendment. We welcome
the fact that Sinn Féin recognises that the amendment
strengthens the motion and gives recognition to the breadth
of service that community transport provides. | congratulate
the Members who tabled the motion on securing the debate.

| must declare an interest. | am a founder member of

the Loughshore Care Partnership, which uses community
transport at least once a week to bring some of our older
people who live in very isolated areas of the lough shore

to a social club. | am sure that the Minister will recognise
that social centres have a preventative health function, in
that they often break down social isolation and enable older
people to come together at least once a week.

Such clubs have many strengths. They improve mental
health and well-being by providing facilities that can be
forums for discussion on a wide range of health and safety
topics. Fire and Rescue Service officers, social services
representatives and the police often come to give advice
at those clubs. Therefore, community transport provides a
very useful service, and one that is not just about meeting
appointments at hospitals.

Members should note that my colleagues have issued a
call to action to the Department of Health, Social Services
and Public Safety, the Department of Education and the
Department for Regional Development to look at a cross-
cutting measure. As we know, nothing stands still these
days, and community transport providers are not asking that
a particular or special case be made. They recognise that
there are opportunities to provide greater effectiveness and
to make more efficient use of resources. There is also an
onus on DRD, and on Translink in particular, to recognise
that community transport can enhance departmental
services and provide some of those services much more
economically. Community transport is also more responsive
to local need, and even to the needs of individuals.

Therefore, the Executive should look at this as a cross-
cutting measure, and it is disappointing that that has not yet
happened. Many road users encounter buses from different
Executive Departments travelling to and from isolated

rural areas, operating without joined-up thinking and in the
absence of collaboration on how some of the services might
be provided.

Other Members have reflected on the work of volunteers
who provide the community transport service. In some of
the notes that have been provided for us by the Assembly
Research team, it is stated that, from 18 responses to a
survey question, over one million trips were made and over
100,000 volunteer hours provided by the organisations
involved in community transport. Had all the organisations
responded to that element of the survey, it is estimated that
over 350,000 volunteer hours might have been the figure
provided, and that would represent a more realistic figure.

At a time when many people — in particular, many young
people — are out of work or have been unable to get it,
volunteering represents a way in which people can not

only give something to the local community but develop
employability skills and a CV for future employers. Therefore,
volunteering not only contributes to the service but is a
reciprocal process, whereby the volunteer also gets quite a
lot out of it.

Another aspect of community transport that Members
mentioned is the uncertainty around funding, as well as
the cocktail of funding. That is something that the Minister
and others need to look at. Community transport has had
to scratch around continually in the soil for funding year on
year rather than have an opportunity to develop the service
further.

That is not good in any organisation. Many Members
will believe that the time of volunteer committees and
community transport service managers could be better
spent, rather than having to continuously chase after
funding. Therefore, we support the motion and the
amendment.
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Mr Kennedy (The Minister for Regional Development): |
am grateful to the Members who tabled the motion and the
amendment, which appears to have received widespread
support. | was impressed by the tone of the debate and
the constructive nature of Members’ contributions, and |
thank them for that. The debate gives me the opportunity
to outline what | have been doing to maintain and enhance
rural transport provision.

| am always reluctant to start by pointing out my specific
responsibilities as Minister for Regional Development,

but, clearly, the motion touches on the needs of rural
communities and health services, which are areas in which
other Ministers also have clear statutory remits. | fully
recognise the need for interdepartmental co-operation, and
it is a theme that | will return to. The focus, not only of the
Department but of the Executive, must be on the needs of
rural communities.

The rural transport fund is administered by my Department
and has been in existence since November 1998. Its
primary objective is to reduce social exclusion by improving
and/or providing transport opportunities in rural areas

for people with reduced mobility. The fund offers support
through two means of assistance: subsidy for new rural
services provided by Translink, which are economically
unviable but socially necessary; and revenue and capital
funding for rural community transport partnerships that offer
a range of complementary services to the public transport
network for their members.

Through a partnership between my Department, the general
public and community transport sectors, the fund seeks to
provide solutions to the transport problems faced by many
people living in rural areas. The projects supported by the
fund are required to demonstrate that they can fulfil some
or all of the following criteria: improve rural people’s access
to training or employment opportunities; complement the
work of other agencies involved in the development of rural
communities; support a wide range of community-based
activities and have a broad base of community support;
and encourage volunteering activity. | join with other
Members and pay tribute to the many thousands of people
who volunteer their services, and, in many ways, provide
essential assistance to their neighbours and friends.

It is important to make the point that the available

budget is allocated on the basis of plans submitted by

the partnerships. In that sense, it reflects the needs of
local communities. It is clear that the criteria are wider
than purely hospital visits, and | know that there has been
a concentration on health issues, particularly hospital
appointments, in this debate. However, many factors impact
on individuals’ health and well-being, and | was interested
in the contribution from the deputy leader of the SDLR who
avails herself of community transport to bring her to bingo.
[Laughter.]

My Department provides funding through the rural transport
fund to eight rural community transport partnerships across
Northern Ireland. To ensure that funding is targeted at

front line services, we have been encouraging mergers and
partnership working to take place between the partnerships.
That has been progressing, with stronger organisations
emerging in areas such as County Down and County
Fermanagh.

| am pleased to say to that rural transport funding has been
protected in the Budget up to 2014-15. The rural transport
fund has an annual budget of £3-75 million for each of

the four years of the current spending review. Around

one quarter of that goes to Translink to support new or
enhanced rural routes, and £2-6 million is paid to the eight
rural transport partnerships.

Whilst the budget for the rural transport fund has been
protected, there is no scope, in the current financial climate,
for year-on-year increases in funding, and the partnerships
have to manage the demand for their services and the
pressures on their costs as best they can. That is a
recurring theme, but it emphasises the need to focus on
priority services.

In order to use the rural services, a person must become a
member of their local community transport organisation and
have difficulty accessing public transport. The extent of the
overall bus network provided by Translink is important, but it
is also important to remember that the objective of the rural
transport fund is not restricted to health activities but that it
is locally based. Thus, the Dial-a-Lift scheme can be used
for a variety of purposes, including shopping, appointments
with local doctors and health centres, local medical appoint-
ments, accessing the post office, visiting friends and family
and accessing training and employment. Dial-a-Lift cannot
be used for hospital inpatient appointments or home-to-
school transport. The distinction reflects the long-standing
arrangements made by health and education authorities in
their respective areas of responsibility and, of course, the
statutory and budgetary constraints that | have to work under.
As | understand it, the Health Department has a statutory
duty to make arrangements for providing or securing the
provision of ambulances and other means of transport for
the conveyance of persons who are ill, expectant or nursing
mothers, or other persons for whom transport is reasonably
required. That seems to be a discretionary power, but it
applies equally to social services clients.

Current guidance seems to suggest that non-emergency
patient transport services should be provided free of charge
to those patients with a medical need defined by a doctor.

| acknowledge some of the contributions from Members

as to how practical that is or whether, in fact, it is practical
at all. The guidance does not necessarily mean that those
with a clinical need for treatment have a medical need for
transport.

It is not appropriate for me to comment on those matters
directly, but it is important to put context to the debate.

It is important to remember that the focus of the rural
transport partnerships and the rural transport fund must
be geographically restricted. If, for example, the limited
numbers of vehicles available were being used for long
journeys outside the area, the majority of members would
be disadvantaged. That said, there is clearly a need for
practical co-operation on the ground to improve access
to services generally. | think that | can point to a number
of good developments in that regard. My Department has
recently instigated a process to engage with Translink, the
community transport sector and officials from the Health
Department to explore areas where collaboration makes
sense. | refer also to the maximising access in rural
areas project (MARA), in which my officials will work with
the Public Health Agency, the Agriculture Department and
the Social Security Agency to address poverty and social
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exclusion in rural areas. The Minister of Agriculture and
Rural Development has already committed to increased
funding under the heading of rural anti-poverty and social
inclusion, and the MARA project will be part-financed under
that initiative. The objective of the MARA project is to visit
over 10,000 households in 286 rural areas, and it will
almost certainly lead to an increase in membership of the
rural transport partnerships, which will, hopefully, address
isolation and access issues for those most in need.

The assisted rural travel scheme is funded by the
Department of Agriculture and Rural Development. It
provides £400,000 of financial support to allow rural
community transport operators to deliver free or discounted
travel for holders of a concessionary SmartPass, which
was raised by Joe Byrne, among others. The initiative

has increased the ability of older people and people in

rural areas with disabilities to have equitable use of the
SmartPass system.

1.15 pm

Let me firmly reiterate my own and my party’s commitment
to developing pragmatic and affordable solutions to assist
rural communities in accessing transport and my willingness
to work with all my Executive colleagues to assist rural
communities and the most vulnerable. | note that the
amendment refers to the role of the Minister of Finance

and Personnel. Clearly, resources remain a constraint.
Equally, our willingness to engage across all Departments
will be important. | assure Members that | intend to actively
monitor and pursue those matters.

With regard to Members’ contributions, Mr McMullan
highlighted many of the practical problems that his
constituents experience, particularly in the glens, and he
focused largely on health appointments. However, as | have
tried to outline, the system was not exclusively designed for
that. There are other opportunities there.

In proposing the amendment, Roy Beggs highlighted the fact
that Departments needed to work together and that other
schemes, including the travel costs scheme, needed to be
highlighted and promoted.

As Chairman of the Regional Development Committee, Mr
Spratt made a helpful contribution and confirmed that the
Committee is to conduct an inquiry into those matters next
year. My Department will, of course, co-operate with that
fully, and we look forward with interest to the outcome.

Mr Byrne raised the issue of the SmartPass, and we may
correspond with him directly if he wishes to highlight specific
cases.

Mr McMullan: | thank the Minister for giving way. | agree
that the system is not exclusively for hospital appointments.
However, does he agree that the service to take people to
hospital appointments for inpatient services in urban areas
has always been there and is currently being operated as a
door-to-door service in urban areas?

Mr Kennedy: | am grateful for the Member’s point, and

| understand the point that he is stressing. | had a brief
discussion with the Health Minister this morning, and we
are prepared to look together at issues of mutual concern.
| hope to have discussions with other Executive colleagues,
perhaps the Minister of Agriculture and Rural Development

and the Minister of Finance and Personnel, to see whether
we can make any improvements to the scheme. | remind
Members that it is not a health-based scheme, and that
remains an important point.

| agree with Mr Dallat’s point that the system must meet the
needs of local communities. Stewart Dickson referred to it
as being motherhood and apple pie to a certain extent. It is
an important service, and | know that he understands that.
He paid proper tribute to those engaged in voluntary work.
lan McCrea also commended the volunteers, and he wants
to encourage Departments to work together. | was not sure
about his comment about either Dungannon or Magherafelt
being glorified health centres. Important services are
provided there.

Mr Lynch highlighted the problems of geography. George
Robinson referred to the good social integration that is
necessary and can be achieved through rural transport
schemes. We have, of course, dealt with Mrs Kelly and her
bingo trips.

All in all, | thought that the debate was very good and
constructive. | look forward to working with Executive
colleagues and, indeed, the Committee for Regional Develop-
ment and other Members as we carry things forward.

Mr Copeland: In speaking to the amendment, | must say
that | have learned three things: first, Members in this
Chamber can talk faster than | can write; secondly, you
should always have a pen that can outlast the time that
Members can speak for; and thirdly, worrying does not really
get you anywhere. | know that, because, in his summing up,
the Minister referred to most of the things that | wanted to
say about other Members’ contributions.

This is an important issue, and we need to look at why
things have changed and why this service has become
necessary. We also need to look at why it needs further
support. Things change generally because of changed
circumstances. The way that our society used to be
structured meant that people could use t