NORTHERN IRELAND
ASSEMBLY

Monday 20 April 2009

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

Members observed two minutes’silence.

MINISTERIAL STATEMENT
Cross-Sector Advisory Forum

Mr Speaker: I have received notice from the Office
of the First Minister and deputy First Minister
(OFMDFM) that the First Minister wishes to make a
statement regarding the cross-sector advisory forum.

The First Minister (Mr P Robinson): I wish to
make a statement on the establishment of the cross-
sector advisory forum, which is another stage in the
Executive’s efforts to limit the impact of the global
economic downturn.

The terms of reference of the forum have been
placed in the Assembly Library, and a full list of its
participants is attached to the statement that has been
provided to Members.

Though the impact and scale of the global economic
downturn was foreseen by very few economists or
Governments across the world just eighteen months
ago, through our prioritisation of the economy in the
Budget and the Programme for Government, we in the
Executive have positioned ourselves well to seek to
deal with the present difficulties. Furthermore, last
December, we announced an additional series of
measures and actions to help to alleviate hardship and
assist the economy.

This statement is but a further demonstration of our
determination to take whatever actions are open to us
to combat the economic difficulties. It is also a
recognition that no single group of people has all the
answers, but, by harnessing the wisdom and knowledge
of those most affected by the current economic situation,
we can navigate our way through the present difficulties.

Members will be aware that, as the current economic
crisis unfolded through the summer and into the winter
months of 2008, the deputy First Minister and I held a
series of meetings with banks, energy companies,
energy regulators, the voluntary and community sector,

trade unions and business leaders. Our aim was to
understand the local impact of the developing credit
crunch and the escalation in basic commodity prices,
such as food, oil and other energy sources. Then, as
now, our overall aim was to do all that we can to
mitigate the worst effects of the economic downturn on
the people and businesses of Northern Ireland.

That goal is a massive but inescapable challenge.
We have already had some success, which I attribute to
a combination of factors. First, we have a devolved
Administration that is fully focused on meeting local
needs and solving local problems. We have an Executive
that can and have used local resources and talents to
bring real benefits to local people. Secondly, we have
been able to manage our public expenditure to bring
real financial relief to local people; for example,
through the measures that we already introduced on
water charges and domestic rates. Thirdly, we have
listened to local people. The information, advice and
ideas that the deputy First Minister and I have been
able to gather from our meetings with local groups and
people have been instrumental in allowing the
Executive to craft our response to the crisis.

However, we believe that we must go further. To
develop and build on that dialogue, we established an
economic task force under the title of the cross-sector
advisory forum. As Members will be aware, the first
meeting of the forum was held in the Long Gallery at
Stormont on 6 April 2009. At that inaugural meeting,
the agenda was quite open. Our main aims were to
introduce members; reach a shared understanding of
our terms of reference; gather views on the enduring
problems of the economic downturn; identify key
strategies and actions for addressing those problems; and
map out our forward work programme and work streams.

The main business of the first meeting was to hear
members’ views. A wide range of issues and proposals
was discussed, and we will make the agreed minutes of
the group publicly available. I can confirm that there
was a general welcome to the formation of the group
and a consensus that it will provide a useful vehicle
through which to map out our best response to the
current economic difficulties.

Perhaps understandably there was also some caution
and concern that the forum should not simply turn into
a talking shop. Let us make it clear: the deputy First
Minister and I are determined that that should not be
allowed to happen. We are interested in tangible
outcomes, not merely words.

The forum comprises 30 members and has a current
complement of five Ministers. To ensure that the future
work programme is manageable and grounded in
practical considerations, it was agreed that it would be
useful to establish subgroups to take forward distinctive
strands of work. The following seven broad areas have
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been identified: infrastructure, planning and procurement;
skills, training and education; hardship, poverty, debt
and energy; jobs, innovation, tourism, manufacturing
and employment; agriculture; banking, finance and
lending; and housing and property. However, we are
also keen to avoid duplication of other work, particularly
that of the Economic Development Forum (EDF), and
we are considering how best to take forward the work
of the subgroups.

We intend to convene the next meeting of the full
forum before the summer recess. However, before that,
the subgroups will have met and agreed their individual
terms of reference and the key issues that they intend
to explore within the scope of their remits.

The cross-sector advisory forum represents a great
opportunity to join up government, business, utilities,
banks and community groups in the common cause of
helping the people and businesses of Northern Ireland
to come through the present economic turmoil. From
here on, it is my firm intention that we will talk less
about crisis and much more about recovery.

There was consensus at the first meeting of the
forum about the need to bring forward practical
measures to reinforce our social-welfare response to
support people who are dealing with unemployment,
debt and cost-of-living pressures. However, beyond
that, we also need a clear resolve to grasp opportunities
to support and sustain our indigenous talents and skills,
which will be essential in allowing us to maximise and
grow a diverse, vibrant and prosperous economy in the
future. The forum discussion sent out a very clear
signal that we need to prepare for the future by
continuing to invest in infrastructure, training and
skills. We need to support indigenous industry and
business; we need to make the most of the advantages
that we have in our natural and built environment; and
we need to be agile and seize opportunities for tourism
and retail that flow from the weakness of sterling.

We have encouraged the forum to challenge us, and
I am confident that it has and will continue to do so.
The group will provide a useful platform on which the
various sectoral interests can talk, not only to
government but to each other. It is our hope that the
forum will become an effective vehicle for improving
communication between the various interests on which
our economy is built.

As the scale of the global economic challenge
emerged, we did all that we could to ensure that we did
not talk ourselves into a depression by talking down
the economy and dampening business confidence,
while always remaining realistic. This is now the time
to recognise that Northern Ireland will emerge from
the current economic problems and get back to growth
and prosperity. The establishment of the cross-sector
advisory forum underscores our conviction that we are

not helpless in the face of the economic challenges
before us. It will not only be a critical friend to challenge
us in what we are doing or failing to do but will work
constructively with government to bring forward
proposals for remedial actions. It will allow us to test
that we are not only doing things right but are doing
the right things to bring forward economic recovery.

As we navigate our way out of the present economic
difficulties and chart our course for the future, we will,
of course, keep the Assembly and the Committee
informed of the work of the forum. I believe that its
creation is a clear recognition of the value that we
place on working together in partnership with
stakeholders so that we can use devolution to help the
entire community.

The Chairperson of the Committee for the Office
of the First Minister and deputy First Minister (Mr
Kennedy): I welcome the First Minister’s statement.
What role, if any, do the First Minister and deputy First
Minister envisage for the proper scrutiny of the
cross-sector advisory forum, and will the First Minister
give an undertaking that my Committee will have a
role in respect of the work of the forum?

I will now speak on a party political basis as a
representative of the Ulster Unionist Party. The First
Minister outlined the Executive members currently on
the cross-sector advisory forum. It appears that the
Ministers who attend the forum are members of the
two largest parties in the Executive. Does the First
Minister accept that it is important and desirable to
ensure that the forum includes representatives from all
the parties that form the Executive and not just the two
largest parties?

Finally, given that the Chancellor has indicated that
he will be looking for additional efficiency savings of
up to £10 billion — that would have big implications
for devolved Administrations, including Northern
Ireland — has the First Minister any sense yet of
whether it will or should be necessary for the current
Programme for Government to be adjusted
accordingly?

The First Minister: I thank the Chairman for his
interest in the work of the cross-sector advisory forum.
The minutes of the forum meeting will be made
available to the Committee, and it can judge for itself
what role it might wish to have in interrogating the
deputy First Minister and me or any of the other
Ministers. We will be happy to keep the Committee
informed of the work of the forum and its subgroups.

The Member referred to the forum’s current
membership. At the last Executive meeting, the deputy
First Minister and I made it clear to our Executive
colleagues that we wanted them all to participate in the
work of the forum. During the forum’s first meeting, it
became fairly clear that the Minister responsible for
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skills would play an important part in the further
considerations of the forum. However, during that
meeting, there was a growing belief that the way to
move forward is to create subgroups that can deal with
various sectoral interests and bring reports to the whole
forum. Again, that will give each Minister a role to play
in relation to the various interests that exist, which
might include skills and training issues, agriculture
issues, or other departmental matters.

12.15 pm

The Chancellor will make a statement on
Wednesday. Until he makes that statement and until we
have assessed it by reading the small print, it is
difficult for anybody to know exactly what impact it
will have on Northern Ireland. However, if the Prime
Minister intends to go back on his word that we will
receive a CSR settlement that is entirely ours and will
allow us, as a fledgling devolved Administration, to
plan ahead for three years, or if he goes back on his
indication that any savings that are made by this
devolved Administration will stay here and he decides,
based on the Barnett formula, to draw money away
from Northern Ireland, we will be required to look at
the Budget, and there will be Budget consequences. If,
as the whispers from the Treasury suggest, about £150
million will come out of the Northern Ireland Budget,
that will have an impact on spending.

Mr Moutray: I thank the First Minister for his
statement. Does the First Minister care to comment on
the SDLP’s proposals for saving money?

The First Minister: I welcome the fact that the
SDLP has taken an interest in efficiencies and matters
relating to the Budget. It has always had the opportunity
to bring forward proposals in the Executive, as it is
part of the four-party mandatory coalition. The fact
that the SDLP brought its proposals to the public’s
attention, as opposed to bringing them to the
Executive, might indicate the mindset in that party
— one might even think that there was an election in
the offing.

It is important that all parties, not only the SDLP,
look at how we can best use the resources that are
available to us. To be frank, having looked at the
SDLP’s proposals, I see that a significant number of
the better ones are proposals that my party has made in
the past, proposals that have been considered by the
Executive or proposals for capital spend that have been
outlined already — in the Varney report, for instance.

Some of the SDLP’s proposals are inaccurate and
some are grossly exaggerated, but at least the SDLP is
looking at efficiencies and recognising that, given that
we have a finite Budget, choices must be made. The
important feature of the SDLP’s proposals is that that
party recognised for the first time something that has
been shown fairly consistently in Executive meetings,

which is that it is not simply a case of telling people
what one would like to spend money on and outlining
what additional funds could be used in various areas.
The SDLP’s paper is significant in that it identified
that, if more money is to be spent in some areas in
order to inflate the economy, the resources for that
must be found elsewhere. The whole House needs to
start examining its priorities.

Incidentally, contrary to what is said in the SDLP’s
statement, the SDLP did not vote against the Budget —
the House accepted, and is tied to, the Budget
unanimously. The Budget settlement is based on the
priority in the Programme for Government to focus on
the economy. Rightly and at the right time, we decided
that, front and centre, the economy is our number one
priority.

Mr McElduff: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann
Combhairle. Cuirim failte roimh raiteas an Aire.

I thank the First Minister for his statement and
welcome the Executive’s efforts to mitigate the worst
effects of the economic downturn, particularly on local
businesses. Procurement rules do not seem to be
sufficiently friendly to local small and medium-sized
enterprises. Could one of the subgroups look
specifically at how to free up and create opportunities
for local businesses to succeed in the tendering and
procurement race?

The First Minister: That can neatly be dealt with
by the subgroup concerned with jobs, employment and
other similar issues. There will obviously be constraints
on the number of people whom we can have on the
cross-sector advisory forum. That number is currently
30, but a considerable number of other groups believe
that it would be useful if they, too, had membership.

The subgroups are a good way for those additional
people to be used in their sectoral interests. I am sure
that, if there are sectoral interests in respect of small
firms, the Minister of Enterprise, Trade and Investment
will be very happy to incorporate those into the terms
of reference of the group that deals with employment
issues, as, indeed, I am sure, will the Minister for
Employment and Learning, who has a particular
responsibility for skills and training issues.

Mrs D Kelly: I welcome the First Minister’s
statement, although I must correct him: he said that all
parties voted for the Budget, when, at one stage, he
accused the SDLP of almost bringing the House down
by not supporting the Budget. Therefore, there are
some inaccuracies in his comments.

In December, the First Minister and the deputy First
Minister said that they would bring forward some
proposals. However, we now have proposals for
further meetings rather than for actions, which is very
disappointing. During their recent visit to Brussels, did
they reach any agreement on a relaxation of the state-aid
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rules as a possible way of helping the business
community? Will there be relaxation on any of the
manoeuvres or help that may be given?

The First Minister: First, let me clear up the issue
of the Budget. I have a copy of the Hansard report of
the Budget debate, which I am happy to share with the
SDLP if its own records are not complete. I introduced
the Budget to the Assembly on 11 February 2008, and
it is stated that the question was put and agreed to and
that it was resolved with cross-community support that
the Budget Bill be passed without any division. The
SDLP should know the difference between the
Programme for Government and the Budget; it voted
against the Programme for Government, but it voted
for the Budget.

It would have been very surprising if we had come
out of the first meeting of the cross-sector advisory
forum with the answers to our economic ills. I do not
believe that anyone who was there expected actions to
flow from the group’s first get-together. In order for the
deputy First Minister and me to make recommendations
to colleagues and to ensure that those feed through the
system, the subgroups have to give much consideration
to issues, make proposals and recommendations and
tender advice. There has not been action as a direct
result of our first meeting other than to work out our
work plan, but that will hardly have surprised anyone.

The deputy First Minister and I visited Brussels
recently. We raised the matter of state aid in relation to
specific projects whereby the Department of Enterprise,
Trade and Investment (DETI) has been faced with
state-aid issues, and we will continue to do that. During
our visit, we were encouraged by the very keen interest
that President Barroso and other commissioners have
taken in Northern Ireland. Indeed, they were willing to
put forward a task force to make recommendations on
how best we might equip ourselves to compete for
European funding, rather than continuing as a region
that automatically receives such funding.

Mr Speaker: It is important that Members keep
their questions related to the statement as far as
possible; we have drifted slightly.

Mrs Long: I hope that Mr Speaker accepts that
there must be clarity about the issues that have been
raised. The Budget resolution, which is the key vote on
how the money is to be disbursed, was opposed by a
number of Members. The Budget Bill was not opposed,
because that would have prevented the money from
being drawn down. That clarification must be made for
the record.

With respect to the cross-sector advisory forum, we
welcome the statement that the First Minister has
made. No one disagrees with his assertion that promoting
the economy should be at the front and centre of what
the Executive do and of the Programme for Government

and the Budget. However, once more, the devil is in
the detail. Surely, in the changed context that we are
now in, the how and the what of prioritisation must be
reassessed. I want to know whether the Executive have
had any discussion with the members of the forum
with regard to whether the Programme for Government
needs to be revisited. In the debate in the public
domain, many senior businesspeople argue that it does,
not to remove the economy from the top spot but to
look at how economic progress can be achieved.

The First Minister: It is necessary for me to go
back and try again. Members use terms without
thinking exactly what they mean. The Programme for
Government already has the economy of Northern
Ireland as its top priority. There is no need to change
the priorities in the Programme for Government. From
time to time, there will be a need to finesse the Budget.
When I was Finance Minister, I indicated during the
Budget debate that we were quite happy to do that.
Indeed, we do it four times a year in the monitoring
rounds. In particular, last December, we recognised
that we had to hold a special monitoring round to deal
with the crisis. The Finance Minister is working on the
statement that he will make in relation to the next
monitoring round. From time to time the Budget will
be redefined, as necessary. However, to do that, we
must free up funding to make allocations. Such
funding can come only from two sources: underspend
within Departments on capital or resources or
reprioritisation by the Executive.

Is there any Member who believes that there should
be a reduction in the Department that his or her
Minister heads? Not a single hand has gone up. Faced
with that, there is a — [Interruption]. There is only
one problem: the Alliance Party has no Minister.
[Laughter].

We cannot spend money that we have not got. Each
Member must take a hard decision, but they cannot say
that money must come out of Government Departments
that their Ministers are not a part of. The situation
requires the Government as a whole to deal with the
issues, and it requires money to be freed up from all
Government Departments.

Mr Spratt: The First Minister said that he was keen
to avoid duplication of work with other forums that are
already working in these areas. Will he indicate how
such duplication will be avoided?

The First Minister: The particular purpose of the
cross-sector advisory forum is to deal with the
economic crisis that we face. The forum, therefore, has
a lifespan sufficient to deal with the duration of the
crisis. Its remit is to deal with the crisis itself. It is not
a committee for the long haul. It is not intended to take
over the role of any other committee, advisory group
or body. It has a specific purpose and time reference.
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On that basis, everyone recognises that their participation
is based on that principle.

12.30 pm

Mr M McLaughlin: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann
Combhairle. Could I welcome today’s statement by the
First Minister and deputy First Minister, could I also,
on behalf of my party, very strongly endorse the
comment contained within the statement that we are
not helpless in the face of the economic challenges?

My question is, how will the cross-sector advisory
group’s work be taken forward? We know for how
long the group will exist, but how often does the
Minister envisage that it will meet?

The First Minister: I agree entirely with the
Chairperson of the Committee for Finance and
Personnel — we are not helpless, and we must start,
from this moment on, I think, to talk about recovery
rather than crisis.

I have listened to some economists, some of whom
are employed by banks, and they would depress Job if
they were allowed to get on with it. It is vital that we
start talking our economy up and recognise the great
benefits that we have in Northern Ireland — even in a
downturn, we have a low-cost economy in comparison
with those of most other European countries. That
should give us an advantage in getting out there and
selling Northern Ireland to the business community.

At the meeting, a decision was made — I think by
consensus — that the work of the cross-sector advisory
forum should be taken forward through subgroups. The
seven subgroups that I outlined in my statement will
meet, will largely work up their own remits, and will
bring forward recommendations to the parent body, if [
may call it that. I think that more useful work on
certain matters can be done in a sectoral format; for
example, issues that relate to a particular subject
matter can be dealt with, rather than through the very
wide spread of matters that are discussed at the
cross-sector advisory forum. The forum will get
reports from each of those subgroups, and we hope
that between now and the beginning of the summer,
the subgroups will have met and they will have been
able to report back to the forum.

Mr I McCrea: | welcome the First Minister’s
statement, as well as his previous comments on the need
for recovery to bring us out of the current economic
downturn. I welcome his commitment to that.

The Chairperson of the Committee for the Office of
the First Minister and deputy First Minister has just left;
however, he asked about the implications of the UK
Government’s Budget. Can the First Minister give us
an indication of his feelings about the Conservative
Party’s proposals and what impact those would have
on spending in Northern Ireland?

The First Minister: The Conservatives have been
quite open in saying that they do not believe that the
Labour Government are taxing enough or cutting back
on public expenditure enough. The answer is fairly
clear and is on the public record: more tax and less
public expenditure. That would mean shaving off a
number of the programmes that exist, a reduction in
the Health Service, and a reduction in our educational
facilities. Those are the Tory Party’s proposals and, of
course, those of its colleagues in this House.

Mr Elliott: The First Minister highlighted in his
statement a number of issues on which the forum
wants to see movement and progress; for example,
investment in infrastructure, training and skills, and
support for local indigenous industry and businesses.
All those are good intentions. However, can the First
Minister outline when it will be practical to see any
delivery of those issues on the ground?

The First Minister: I am not sure when the next
questions for oral answer for the Minister for Employment
and Learning will be. However, I am sure that the
Member will want to ask his colleague when there will
be action on the ground in the area of skills and training.
I seem to have more confidence in the Minister than
does the Member for Fermanagh and South Tyrone. I
believe that the Minister is working hard, and he is
actively bringing forward proposals to the Executive to
deal with those issues. All Ministers are focused on
dealing with the departmental responsibilities that they
have in the context of the economic downturn. I have
every confidence that the Minister for Employment and
Learning will not let Mr Elliott down.

Mr O’Loan: I also welcome the statement and the
creation of the advisory forum; I regret only that it was
not established sooner. I note the First Minister’s
reference to many discussions with the banks, energy
companies, energy regulators, the voluntary and
community sector, trade unions and business leaders,
and their formalisation in the advisory forum. I
welcome what he said about meaningful discussions
leading to action as a result of the meetings of the
advisory forum.

Does the First Minister see the striving for consensus
leading to action that will carry through into the
political arena? I welcome his positive comments
about the SDLP proposals. More broadly, will he
assure the Assembly that he will take a positive and
constructive approach and spirit to all the political
parties’ intellectual energies in addressing what he
referred to as the current crisis and to the longer-term
task of the Assembly to revitalise the economy?

The First Minister: It is worth pointing out that the
cross-sector advisory forum was set up as a result of
the discussions about which Mr O’Loan spoke. A
number of people whom we met said that it would be
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valuable to have such a group during the crisis. We
took that on board and responded directly to it.

Mr O’Loan spoke about using the political intellect
of other parties. The SDLP is an Executive party.
Although some of its Members seem to forget that
from time to time, no doubt, the Minister for Social
Development reminds her party that it is represented
on the Executive. At all times, the SDLP can bring
proposals to, and assist, the Executive.

The deputy First Minister shares my views about
wider consultation with political parties. When, as
First Minister and deputy First Minister, we faced the
challenge of the murders that were carried out by
dissident republicans, we had a difficult decision to
take on whether we should be in Northern Ireland or
whether we should go to the United States to continue
our business there. On that occasion, we held a
meeting of the party leaders. The party leaders gave us
full support; they were positive and wanted to ensure
that we had a united front at such a time of crisis.

The deputy First Minister agrees that those kinds of
meetings are valuable. Perhaps we can continue those
meetings as we face another crisis — the financial
crisis — and something useful can come out of them.
It is not part of my make-up to want to disagree or to
have people disagree with me. I want to find a wider
consensus on how we move forward, if that can be
found.

Proposals are put before the Executive at meeting
after meeting after meeting, and the greater the
consensus that we can get on those proposals, the
better. If unanimity can be achieved when the
proposals come to the House, Northern Ireland will be
seen as being stronger in the wider community.

Ms Anderson: Go raibh maith agat. I welcome the
First Minister’s statement. How were members of the
advisory forum chosen? Despite what the First
Minister said about constraints on the number of
members on the forum, will he and the deputy First
Minister consider the inclusion of representatives from
the social economy, not only in the sectoral format but
in the plenary format? They would make a valuable
contribution to such a forum.

The First Minister: Members were chosen by their
own organisations, with the exception of four members,
two of whom were recommended by the deputy First
Minister and two of whom were recommended by me.

I do not have a hard-and-fast view on the size of the
membership; it is only the consideration of dealing
with large groups that places a constraint on its size.
One of the subgroups that we have set up deals with
issues of hardship, debt and community issues. There
is no reason why OFMDFM cannot agree that any
group that has an interest in those issues should be on

the subgroup without necessarily being a member of
the broader forum.

However, there is a strong third sector in the forum,
with representatives from community organisations
and credit unions. Throughout the meeting, they spoke
so strongly that it became clear that a subgroup had to
be set up to deal with those general issues.

Mr Hamilton: The First Minister’s statement
referred to the prioritisation of the economy in the
Budget and the Programme for Government. Will the
First Minister tell the House what he thinks about
proposals that some Members have made to re-
prioritise and rewrite both documents because of the
black hole that they believe exists in public finances?

The First Minister: I do not know anyone who has
an 1Q that strays into double figures who would
suggest that a Programme for Government that
prioritises the economy should be changed. The
Executive have taken the correct decision. It is clear
that that decision is the correct course along which to
continue. The Budget — just like that of any other
Government, anywhere in the world — can be changed
as time goes on and as, on the one hand, pressures
occur, and, on the other hand, there is underspend.
That is what happens.

It is abundantly clear that there is no black hole in
public finances. We managed to get through the
previous financial year despite being told then that
there was a black hole. When people talk about a
“black hole”, they are referring to pressures. All
Governments face pressures. For example, the
Executive will face considerable pressure if, on
Wednesday 22 April 2009, the Chancellor takes a
decision that will impact on Northern Ireland to the
extent that [ have outlined already. That does not mean
that there is a black hole; it means that we must take
decisions to deal with additional pressure.

Undoubtedly, the Minister of Finance and Personnel
will come to the House and make a proposal on how to
deal with that pressure. There is, however, no hole in
our spending plans. When I was Minister of Finance
and Personnel, I used to point out repeatedly that the
level of underspend in Departments is always
considerable, so much so that the Ulster Unionist
Member who talked about a black hole is the same
person who told us that we should increase our
overcommitment in the Budget. Therefore, he wanted
us to have more expenditure than we had revenue to
pay for at a time when we had to try to reduce our
overcommitment. Am I not glad that I did not listen to
that voice at that time and that we continued to reduce
our overcommitment? Otherwise, we would have been
in a perilous position at present.

Mr Shannon: I thank the First Minister for his
statement and his positive responses. He said that we
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must not talk ourselves into a depression. Some
Members in the Chamber are already of that mind. He
also mentioned marking up the positives with practical
and sustainable measures to help. Will he set out
specifically the steps that the Executive have already
taken to deal with the economic crisis?

The First Minister: It would take me quite a long
time to do that in any detail. The House will be well
aware that not only did the Executive put the economy
at the centre of our priorities, but that since our first
Budget, we have taken decisions to reduce household
bills with regard to the amount of money that people
must pay towards their regional rate. We froze the
regional rate, not for one or two years, but for all three
years of the Budget. We kept, in real terms — as
inflation then was — the level of the business regional
rate; we capped the industrial rate, and we were even
prepared to take on Europe to ensure that.

In the wider economy, we brought forward proposals
in the December monitoring round for a winter fuel
payment to be made to people who are in greatest
difficulty. Proposals were made for farming. We
attempted to increase the amount of funding that is
available for capital spend; last year, £1-4 billion was
made available, and we expect that figure to increase
during the current financial year. That gives an
incentive to the construction industry, which, in my
view, has been hit hardest by the economic downturn.

We took a decision to not proceed with water charging,
which is something that would have hit everyone’s
pockets, including those of the most vulnerable in our
community. The Executive also proposed to reduce
— and eventually phase out — prescription costs.
Moreover, DETI introduced a range of proposals on
debt advisory services, and so on, all of which were
designed to help during the economic crisis.

12.45 pm

I could outline a list three times that length — if [
am encouraged to do so, I have it here. However,
everybody knows that the Executive have been on the
ball. That is not a party-political comment; all
Ministers are striving, in their Departments, to make
best use of available resources in order to assist during
the economic downturn.

Mr Weir: | thank the First Minister for his statement.
Indigenous businesses and, particularly, foreign direct
investment (FDI) have a role to play during the
economic recovery. Will the First Minister outline the
potential for foreign investment in Northern Ireland
during our present economic difficulties?

The First Minister: In times of economic hardship,
companies often withdraw to their base. Those that
want to expand often do so in their home territory
rather than outside it. However, during our recent trip
to the United States, the deputy First Minister and I

were pleased that Universal Studios proposes to use
the Paint Hall in the Titanic Quarter to make a film.
Another investment in Northern Ireland will be
announced soon, and there is considerable hope of a
significant jobs announcement before too long.

Therefore, even in the context of the perceived
economic doom and gloom, people are bringing
business to Northern Ireland. The cost of establishing
business in the key areas of financial services, business
services, IT and the creative industries is much cheaper
in Northern Ireland than in other European capitals.
That gives us an edge, and those high-value jobs are
precisely what the economy needs, because they assist
and boost our gross value added (GVA) and GDP.
Those jobs are earmarked for growth in the economy.
Even if we must endure a difficult period, we are
developing the skills to do such jobs, and will be well
placed, during the full recovery, to take advantage of it.

I believe that we met our job-creation targets for the
financial year that has just ended. However, it will
become increasingly difficult to do so again. We must
accept that Invest Northern Ireland and DETI have a
difficult job ahead of them, and the House should do
everything it can to make Northern Ireland a more
attractive place to come to, rather than playing things
down and bemoaning the achievements that have been
made.

Dr Farry: I thank the First Minister for his statement.
Although there is a consensus in society that the
Executive were right to prioritise the economy in the
Programme for Government, does the First Minister
recognise the range of views — including those of the
business sector and economists — on the different
ways to prioritise the economy? How will he respond
if the forum requests that the Programme for
Government be revised?

For example, in light of the First Minister’s comment
that foreign direct investment is not as viable as before,
do resources need to be moved from selective financial
assistance towards skills, particularly because we cannot
always compete on low costs in the future? Furthermore,
although I appreciate that the First Minister finds
economists depressing, why are they not represented on
the forum? Several skilled economists from the banks
and universities could contribute. Although they might
highlight some difficult truths, we sometimes need to
hear those harsh realities.

The First Minister: All economists are not saying
the same thing — they never do. One chooses an
economist and receives the desired view.

The Member makes a valuable point about whether
it is beneficial to have an economist, or economists, on
the forum or giving advice to it. Of course, there are a
number of economists within the officialdom of the
Executive; we are not bereft of their advice.
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I recognise that there are different ways to prioritise
the economy within the general scope of growing the
economy. That does not change the Programme for
Government; it changes the actions that might be taken
by Departments or on Budget spend. However, if one
takes even the SDLP proposal — its Members will
forgive me for mentioning it because they, at least,
have a proposal to be discussed — even at its fullest, if
one were to believe it as they have outlined it, that
proposal would only mean a 1% change in the overall
Budget for Northern Ireland. [Interruption.] 1 think
there is some double-accounting on the part of the
SDLP, which it needs to take into consideration.

There are valuable elements in the SDLP’s overall
proposal, but many of them are already taken into
account by Government.

Most Government business has to continue. Every
Department has fixed costs, about which it can do
nothing. Therefore, what can be changed is very much
on the periphery and is very much down to the drive
and determination of Ministers in those areas. Although
the Member said that there will be difficulties with
foreign direct investment at present, that should not
reduce our ambition to bring FDI to Northern Ireland.
It should not reduce the enthusiasm of Invest Northern
Ireland to go out and sell the Province as a place for
people to come to. Far from reducing spend in those
areas, we have to continue to pay the necessary price to
ensure that Northern Ireland is before business leaders.
The benefits of the decisions that they might make
today, or tomorrow, may not be realised in Northern
Ireland for years to come.

In relation to the Budget, we are happy to consider
proposals. The economic crisis that we are facing is a
standing item on the agenda of every Executive
meeting. Therefore, any proposal brought forward by
any Minister at any Executive meeting can be
considered in relation to a re-prioritisation of spend.

Mr Poots: This morning, I note that one party has
moved away from suggesting that the economy should
not be a number one priority. I trust that other parties
will join them. Do any of those who sit on the cross-
sectoral group advise that the economy should not be
the first priority?

The First Minister: It would be ludicrous for any
of them to suggest, in the middle of an economic
downturn, that we should do anything other than focus
on the economy — it is essential that we do so. It is
worth pointing out that this Assembly has a Budget to
spend that is greater than that of any Assembly before.
Not only were there natural increases, but two
packages of funding supplemented the Budget — the
last of which was to the value of £900 million. That is
a massive boost, and one that would certainly not be
offered today were one to go to the Chancellor.

The additional funding that is available has assisted
us in the circumstances in which we are placed. We
would not have been able to deal with issues such as
water charging otherwise. If there are people in this
House who believe that we need more money for public
expenditure, and that we should increase rates and
introduce water charging, let them stand up and say so.

It is no good people whinging in the background,
saying that we need more money for this purpose or
that purpose, unless they can identify where they will
get the funding from. That is why I welcomed the
SDLP’s proposal. For the first time, in my view, the
SDLP stopped simply asking for more money for this,
that and the other, and identified the need to find those
funds from elsewhere. I do not agree that all the money
referred to in that proposal is available to be used for
funding, but there is some measure of benefit in that
debate taking place, and all the political parties putting
forward their proposals. Let us see where that takes us.
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Strategic Business Review

Mr Speaker: I have received notice from the
Minister for Social Development that she wishes to
make a statement on the Social Security Agency’s
strategic business review.

The Minister for Social Development (Ms Ritchie):
In the debate on social security offices on 9 March 2009,
when the Social Security Agency’s strategic business
review proposals were out for public consultation, I
undertook to return to the House quickly on the matter.
I want Members to see that I have listened to their
concerns and actively sought to address them. I also
said on several occasions that I had serious concerns of
my own. [ am pleased to say that [ am now in a
position to outline the actions that I am minded to take
in order to address the key concerns that were raised
during the public consultation’s first phase.

First, however, I wish to reiterate what I said
previously about the strategic business review
proposals. Despite being relatively modest in ambition
in comparison with what has already been done in
Great Britain, the review has been the subject of much
misinformed commentary over the past few months.
Whatever else Members may have heard, the review’s
proposals are designed to modernise and safeguard
service delivery in order to benefit customers in the
local office network. That is the straightforward and
simple objective. It is about improving the service for
people who rely on the Social Security Agency for
support, not about cutting jobs. Indeed, only recently, I
set about recruiting 150 additional staff, and if we need
more, we shall recruit more.

Let me restate the facts: there will be no loss of
front line services for any local office or town; no
offices will close; and no staff will lose their jobs. I
have said, however, that the agency cannot stand still.
Change is essential in order to ensure the viability of
the local office network in providing a quality service.

I will now deal with the concerns that have been
raised, the first of which involves staff. Despite the
fact that the proposals are focused on the service
provided to customers and the fact that reasonable
travel provisions are already enshrined in many staff
members’ employment contracts, Members highlighted
to me a range of potential impacts on staff who will
have to travel to new work locations. Members will
recall that I made it clear that I would not accept
solutions that would result in large numbers of staff
— some on low pay, some with caring responsibilities
— having to move lengthy distances to a new place of
work. That remains the case.

I am aware that the prospect of relocation is a cause
of great concern for some staff. Therefore, in the next
phase of consultation, I will propose a range of
measures that will go a long way to addressing staff
concerns. In addition to those that are already proposed,
there will be two new processing centres in Lurgan and
Ballymena. That measure should deal with any staff
concerns in those areas. I am still evaluating the best
arrangements for the centres in Strabane and Kilkeel.
Substantial retraining of staff will take place, thus
enabling many employees to remain in their current
location and handle other work. That will mean that
many staff, previously earmarked to move to a new
location under the original Social Security Agency
proposals, will no longer have to move.

For those who will still be expected to move, the
Social Security Agency will link smaller offices with
specific processing centres in order to limit travelling
distances.

That clustering is aimed at ensuring, where possible,
that staff who need to move have a choice of processing
locations. It will depend on, for example, their home
address and which office they are nearest to.

1.00 pm

In the minority of cases in which staff will be
required to change location, I have issued a directive
that travel distance will be minimised. That will apply
in all but the most exceptional cases. Therefore, fears
about people being required to travel long distances to
their work — for example, from Enniskillen to Derry
— no longer have any foundation whatsoever.

In addition, I propose to put a mechanism in place
whereby the personal circumstances of all individual
staff can be considered before any final decisions are
taken on work locations. My officials will engage with
NIPSA on the arrangements to be adopted, and there
will be time for everyone concerned to find the best
solutions at local level.

All in all, those are important measures that address
the concerns of staff, and I hope that Members will
support them. The net result is that the vast majority of
staff will now remain in their current town of
employment, whereas under the original proposals, the
majority of local office staff would have been required
to change location.

I now address the specific concerns that Members
raised with respect to the impact of the change on
customers — let us not forget about the people who the
agency and its staff are actually there to serve. Most of
the concerns about customers related to the introduction
of enhanced telephony arrangements for calls to the
local office network.

I am pleased to inform the House that the first phase
of consultation has identified only limited section 75
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impacts, and those will be addressed thoroughly
through the revised proposals. As I have always said,
the new telephone and appointments arrangements will
be in addition to the face-to-face options that exist
today. Customers who need or prefer, for whatever
reason, not to use the telephone will still be able to call
into their local office as they have always done. The
choice is theirs. However, overall customer
accessibility will be improved greatly by enhanced
telephony and appointments services.

I assure Members that customers who call into any
local office will not then be directed to a telephone.
However, the agency’s local office network already
receives two million calls every year from customers,
so people will no doubt welcome an improvement in
that service. Some Members have argued that the
changes are untried and untested; however, they
already operate successfully in other parts of the
agency. Members who have called on me to abandon
the entire strategic business review would, it seems,
have me throw out the baby with the bath water.

Many Members also raised concerns with me that
the proposals were not aligned to the Bain Review or
would have an adverse impact on local councils. They
are wrong. The Bain Review endorses an approach to
public-sector jobs that favours dispersal to a number of
key hub locations to ensure critical mass of staff. I
have also looked at the new council structures that are
set out under the review of public administration
(RPA), which sees the current 26-district-council
model replaced by an 11-council model. The changes
that I outlined today ensure that the strategic business
review proposals are future-proofed in every way.
Each of the nominated first-tier locations will have a
processing centre, and so will every one of the 11 RPA
council areas.

I am not aware of any other public-sector organisation
that has demonstrated such a strong fit with the
Executive’s strategic decisions, and I look forward to
seeing others follow that lead.

The next concern is around the timing of any changes
— an important consideration in the context of the
economic downturn. I am only too aware of the changed
economic circumstances that now prevail. I recognise
the need to ensure that the Social Security Agency
continues to provide a good service to an ever-growing
number of customers in these difficult times.

I have previously said that I would not accept
disproportionate organisational disruption at this time,
and that remains the case. Therefore, I intend to proceed
gradually; before committing to changes across the
North, I need to be satisfied that those changes will
deliver the service improvement that we all want to see.

First, I intend to pilot the proposed changes in the
agency’s north district, to come into effect in April

2010, coinciding with the completion of the major new
jobs and benefits office that is due to open in Ballymena.
That will allow all of the proposed changes to be
carefully tested and evaluated in a controlled manner,
with any lessons learned being applied to any further
rollout. That means that informed decisions can be
made on the detail of the proposed changes to other
districts. I recognise that this is a complex issue, and it
is important to get it right.

The strategic business review will end after the
consultation in respect of the equality impact assessment
and my revised proposals. Change will be taken
forward as part of a new initiative called customer
first, which, as its name suggests, will place the
customer at the heart of our work to improve the
delivery of benefits at a local level.

Although much of the consultation debate to date
has focused on the concerns of staff — concerns that I
have now clearly addressed — I will ensure that the
new initiative puts the needs of the customer to the
fore. I hope that the proposals that I have outlined will
gain the support of the majority of Members in the
House.

As Minister, | have listened carefully to the public
consultation and to the points that have been raised in
the House, and I will continue to listen. My officials
are currently finalising the details around the actions
that [ have set out, and will shortly publish that detail
in the equality impact assessment document for further
consultation. I have directed my officials to make
arrangements to brief members of the Social
Development Committee on the detail of my
proposals, and to commence further consultation with
agency staff and their trade union representatives.

The measures that [ have outlined positively address
the main concerns raised in public consultation. They
represent very substantial change from the original
Social Security Agency proposals, while ensuring that
we can still maintain and improve the quality of
service provided by the agency.

I ask those who have insisted that I abandon the
strategic business review in its entirety to think again.
We are a Government, and it is our job to do what is
best for our people while remaining sensitive to the
impacts of our decisions. If devolution is to make a
difference, we must not keep avoiding difficult or
challenging decisions. We must not buckle or panic
just because we may be subjected to vigorous lobbying
by vested interests. We must listen, but we must also
act.

At a time when much of the private sector, and indeed
the voluntary and community sectors, is hanging on,
trying to survive, we have a duty to make sure that the
public sector continues to improve its performance.

10
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That is what [ am advancing today, and I commend the
proposals to the House.

The Chairperson of the Committee for Social
Development (Mr Simpson): The Social Development
Committee considered the strategic business review of
the Social Security Agency in November 2008 and
again in January 20009.

In order to inform its understanding, the Committee
heard evidence from NIPSA, and it visited a jobs and
benefits office and the Belfast benefit delivery centre.
As the House is aware, the Committee has voiced
considerable concerns about the strategic business
review and the impact that it will have on customers
and staff. The Committee will, therefore, consider the
Minister’s revised — and, I think, welcome —
proposals on limiting relocation distances for staff, the
addition of new processing centres, and extended pilot
schemes that are based around the Ballymena jobs and
benefits office.

Is the Minister in a position to be able to indicate to
the House what impact her revised proposals will have
on the relocation of back-office staff? What percentage
of such staff will be subject to relocation, and can she
give some details about limits on relocation distances?

The Minister for Social Development: I thank the
Chairperson of the Committee for Social Development
for his comments and question.

At all times during this process, [ was very concerned
about the distances that staff would have to travel, and
I articulated those concerns on the Floor of this House
and in other places.

Each member of staff in job processing who has to
be relocated will have their case evaluated and
assessed fully by senior Social Security Agency staff,
and their particular concerns will be taken on board.
Within their cluster of Social Security Agency or jobs
and benefits offices, they will be able to select or elect
the office nearest to them in which they wish to work.

Another important consideration is that, as well as
announcing two further processing centres, I indicated
that there will be substantial staff retraining, enabling
many to stay in their current locations and to be able to
handle other work. That will mean that many staff who
were designated previously for a new location under
the Social Security Agency proposals will no longer
have to move. That will be a substantial increase on
the previous number, as I advised the Member earlier
this morning.

Mr Brady: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Combhairle.
The Minister has touched on this particular point in her
answers to Mr Simpson. She talked about substantial
staff retraining, which will enable many to stay in their
current location and to be able to handle other work.
Can the Minister give some indication as to what that

other work might be? For example, Newry has been
designated to deal with income support, so I am just
wondering what that other work is.

In addition, can the Minister confirm that the pilot
scheme in the south district that was supposed to start
in October 2009 has been put back until 20107 It
appears that the north district — and Ballymena in
particular — will be the location for the pilot scheme.
Go raibh maith agat.

The Minister for Social Development: The pilot
scheme will be run in the north region, and its time
limit has not yet been determined. However, its
outworkings will be used to determine future
arrangements. It is also worth pointing out that about
80% of staff will not be moving at all and that the vast
majority of the other 20% will be moving fewer than
15 additional miles in any one direction.

1.15 pm

Mr Armstrong: | thank the Minister for her
statement, and I welcome her commitment to keep the
situation under review. However, given rising levels of
unemployment, will the Minister commit to securing
more front line services to benefits agencies across
Northern Ireland? Has the Minister deployed the 150
additional staff to the areas of greatest need? There
have been many job losses in Mid Ulster.

The Minister for Social Development: I thank Mr
Armstrong for his question. As I have stated on various
occasions in the House, we set about recruiting 150
additional staff in response to the economic downturn.
An assessment was carried out of where the need lay
for additional staff, taking into account the greatest
levels of signing on and of benefit uptake, as one
equates with the other. As I pointed out earlier, if we
need more staff as a result of greater job losses in the
wider private sector, we will recruit more staff.

Mr McCarthy: I thank the Minister for her
statement. She said that she listened to many people,
but, obviously, she did not listen to everyone. I am not
a member of the Committee for Social Development,
but, as I understand it, the Committee asked the
Minister to hold fire with the business review, pending
the outcome of the economic downturn that we are
experiencing, which is resulting in so many more
unfortunate people having to sign on. The Minister has
not listened to the Committee, nor has she listened to
other people who spoke about holding fire. That said, |
welcome her statement that there will be no forced
travel for the majority of staff —

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

Mr McCarthy: [ am doing my best. It is important
that there is no forced use of the telephone, because, as
I said, many more people are now going into benefits

11
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offices. It is easy for the Minister to say it in the
House, but will she give an assurance that people will
have access to face-to-face discussions when they go
into benefits offices? Some people will be going to
benefits offices for the first time who do not want to be
there, but they have to be there and they need to be
able to talk to people face to face to get through the
process.

The Minister for Social Development: I think that
Members sometimes do not listen to what we say in
the House. For the benefit of Mr McCarthy and other
Members, I will say again that there will be a full
opportunity for front line services and for potential
claimants and existing claimants to have face-to-face
contact with an employee of the Social Security Agency.

Telephony and appointments services are additional,
but I remind Members that the appointments system is
very beneficial. I do not want claimants who have
difficulties having to go into a social security office or
a jobs and benefits office and join a long queue. It does
not happen in doctors’ surgeries, in solicitors’ offices,
or in other places where people procure professional
services. It may happen in other offices, but it will not
happen in the Social Security Agency. Both types of
services will be available to potential claimants. We all
know that they suffer from a great deal of stress, they
are in receipt of low incomes, and they need to provide
for their loved ones, their children and their families. I
have a great deal of concern for those people.

Mr Craig: I thank the Minister for her statement
and welcome her announcement about trying to look
after staff who do not want to move from their existing
positions. Will she outline what will happen if an
individual’s personal circumstances prevent them from
moving from their job location?

More importantly, I see that the Department will be
carrying out a pilot scheme in the agency’s north
district. For how long will that pilot scheme take place,
and can it be over a protracted period, allowing all of
the issues to be ironed out before Province-wide
implementation takes place?

The Minister for Social Development: I thank Mr
Craig for his question, and I will answer the second
part first. The pilot scheme will be operational from
April 2010 in the north district, and no time limit has
been set for how long it will run.

As regards Mr Craig’s original question: in my
statement, and in my answer to Mr Simpson, I have
said that I fully understand and acknowledge staff
concerns on travel and the personal circumstances that
many staff — particularly women — are faced with in
relation to being in receipt of low income and having
caring responsibilities. Each member of staff will have
an opportunity to meet with a senior member of staff
and have their particular circumstances fully evaluated

and assessed. Furthermore, if staff are in a cluster
arrangement, they will be able to elect, or select, the
location nearest to them where they can work. Moreover,
the Department is providing training and retraining for
staff in certain benefit disciplines, which will ensure
that many who were supposed to have had to travel —
or leave their original locations — will now remain
there, as retraining will be provided on the spot.

Mr F McCann: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann
Comibhairle. I also thank the Minister for her statement.
In her statement, the Minister said:

“we must not buckle or panic just because we may be subjected
to vigorous lobbying by vested interests.”

Does the Minister agree that those vested interests
include staff, who are concerned about whether they
will have a job at the end of the process, and the trade
unions, who seriously dispute her Department’s
assertion that job losses will not be a part of the
process? Will the Minister tell the House whether any
jobs will go as part of the strategic business review?
Her Department is proactively recruiting in respect of
hundreds of outstanding vacancies across the agency.
Will the Minister tell the House whether those
vacancies will disappear as a result of this process?

The Minister for Social Development: Again, |
have to question whether Members are listening: but,
of course, Mr McCann entered in the middle of my
statement —

Mr A Maginness: Mr McCann does not listen.
[Laughter.]

The Minister for Social Development: I reiterate
for the benefit of Mr McCann and Members that there
will be no job losses and no office closures. The
Department will continue to provide the services it has
provided up to now. That is because our primary, and
most important, concern is the delivery of services to
our current and future customers.

Mr F McCann: The Minister has answered only
one part of my question. I also asked about the current
vacancies and whether her Department is proactively.
— [Interruption.]

Mr Speaker: Order. As I have said in the House
continually, I am not going to sit in judgement on
whether a Minister answers, or does not answer, a
question.

Mr Paisley Jnr: I hope that I have more luck than
the previous Member. I thank the Minister for her
statement today. As the Minister knows from discussions
we have had and debates in the House, a decision to
close any social security office in the Province would
be regarded very dimly in any constituency in which it
occurs. Indeed, in my own constituency it would be
viewed as being against the spirit of the Bain Report, if
not against the letter of the law. Furthermore, it would
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be viewed as gross bad faith, not only by local
employees, but by the Minister’s constituency party
there, and I am sure she would accept that.

Will the Minister put some flesh on the bones of her
statement in which she has indicated that two new
processing centres will be opened — one in Lurgan,
and one in Ballymena in my own constituency? Will
the Minister indicate how many new jobs will actually
be located in my constituency and how many of them
will be on a part-time and full-time basis?

As the Minister already indicated in other answers,
the creation of part-time jobs is very beneficial for
women employees, in particular, in the Civil Service.
The creation of full-time jobs would help to address
the imbalance in that workforce where, believe it or
not, the most discriminated section in the community
as regards Civil Service jobs at that level are Protestant
male workers. How does the Minister intend to address
that imbalance with this employment opportunity?

The Minister for Social Development: I thank Mr
Paisley Jnr for his statement.

The Department assessed and evaluated responses
to the consultation process, which informed the
possible outcome of the equality impact assessment.
As a result of the economic downturn, we decided to
recruit 150 additional Social Security Agency staff
across the Northern Ireland network to reflect the areas
of most acute need. If more staff are required, they will
be recruited in offices in which there is a particular
need, because the most important priority is to ensure,
and maintain, the delivery of a first-class service to
those most in need.

If the Member permits, I will write to him in respect
of the actual numbers.

Mr Beggs: The Minister is aware from the
consultation of concern about the relocation of jobs
from offices in Larne, Carrickfergus and Newtownabbey.
She mentioned clustering — will the Minister outline
in more detail how that will affect existing employees
in Larne, Carrickfergus and Newtownabbey who,
potentially, face moving? Will those jobs move
gradually, or ultimately migrate, to Ballymena?

I am also interested in the answer to the previous
question because in my East Antrim constituency,
which has some of the lowest levels of Civil Service
employment, there is great concern that jobs are
migrating to Belfast or Ballymena.

The Minister for Social Development: Mr Beggs
referred to Newtownabbey, which is not part of the
north region. No decisions will be taken in respect of
Newtownabbey until we determine the outcome of the
pilot exercise in the north area.

Mr Beggs: What about Larne and Carrickfergus?

The Minister for Social Development: I was not
aware that Larne and Carrickfergus were part of the
Member’s question. However, if they were, Larne and
Carrickfergus are also part of the greater Belfast area,
and they will be considered further down the line. No
decision will be taken about them until the outcome of
the pilot is known, the assessment is determined and
the benefits, if any, are evaluated.

Mr A Maginness: I thank the Minister for her
statement, which represents good news for staff and
customers. In fact, it is like a belated Easter egg for all
of us in the Chamber.

Mr Paisley Jnr: It is sent in the spirit of recovery.

Mr A Maginness: Oh, right. However, I was
surprised by Mr McCann’s reaction. He reminded me
of a spoilt child who received his Easter egg, but did
not like the colour of its wrapping paper.

In any event, this is the difference between direct
rule and devolution. Remember that this strategic
business plan was conceived under direct rule, is being
delivered in devolution and has been changed
substantially, which is to be welcomed. Will the
Minister reassure the House and the public — amid
wild speculation and rumours of up to 500 job losses
— that jobs will not be lost but increased?

Mr Paisley Jnr: She was not listening — get out
the Q-tips. [Laughter.]

1.30 pm

The Minister for Social Development: I agree with
Mr Maginness. [Interruption.] 1 have to say that I did
not get an Easter egg, but that is neither here nor there.
[Laughter.]

There was indeed talk of job losses, much of which
was ill-informed. Some of it was ill-intentioned and
scaremongering. No loss of employment will result
from the strategic business review. No jobs will be
lost, and no offices will close. The review was never
about job reductions: it was always about service
improvement. The strategic business review affects
only the local office network, which makes up about
one quarter of the SSA workforce. It is all about
improving services for the people who use them.
Therefore, we are not planning any redundancies or
job losses as a result of the strategic business review.
However, the agency will, of course, have to meet
overall efficiency targets that are set by the Executive.

Mr Gardiner: I thank the Minister for her
statement. Can she guarantee that her proposals will be
in operation by 2011, when the 26 councils will be
reduced to 11?

The Minister for Social Development: There have
been some very interesting questions today. As part of
my response to the economic downturn and reflecting
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its pernicious impact, I decided that the proposals — it
must be remembered that they are still proposals —
will be piloted in the north district, which, by and
large, covers the northern part of Northern Ireland.

No date has been given for the length of time that
that pilot scheme will run, so it could take some
considerable time. However, we want to assess the
benefits of that pilot scheme to evaluate whether it
should be rolled out across the rest of Northern Ireland.
I cannot guarantee that the proposals will be implemented
in time for the rest of the review of public administration,
but I can tell the Member that there will be a processing
centre in every one of the new council areas and
probably more than one in some.

Mr P Ramsey: | welcome the statement from the
Minister, particularly the key “customer first” theme.
That important theme ran through representations that
I received from staff representatives in my Foyle
constituency, particularly in relation to the Foyle office
and services in the west and the south-west. I am sure
that the Minister’s reassuring and constructive
statement will be well received there.

Will the Minister reiterate that members of staff will
not be expected to drive long distances between
Omagh, Enniskillen and Derry, as that would have a
detrimental impact on caring duties, the environment
and congestion? Will she assure us that the location of
centralised services will be taken into account in
relation to future trends in benefit entitlements, so that
staff in one location will not be made redundant while
the number of staff in another location is being
significantly increased?

The Minister for Social Development: I thank Mr
Ramsey for his question. He asked about travel
arrangements. On several occasions, I expressed my
particular concern that staff should not be required to
travel long distances to a new place of work. I know
that Pat Ramsey was very concerned about that matter,
particularly as it may affect people in Derry and in the
west. His concerns are well understood, and I am
pleased to tell him that I listened to the very strong
case that he made. I assure him that no member of staff
will be required to travel distances such as the distance
from Enniskillen to Derry, Derry to Omagh, or vice
versa. [ think that Members will realise that I have
listened to all concerns and have addressed them with
a measure of generosity.

Mr Pat Ramsey also raised the issue of redundancies
and staff losses. There will not be any redundancies or
staff losses. I also assure the House that those who need
face-to-face service at a local social security office will
continue to receive it in the future.

Many of the jobs are in and many more will be
amalgamated into benefits offices, so I will continue to
work in close partnership with the Minister for

Employment and Learning to deliver the best possible
service and outcomes for customers, who include some
of the most disadvantaged and deprived people in
Northern Ireland.

Mrs M Bradley: [ welcome the Minister’s answer
on customers. She has dealt with that matter very well.
How useful was the public consultation exercise in
helping the Minister to modify the previous proposals
for social security arrangements?

The Minister for Social Development: The public
consultation exercise was useful, because it reflected
and confirmed my concerns about aspects of the
original proposals, particularly on staff relocation and
upheaval. Furthermore, it has allowed me to focus on
those matters and to devise appropriate solutions.

Mrs Bradley will be aware that some Members
wanted me to abandon the entire public consultation
exercise, even when we were halfway through it.
Those Members may not have wanted me to take on
board what the public were saying. I hope that they
now realise that it was absolutely right to allow the
people to have their say, because what they said has
been clearly reflected in the revised proposals.

Mr O’Loan: We are hearing about improvements to
services and about a strategic vision for the
implementation of the Bain Report’s recommendations
for the location of public-sector jobs. Moreover, the
Minister is sensitive to the genuine concerns that staff
expressed. | welcome Ballymena’s designation as a
processing centre, and | encourage everyone in the
northern district to co-operate in the pilot scheme.
What effect does the Minister envisage this series of
proposals having on morale in the service?

The Minister for Social Development: I hope that
the proposals will significantly enhance staff morale. |
make no secret of the fact that I have met many members
of staff throughout the Social Security Agency
network. I listened to their concerns, and, in order to
reflect the needs of staff members, particularly those
who were concerned about having to travel long
distances, the impact of the economic downturn, the
need for retraining and the heavy workloads with
which they must deal as a consequence of that training,
I have substantially changed the proposals that were
originally prescribed under the strategic business
review. I hope that my proposals will go a considerable
way to enhancing staff morale and that all members of
staff will support and endorse them.

The bottom line is that devolution is making a
difference, and I gave an undertaking to listen to staff
and customer concerns. Remember that there are two
players about whom we must be concerned in this
relationship: we must ensure that members of staff
enjoy the best possible circumstances in which to work
and that existing, and potential, customers have easy
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access to the best possible service, given that they are
especially beleaguered at this time.

Mrs D Kelly: I, too, welcome the Minister’s
statement, particularly the news that a new processing
centre will be based in Lurgan. Will the Minister be
reviewing telephone call-handling arrangements,
because sometimes it takes a long time for customers
to get through? If there is to be increased telephone
usage, customers’ waiting times must be minimised by
ensuring that enough members of staff are on hand to
deal with the call-handling element of the business.

The Minister for Social Development: I take on
board Mrs Kelly’s comments. It is hoped that we will
have sufficient staff to deal with all areas of the
business, particularly those in which customers are
feeling the greatest pinch. That is important.

The telephony service and the appointment system
are additional provisions to the existing front line
service, which will continue. Much misinformation has
been flapping around about the telephony service, and,
considering some of the quarters from which that
misinformation is coming, it is, perhaps, ill-intentioned.
However, the enhanced telephony service and
appointment system will be additional to the existing
options. Therefore, I assure my colleague Mrs Kelly
that it will still be possible for people to go into a
social security office without an appointment and be
seen by a member of staff. She can take comfort and
confidence from the fact that staff who are dealing
with the employment support allowance are receiving
many telephone calls — more calls, in fact, than was
projected and anticipated. As a consequence of that, I
was able to recruit more staff and invest more staff
resources in that area to deal with that heavy and
enhanced workload. Everything will be addressed in
the most appropriate and sensitive manner.

PRIVATE MEMBERS’ BUSINESS
Childcare Strategy

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

Ms J McCann: [ beg to move

That this Assembly expresses its concern at the lack of availability
of affordable, quality childcare; and calls on the Executive to
implement a coherent and properly resourced childcare strategy.

Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Combhairle. I
welcome the opportunity to move the motion. Sinn
Féin will support the amendment, because its insertion
will not change the thrust of the motion.

Childcare is an important issue for everyone in
society, particularly for families. Ireland still trails
other EU countries in the accessibility and affordability
of childcare. There is a lack of flexible and age-
appropriate childcare provision here. Despite the fact
that the ministerial subcommittee on children and
young people prioritised childcare, the numbers of
day-care nursery places and places with registered
childminders have fallen since 2002.

Although some Departments have funded childcare
provision, a major deficit remains. Currently, there is
only one place per 6-4 children under the age of four,
and there are fewer than 40,000 registered childcare
places for the 310,000 children under 12 years of age.
Therefore, spaces for older children — particularly
those over 10 years of age — and children with
disabilities are still limited.

The provision of flexible, quality and affordable
childcare that meets the needs of all children and
parents is the responsibility of a number of Departments,
which is why we tabled the motion. A cross-departmental
approach to the issue, through the Executive, is
essential to ensure that a properly resourced childcare
strategy is developed and implemented. Such a
strategy would have a crucial role to play in ensuring
that flexible, high-quality, affordable and accessible
childcare provision exists for all families who wish, or
need, to avail themselves of it.

Childcare is a critical issue for women’s equality,
and the lack of adequate childcare places in the North
of Ireland is a major barrier for women who wish to
return to education or employment. Women are still
viewed as the main carers in society, and that remains
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the case with caring for children. Better childcare
provision will enable more women to access education,
training and paid employment, which would help the
economy and provide women with better choices in all
aspects of their life.

That choice is also important for women who
choose to stay at home with their children, because
they must also have access to home-based and group
support services. The role and contribution of the
people who offer those services needs to be recognised,
as does the role of parents who choose to stay at home
with their children.

Better childcare provision clearly has a central role
to play in helping to reduce child poverty, given that a
lack of access to affordable childcare is one of the
most significant barriers to securing employment for
people from low-income families or families who are
living in poverty. Improving childcare provision would
also enable parents who rely on benefits, for instance,
to progress to better employment and, therefore, get
out of the poverty trap.

1.45 pm

Recent legislation on welfare reform will see the
benefit that is provided to parents — including lone
parents — change to jobseeker’s allowance when their
child turns 12 years old. However, the absence of a
statutory duty on local authorities here to service the
demand for childcare facilities means that it will be
difficult for parents to have access to childcare
facilities while they are at work, and that is a particular
problem for women.

Childcare costs in Ireland are among the highest in
Europe, and parents here receive the lowest subsidies
towards meeting those costs. Some European countries
subsidise childcare costs by up to 75%, whereas, in the
North of Ireland, the figure is still only 25%.

The tax credit system that allows relatives to
become childminders is also important. In 2002, a
significant shortfall in childcare places in the North of
Ireland was reported, and almost two thirds of
unemployed mothers said that a lack of adequate
childcare deterred them from seeking work or
constrained them in their choice of job.

The lack of local community-based childcare places
has had an impact on families living in rural
communities and low-income families in particular,
because public transport might not be available to
bring children to and from créches and childminders.
Therefore, some such families will be unable to access
those facilities.

A recent review by a rural childcare group
recommended a number of specific targets aimed at
improving childcare provision in rural areas. It is
important that those targets are included in any

strategy. It is also important that parents can choose
between different types of childcare provision, because
some people prefer créche facilities or after-school
groups while others prefer childminders.

It was reported that a 20% increase in the number of
childminders would be needed if the current demand
were to be met — that was reported in 2002.
Unfortunately, there has actually been a decrease in the
number of childminders rather than an increase, which
has resulted in many parents having to employ
relatives to care for their children. Unfortunately, as [
pointed out earlier, relatives who act as childminders
do not have access to the childcare element of the tax
credit system. That is a further financial burden for
people who need childcare facilities, because they have
to pay for it out of their own pockets instead of being
able to claim for it through the tax credit system.

A change to that system would result in more people
seeing childcare as a clearly defined career that could
be developed and coming forward to become
registered childminders. It would ensure also that
quality services are provided for children — a suitably
qualified workforce is always essential for that.

In England, a transformation fund is available that
provides people working in childcare with opportunities,
so that a more professional early-years workforce can
be established. I hope that implementing such a fund
here is something that will be considered.

Differing needs exist, but they are all central to any
strategy on childcare provision. As I said, children
with disabilities have particular needs, as do lone
parents or groups of people who are socially excluded.
Childcare provision needs to be flexible and reflect the
differing needs of parents, including those who do shift
work or work at weekends.

There is a lack of information on what kinds of
childcare facilities are available. Some women’s
organisations believe that it would be extremely
helpful for some sort of directory to be developed
providing details on the types of facilities available
and the localities in which they are based.

As I said in my opening remarks, although some
Departments fund childcare spaces, more needs to be
done. I hope that the Assembly will support the motion,
which calls on the Executive to implement a coherent
and properly resourced childcare strategy. Such a
strategy will ensure the availability of affordable,
quality and flexible childcare provision for children
and parents who need it. Go raibh maith agat

Ms Purvis: I beg to move the following amendment:
After the first “childcare” insert

“and the lack of provision for people who require flexible
arrangements to allow them to avail of working opportunities in the
evenings, overnight and at weekends, particularly in the current
economic climate”
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I thank Ms McCann for clarifying that the
amendment is an insertion to the motion and that none
of the original motion will be deleted should the
amendment be made. I thank also those who tabled the
motion — it is an excellent motion as it relates to an
important topic and is very timely.

From the outset of the debate, we need to be honest
about the state of childcare services in Northern
Ireland. The problems that we face are fundamental.
Not only is our childcare provision “woefully
inadequate”, according to a report on an inquiry into
child poverty that was published by the Committee for
the Office of the First Minister and deputy First
Minister, but, as Ms McCann outlined, the number of
childcare places is actually falling.

Additionally, we appear to have no leadership on the
issue. There is some dispute as to who has responsibility
for this complex but critical area, and neither decision
nor strategy is coming forward. That is the situation,
despite the stated commitment to an anti-poverty
agenda. We need a cross-departmental strategy.

In the meantime, we are struggling with outdated
views on who needs childcare, why they need it, and
what types of services are needed. My amendment
addresses directly one area of our childcare provision
that needs immediate attention: flexibility. The
childcare services that are on offer here are designed
largely to accommodate a nine-to-five working day.
However, the traditional Monday-to-Friday eight-hour
day is long gone, and for many families it never really
existed. Parents are working evenings and weekends
and often through the night. Many parents have to
respond quickly to unforeseen developments at work
or to unscheduled shift changes, and they need to make
last-minute arrangements to care for their children.
Even those who work regular hours often struggle to
find adequate care for children during the school
holidays. The lack of flexible childcare and the
expense of childcare to cover unsocial hours — for
those who can find it — are serious problems for
parents who are struggling to respond to the demands
of the current work environment and to the needs of
their families.

In addition to flexibility, there are other serious gaps
in our childcare services. If we were looking for a road
map on this issue, we would find that the Shankill
Women’s Centre delivered one. Three years ago, the
centre gathered together local women for a series of
workshops to discuss education, employment, health
and childcare. Even though childcare was a separate
topic in those discussions, it dominated every other
issue. The women of the Shankill area felt that there
was no point in talking about opportunities in
employment, training, education or health if childcare
were not addressed first.

I have no doubt that the situation is the same in
other areas such as the Falls, Whiterock and
Ballymacarrett that are struggling with high levels of
deprivation. The women of the Shankill called for five
standards in childcare to be met. Childcare had to be
affordable, of a high quality, flexible, accessible, and
appropriate to need and age.

In 1999, the Department of Health determined that a
family with two children that is on an average income
could pay out as much as one third of that income on
childcare when the children were under five years of
age. Even with the Labour Government’s new financial
support for those families, childcare takes a significant
bite out of the monthly budget.

The absence of affordable childcare is one of the
most significant barriers to employment, education and
training for households that are struggling financially.
Many parents who would be inclined to move into paid
work are not doing so because the combination of
lower wages and higher childcare costs in Northern
Ireland means that it does not make financial sense. It
also means that, too often, families have to select
childcare based on what they can afford, rather than on
the environment in which they know that their child
would thrive.

Research has shown that the quality of childcare
services can vary significantly and that cost is not
always connected directly to quality. People do not
always get a better service for a higher price. Even
though minding children — especially small children
— is undoubtedly the hardest and most important work
that there is, the wages in that field tend to be low, and
the job, as a profession, is undervalued.

We need national standards for childcare and a
transformation fund that will allow childcare workers
to enhance and increase their professional skills and
move along a clearly defined and well-rewarded career
path. Such a fund could also allow childcare providers
to upgrade their physical environment, programmes
and services.

As has been noted, any need for childcare facilities
outside the hours of 7.30 am to 6.00 pm is considered
irregular. It is difficult to find adequate childcare
outside those hours, and, if people can find it, they will
pay a premium for it. We need to increase financial
support for parents who work outside those hours. That
would allow them to afford that care, and it would
create incentives for nurseries and childminders to be
available during what are seen as unsocial hours.

There have been proposals to amend the tax credits
system to allow parents to claim childcare credits for a
family member, particularly grandparents, to mind their
children. That would provide immediate flexibility for
a number of families, provide a small income for
grandparents living on increasingly inadequate
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pensions, and ideally, offer a caring and familiar
environment for children. However, we need to see
that proposal materialise.

Childcare services need to be local, and parents
need to be able to get to them easily. I challenge any
Member who has not already done so to take on the
Olympic sport of trying to get on and off a bus in the
rain with a toddler, an infant, a pram, and the shopping.
If parents cannot get to services easily and if it takes
too long to get there, the value of the services quickly
diminishes.

A number of women’s centres and community
centres offer excellent childcare services for their
surrounding areas, despite struggling with uncertainties
with funding. We need to offer those programmes
assured long-term funding and introduce capital grants
for the development of childcare facilities in areas
where there is a demonstrated need.

There is very little childcare provision in Northern
Ireland for disabled children. In addition, older children
are being left out: there are few age-appropriate
services for children between eight and 14. That may
reach crisis point in a few years if it is not addressed,
when welfare reforms move lone parents from income
support to jobseeker’s allowance. The stated goal of
those reforms is to move more lone parents into paid
employment and move children out of poverty. However,
if childcare is not dealt with, instead of helping those
parents to move on and up, we will simply pull away a
safety net, and there is a real risk that we will make
their situation worse rather than better. The Childcare
Act 2006 requires local authorities in England and
Wales to meet the new demands for childcare that will
be created by welfare reforms, and the Executive need
to take immediate action to ensure that the same
happens in Northern Ireland.

The gaps in childcare provision that the women of
the Shankill identified are real barriers to parents,
especially to women, re-entering the workforce. It is
not only employment that is hampered by insufficient
childcare services. All the programmes that Ministers
have proudly outlined in the Chamber over the past
few weeks to improve education, skills training, health
and well-being and community services will be
undersubscribed by parents of young children — by
women in particular — if the need for affordable
childcare is not addressed.

We have marginalised childcare because we have
failed to appreciate its full impact on our society and
our economy. We have approached it as an optional
policy issue, mistakenly assuming that it is about
accommodating the wishes of women who choose to
be in paid employment rather than stay at home with
their children. However, for the majority of families in
need of childcare it is not a matter of choice. Those

parents need quality, accessible, affordable childcare,
not because they would like to work but because they
have to work. For many households with two wage
earners, the second income makes all the difference. At
best, it generates some flexibility in their finances, but
for many families the second wage quite simply keeps
them out of financial dire straits or even poverty.

For lone parents, the lack of affordable childcare is
the primary barrier to employment. There are nearly
92,000 lone parents in Northern Ireland, caring for
150,000 children. Eighty-seven per cent of those
families are headed by a mother, and 60% of lone
parents are in debt. We need to stop treating childcare
and the quality and accessibility of childcare services
as though they were luxuries to accommodate a
lifestyle option. They are matters of necessity and, in
many cases, survival.

Let us also continue to dismantle the myths that
childcare is a women’s issue or that every family has a
granny who is ready and able to step in and mind
children while their parents are at work. Those are
outdated and misguided perspectives that create
hurdles to delivering quality childcare.

The dearth of appropriate childcare seriously
inhibits skills development, further education,
innovation and entrepreneurship by and for women.
We are in a recession in which people are carrying vast
amounts of personal debt, and impeding the ability of
parents, particularly women, to maximise their
earnings will only slow our recovery. Insufficient
childcare support is inhibiting business growth and
innovation, and we are fighting for economic recovery
with one hand tied behind our back.

My amendment is meant to help to expand the
picture of childcare —

Mr Speaker: I ask the Member to bring her remarks
to a close.

Ms Purvis: — and [ hope that my colleagues in the
Chamber can support it and that we can work with the
Executive to deliver the proposals.

Mr Kennedy: I speak on behalf of the Ulster Unionist
Party; my colleagues and I are happy to support both
the motion and the amendment. Childcare is a matter
that every parent has to deal with at some stage. Yet,
no matter how desperate their need for childcare, they
will always be most concerned that the childcare is
good and that they are leaving their children with
people who are properly trained and in an environment
that is safe and secure.

It is vital that in seeking to improve its affordability
and accessibility, we do not lose sight of the need for
childcare to be exemplary. I am glad that the motion
makes that point.
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2.00 pm

The quality of childcare increased in the first six
years after the publication in 1999 of ‘Children First
— A Policy Statement’, but we must ensure that
standards do not slip. The motion’s call for the Executive
to provide a childcare strategy is depressingly familiar.
The motion’s origins lie in last summer’s OFMDFM
report on child poverty. That report followed the 2005
review of ‘Children First’, which claimed to represent
the beginnings of a strategy when it was first published
in 1999. Unfortunately, such a strategy has still not
been published.

In the report, the Committee for the Office of the
First Minister and deputy First Minister called on the
Department to increase the level of good-quality,
affordable childcare; to improve the level of appropriate,
affordable childcare for children who are less able; to
improve access to affordable childcare in rural areas;
to reduce the length of time that it takes to become
registered as a childminder; to reverse the decline in
registered childminders that some parts of Northern
Ireland are experiencing; and to enhance the training
and development of staff who work in early-years
settings. All those areas are definite priorities as we look
at childcare, and if implemented, they will go a long
way to solving many of our society’s varied problems.

Childcare can play a large role in early-years
development. Adequate early-years provision improves
the academic attainment of children in schooling.
Affordable childcare, therefore, plays a vital role in
allowing parents — particularly single parents — to
get back into work if they wish to do so. It also helps
by reducing spend on benefits and by adding to the
economy’s productivity. Adequate childcare provision
is a necessity for a society that wishes to be as
productive and as driven by equality of opportunity as
it possibly can be.

As we have done with so many other issues, we
have consulted and reported on the issue of childcare
almost to death over the past 10 years. The motion and
the amendment are reasonable, and what is called for
is badly needed. However, it is not a new call for
action, because we have known for the past decade that
action is needed. The issue highlights that devolution is
best for Northern Ireland and can work for the people
of Northern Ireland. It puts local Ministers, who have
the necessary time and resources, in charge of the matter.

The Committee’s view, and my own, is that the time
for studies, reports and consultations is over. That has
been done, and endless pages of analysis and policy
already exist. It is now well beyond the time for the
Executive not to be doing what they were elected to
do, and what they promised to do. They must make a
difference for the people of Northern Ireland by
providing adequate and proper childcare.

Mr Shannon: I support the motion and thank the
Members who brought it to the Chamber. I shall focus
on the introduction to the Northern Ireland Childminding
Association’s (NICMA) briefing paper, ‘Childminder
Start-Up Package’, which states:

“The right for families to have access to affordable, quality
childcare is fundamental to Northern Ireland’s future economic

prosperity, to tackling child poverty, and to achieving the best
possible outcomes for all children.”

I wholeheartedly agree with that statement, as I am
sure do many other Members.

Long gone are the days when the majority of families
could get by on one wage, with many mums staying at
home to look after the children. Most working mothers
in the Province do so out of necessity rather than
desire. In most families, both partners must work in
order to pay the mortgage. Maternity leave entitles
mothers to a few months’ pay, but what happens after
that? The bills do not take a break simply because a
mother has had a child. Indeed, as the proud grandfather
of a beautiful baby girl, I know that the bills increase,
and I am not just referring to the Northern Ireland
football kit that we bought for her when she was born.

Whor daes this lae maist mithers? Haein tae gaun
bak tae wark is tha ansur. Whau dae ye lae yeer wane
wi? Thee ser sum femelies, whuch er extended, an
fowk caun rely oan freens tae mien the wane. This is a
guid blessin; hooaniver, a’ muckle nummer o’ haems
daenae hae this oapshin, an tha next best thing is tae
pae fer a regestered chileminder tae tak caer o’ yer
wane fer ye.

Whuther this is in tha foarm o’ haem caer er state-
provided nursery schuills an play centers, ye need tae
mak shair that yer wane is safe en that ye er abel tae
lae it wi’ peese o’ mien. Tha proablim is that ther is a’
shoartage o’ regestered chileminders an this lack is
gittin wor.

Where does that leave most mothers? They have to
go back to work, but with whom do they leave their
children? Some families are extended, and mothers can
rely on relations to mind their children. That is a real
blessing; however, a large number of families do not
have that option.

The next best option is to pay for a registered
childminder to take care of children for you. Whether
by using home care, state-provided nursery schools or
play centres, one must make sure that one’s child is
safe. Parents must have peace of mind when they leave
their children. The problem is the shortage of registered
childminders in Northern Ireland, and that shortage is
getting worse.

Registered childminding is by far the most popular
and affordable form of full-time childcare in Northern
Ireland; it accounts for some 76% of the full-time
places and 44% of all childcare places. There was a
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90% drop in the supply of places with registered
childminders in the three years to March 2006.

NICMA has told me of its proposals for helping to
solve the problem of day care for children. They are
constructive, and entail the Executive funding an
innovative childminder start-up package. That is a
positive way to address these issues. The package
includes childminder start-up grants to encourage more
individuals to choose childminding and to go through
the registration process. The grants will help with the
cost of setting up and registering as a childminding
business. They will be of particular benefit in areas of
social deprivation in which childminding provision is
low. Individuals in such areas find the start-up costs
associated with becoming a childminder — such as
buying equipment and insurance — particularly
difficult to meet. Another constructive suggestion is for
the provision of one-to-one mentoring support for
individuals as they go through the registration process.
NICMA has also suggested the provision of a personal
adviser to support new recruits. Those are good and
important suggestions.

In the survey of parents and childcare in Northern
Ireland, it was shown that there was a clear shortfall in
the provision of childcare places, particularly in rural
areas and in eastern parts of the Province — and,
indeed, in the area that I represent; it would be wrong
of me not to mention that in the Chamber today. A 20%
expansion in the number of childminders is needed to
meet the demand. There has been a significant increase
in the use of unregistered childminders, which increases
the potential risk to children. The proposal requires
only £300,000 annually for an initial period of three
years. It would enable the roll-out of the childminders’
start-up package across Northern Ireland, with priority
given to the areas most in need of childminding provision.

Something must be done. I ask the Minister to consider
seriously and as a matter of urgency the implementation
here of schemes that have been implemented on the
mainland. They have done it there, and it has been
successful. Let us see whether we can do the same here.

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

Mr Shannon: If we are to reach our full economic
potential, we must ensure that all those able to work
are doing so, and childminding is important in that.

Mrs M Bradley: I support the motion and the
amendment.

Childcare is important from the perspective of child,
parent and service provider. It is a tool essential to
bringing us all out of this economic downturn. We are
experiencing a great shift in attitudes: there is now an
acceptance that equality plays a part in all aspects of
life, including childcare. Any provision must be child-
centred and suitable for the needs of the workforce

during this difficult economic period. A flexible and
equality-driven service must be the core of any strategy,
and such strategies must be open, transparent and
contributed to by all Ministers. In the delivery of such
a service, there must be a strong interdepartmental
element.

The cost of childcare is too great for many families.
We need affordable provision that encourages parents
to get back to work and dispels the belief that it is not
worth working because one will only work to pay for
one’s childcare. If we get more people back to work,
we stand a better chance of stimulating the economy
by increasing the disposable income of working
parents, rather than increasing the number of those
dependent on benefits.

The fiasco of the working tax credit, and all the
controversy that goes with that, is really off-putting for
many people who are considering going back to work,
together with the fact that the childcare element of it is
not available if the carer is a relative. That is the case
for many people in Northern Ireland, where, for
example, many grandparents provide childcare. The
lack of places is high on the complaints list, as is the
need for a more flexible service to fit the needs of the
flexi-worker.

It is essential that the Assembly take on board the
need for investment in childcare provision if we are to
see a return on the economy and the rebirth of a more
flexible and more accessible childcare system that is
open and available to all. We must speculate to accumulate
in this particular instance. It is only through utilising
that attitude that there will be any valuable change for
our constituents and their families. The lack of funding
in early-years and special-needs childcare is a real
problem, and one that will continue to rear its head
until properly dealt with. I hope that the Minister of
Education will take that problem on board and
consider it accordingly.

The choice element is vital if parents are to have
peace of mind when they place their child in a créche
or childcare environment. The upshot is that we should
reap the benefits in the long term and get the chance to
provide care for primary-school children who,
according to many studies, are not really receiving
age-appropriate childcare at the minute. If we can
provide age-appropriate after-school care, we may —
and I stress “may”” — see a shift in the attitudes of our
pre-teenagers and, in the long run, may even see a
more respectful generation.

I think that it is obvious from today’s debate and the
various contributions that childcare requires a properly
considered strategy with interdepartmental contributions.
Such a strategy should develop a healthier economy
and a more stable and happier family environment and
have the interests of the child at its heart. Childcare
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must be local, quality, flexible and accessible. That is
what we need to provide, and it is up to the Executive
to provide it. Constituents who are the parents of
disabled children or children with special needs are
blindsided when it comes to childcare and, often, can only
access some respite care but not permanent childcare.

I request that all Ministers take heed of what has
been said today and act accordingly. The scoping
exercise being carried out by the First Minister and the
deputy First Minister needs to be delivered and needs
to be delivered soon. I support the motion and the
amendment.

Mrs Long: I thank the Members who tabled the
debate for bringing the issue before the House. The
issue of accessible and affordable childcare is something
that we need to concentrate on. I support the motion,
which calls for a coherent and, perhaps most importantly,
properly resourced strategy. I also support the amendment,
which highlights the need for such a strategy to take
into account irregular and flexible working hours.
People do not always work nine-to-five or family
friendly hours, and that has to be taken into account
when we try to provide a strategy. If people do indeed
want to be able to work, they have to have the flexibility
to take the employment that is on offer.

During the OFMDFM Committee’s study of child
poverty, it was stated time and time again by
contributors and witnesses, and highlighted in the
research, that the best way to alleviate poverty and to
break cycles of deprivation is to increase access to
employment. Although the benefits system has been,
and continues to be, amended to try to mitigate poverty
and alleviate its worst effects, if significant step
changes are to be achieved in people’s living
experience, increasing stable employment is the only
option. Certainly, it is key to improving outcomes.
However, it was just as frequently recognised that the
lack of affordable and flexible childcare was a major
limiting factor affecting access to training in
preparation for work, access to employment, and
people’s flexibility within employment.

Research carried out by the Equality Commission
— I think in 2003 — was brought before the Committee.
It suggested that 67% of women stated the lack of
affordable childcare as a factor in preventing them
from taking up paid employment. Not only that, it
showed that over 25% of mothers were constrained in
the hours that they could work due to childcare, and a
further 20% were limited in the jobs that they could
take. It is not just about getting a job; it is about getting
equal access to well-paid, stable employment, and to
promotion opportunities once in employment.

That has an impact on the family and on the
individuals whose personal aspirations can be frustrated
and thwarted. It also has implications for the wider

economy, because people have skills and talents that
cannot be fully harnessed by the economy due to that
constraining factor.

2.15 pm

Indeed, we were told that the current provision was
woefully inadequate, and that where it existed, it was
sparse and often expensive. The Committee took that
point on board in its discussions. However, that was
not the only problem. There has been a lack of
strategic direction coming from the Executive in what
is a key aspect of the Programme for Government’s
pledge to support the economy.

In 1999, the “Children First’ childcare strategy first
emerged. It was reviewed in 2005 and a final report
was published. We are now in another review situation,
but an active strategy encompassing the preschool and
school-age aspects of childcare is not in place.

In 2007, the Department of Agriculture and Rural
Development (DARD) considered rural issues specifically.
Undoubtedly, there are rural aspects to childcare, but it
is not purely a rural issue. The problem of being able
to gain access to childcare can be exacerbated by
geographical factors, but the issue is much wider. Also,
it is unclear as to how those recommendations are
feeding into the process of producing a strategic
overview for the entire Executive.

People in multiple deprivations and with other family
factors are further disadvantaged when accessing
childcare, and that was shown in much of the research.
Also, people from a low-income background, those
who work part time, those who work outside traditional
work patterns, and families in which one or more
family member has a disability, find access to childcare
incredibly difficult. If the family member with a
disability happens to be a child, it can be more difficult
still. Legally, they have the right to access, but often a
parent is required to be present in the childcare facility.
That, in itself, prevents that parent from seeking
employment.

Clear lines of responsibility are lacking, and that
must be addressed. The Department of Health, Social
Services and Public Safety (DHSSPS), the Department
of Education and the Department for Employment and
Learning (DEL) were involved originally; DARD and
OFMDEFM also have some input. However, there is no
clarity regarding the lines of responsibility for school-
age childcare, and that was highlighted repeatedly
during the study undertaken by the Committee for the
Office of the First Minister and deputy First Minister.
Both Departments came to the Committee a week apart
and said that it was not their problem. The matter must
be clarified and pressed home with those Departments.

I suspect that the debate will raise little that is not
already known and acknowledged. However, a
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measure of its usefulness will be in the appropriateness
of the Executive’s response.

Mr Spratt: We debate this important matter in the
context of falling levels of childcare provision in
Northern Ireland. Between 2002 and 2007, the overall
number of day-care places fell by 1%, and places with
registered childminders are down by 17% since 2002.
That is deeply worrying and it is, without doubt, an
important matter that must be addressed in the Province.

Quality affordable childcare is essential in allowing
the development of a modern workforce. Women,
including mothers, are a key element of the workforce,
and as a Province, we must utilise all our resources,
including human resources, to reinvigorate the economy.
However, there is currently a huge barrier preventing
that from happening. Sixty-seven per cent of women
refer to the lack of affordable quality childcare as the
main barrier to entering employment. That is no fault
of theirs: it is the failure of the system. That must be
addressed, and barriers to employment must be removed.

Mr Beggs: Will the Member accept that since the
decision was taken to end the Executive programme
fund for children, a gap has materialised that no
Department, or Departments collectively, co-ordinated
by OFMDFM, have filled? The extended schools
programme is only partially funded, and that other
stream of funding has ended. Will the Member accept
that a considerable period has elapsed since that
decision was taken and that, as yet, the gap has not
been addressed by the Office of the First Minister and
deputy First Minister.

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

Mr Spratt: It is a cross-departmental issue. Some
Departments have washed their hands of it, and I will
touch upon a particular example of that, which has
occurred in my own constituency.

The Members who tabled the motion are seeking to
tackle the problem through an Executive-led strategy.
By doing so, they are seeking, what I believe to be, the
responsibility of their party colleague, the Minister of
Education. Although there is no doubt that if the
necessary investment were made in that key provision,
children’s learning skills would improve, unsurprisingly,
all that has come from the responsible Minister has
been another failure to act in children’s best interests.

Let me provide a brief example of such a failure.
Let me take Members to the Sandy Row area of my
constituency, where the Kids Into Training and
Education project — the KITE project, as it is known
— has suffered at the hands of the Minister of Education.
That fantastic project, which, every week, serves
hundreds of kids in one of the most deprived areas of
Belfast, has been refused funding by the Department of
Education. I must say that I concur with the sentiments

of local pastor Paul Burns who said that the Minister,
like Pontius Pilate, has washed her hands of the whole
affair. Not only has the Minister refused to help those
kids, but, in doing so, she is barring local mothers who
depend on KITE childcare from going out to work.
Despite that, the Minister claims that the issue is
nothing to do with her Department.

Thanks to money from the Office of the First Minister
and deputy First Minister, which was allocated through
the Department of Health, the project is now being
funded for a period of time through PlayBoard.
Fortunately, those bodies recognise the importance of
such a project in my constituency. It is time that the
Department of Education and, indeed, all Departments
consider the importance of projects and the vital work
that they do in those communities, particularly in areas
such as Sandy Row.

Present in the Chamber today are mothers who,
without childcare, could not do the work of an Assembly
Member and public representative. More must be done
to give women such as those mothers in Sandy Row
freedom to enter the workforce and realise their
potential. As individuals, they will benefit, their family
units will welcome the extra income, and everyone
will benefit from the contribution that women make to
Northern Ireland’s growing economy.

My party and I support the motion and the amendment.

Mr O’Dowd: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann
Combhairle. Beidh mé ag labhairt ar son an rin agus an
leasaithe.

The motion concerns economics: it is about the
economics of our society. I will quote from the
statement provided earlier by the First Minister on
behalf of himself and the deputy First Minister:

“This statement is but a further demonstration of our
determination to take whatever actions are open to us to combat the
economic difficulties...by harnessing the wisdom and knowledge of
those most affected by the current economic situation, we can
navigate our way through the present difficulties.”

If the Executive are able to manage a properly
funded and resourced childcare facility in the North, it
will go a great way towards helping us to navigate our
way out of our current economic difficulties, because
the people most affected by the downturn — those
who live in socially deprived areas — are those who
find it most difficult to find childcare facilities. As the
statistics and reports that have already been mentioned,
and which I will not repeat, demonstrate, there is a
requirement for greater investment in childcare facilities.

Indeed, in the statement that she made prior to the
debate, the Minister for Social Development outlined
her proposals for the reconfiguration of social security
offices. One of the deepest concerns among the
agency’s workers, particularly those who are female, is
that if they are forced to travel long distances to work,
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or their rotas are changed and they are unable to access
childcare facilities, they may have to leave their jobs.
Therefore, the issue affects a wide range of people in
both our workforce and our potential workforce.

There is a deficit in rural childcare facilities, and
that has a wide effect. I know many parents in rural
areas who drive past their local rural primary school
into the town and then go to work. They send their
children to urban primary schools because they have
more chance of accessing childcare facilities after
school hours there than they do in the rural community.
That means that rural schools are affected, and that has
a knock-on effect across society.

Workers in childcare professions must be both
looked after and paid adequately. As Dawn Purvis said,
there must be a professional element to their training
and to the achievement of professional qualifications
to ensure that the profession, which provides a vital
service to society, is cherished.

At this stage of the debate, many points have been
rehearsed, and I do not intend to repeat them. I support
the motion and the amendment. Go raibh maith agat.

Mr Speaker: As Question Time commences at 2.30
pm, I suggest that the House take its ease until that
time. The debate will continue after Question Time,
when Mr Moutray will be the next Member to speak.

The debate stood suspended.

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

Oral Answers to Questions

OFFICE OF THE FIRST MINISTER AND
DEPUTY FIRST MINISTER

Mr Deputy Speaker: Question 1 has been
withdrawn.

Discrimination/Inequalities: Section 75

2. Mr Butler asked the Office of the First Minister
and deputy First Minister what assessment it has made
of the effectiveness of the Equality Commission in
addressing discrimination and inequalities among
section 75 categories. (AQO 2467/09)

The First Minister (Mr P Robinson): [ was
wondering, Mr Deputy Speaker, how you were going to
be referee and striker at the same time with question 1.

As the funding Department for the Equality
Commission for Northern Ireland, the Office of the
First Minister and deputy First Minister (OFMDFM) is
accountable for the commission’s business activities
and resourcing arrangements. In that context, the
deputy First Minister and I approve the commission’s
three-year corporate plan. Our Department must also
approve the commission’s annual business plan. It also
carries out reviews every five years or so, with the next
review scheduled for 2009-2010.

The commission reports to OFMDFM quarterly on
its performance on progress made towards achieving
the aims, objectives and targets contained in its annual
business plan. In turn, OFMDFM officials consider the
contents of those quarterly reports and request further
details where appropriate. Our officials also meet
bimonthly with commission staff to discuss various
issues, including the outworking of the business and
corporate plans. Formal meetings at senior management
level take place quarterly.

For the financial year 2007-08, the commission set
23 targets of progress: 18 of those were met, two were
partly met, and three were unmet.

Mr Butler: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. Ba mhaith liom féilte a chur roimh threagra
an Aire.

I thank the First Minister for his reply. The question
relates to the effectiveness of section 75. Local
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government is an area of particular concern. There are
two approaches to section 75: a complainant can go to
a local authority — or whatever offending body — and
lodge a section 75 complaint; or the Equality Commission
can generate its own review of section 75. Is the First
Minister concerned by the fact that during the years of
the Equality Commission’s existence, it has not
generated a single section 75 complaint against any
local authority and that it is left up to individuals? That
is a weakness.

The First Minister: I am not sure that I recall any
successful legal action relating to section 75. Part of
the commission’s work is to give advice and assistance
so that organisations do not fall foul of section 75
requirements. Schedule 9 to the Northern Ireland Act
1998 requires the Equality Commission to keep the
effectiveness of the duties imposed by section 75 under
review.

The Equality Commission is not appointed by the
deputy First Minister and me; it is appointed by the
Secretary of State for Northern Ireland. Given that the
Secretary of State has section 75 responsibilities, he
should keep account of the effectiveness of the
organisation that he appoints. For our part, we have a
pay and rations requirement for our Department and
the commission. We can approve or not approve the
commission’s corporate and business plans, but we are
limited because we do not appoint the organisation in
the first instance.

Mr P J Bradley: What is the First Minister’s
assessment of the Equality Commission’s role, particularly
in relation to age discrimination?

The First Minister: [ was going to try to get through
this question and still be ministerial. My views on the
Equality Commission are fairly well known. It is always
difficult for a body that is not itself representative to
carry out its role. The duties of the Equality Commission
are set down in law; if it is believed that breaches of
the requirements of section 75 have occurred, people
can have redress through the courts. As I said before
— though it is not always the only indicator of whether
there have been breaches of section 75 — there have
not, in my view, been any successful legal actions with
regard to section 75 requirements.

Mr McCausland: I thank the First Minister for his
answers. There is a statutory obligation on the Equality
Commission to be reflective of the community in
Northern Ireland. What is the First Minister’s assessment
of the Equality Commission’s record in that regard,
given that it has, in my view, failed in its obligations
towards the unionist and Protestant community in the
appointment of commissioners and in its record as an
employer?

The First Minister: I can go along that road for
50% of the way. The other 50% has to take the form of

a stricture on the Secretary of State for Northern Ireland,
because it is he who appoints the members of the
Equality Commission, rather than the commission
itself. It is not a representative body, and one situation
flows from the other. If a body is not representative, its
staff get out of kilter and there is a cold-house feeling,
which has a rolling impact. It looks dreadfully bad if
the Equality Commission has to put its own requirements
to the test. Some 30% of its staff is Protestant, which is
clearly not reflective of the community. Urgent action
is required, and simply placing an advertisement here
and there is not enough. The Equality Commission is
required to show equality in its own staffing
arrangements and in the commission itself.

Domestic Violence: Children’s Strategy

3. Mr Poots asked the Office of the First Minister
and deputy First Minister what assessment it has made

of the impact of domestic violence in the context of
delivering the children’s strategy. (AQO 2468/09)

The First Minister: The 10-year strategy for
children and young people aims to deliver improved
outcomes across six main areas. We recognise the
potential impact that violence in the home may have
on achieving the high-level outcomes of being healthy
and living in safety and with stability. However, the
strategy does not repeat or replicate actions that
emerge from other cross-cutting strategies.

Through implementation of the strategy for children
and young people, we will work to ensure that the
rights and needs of children and young people in
Northern Ireland are properly addressed in emerging
action plans under cross-cutting strategies such as the
tackling violence at home strategy, which has been
published by the Department of Health, Social
Services and Public Safety, and which addresses
domestic violence and abuse. The Minister of Health,
Social Services and Public Safety (DHSSPS) chairs the
inter-ministerial group on domestic and sexual violence,
which was established to ensure the involvement of
key service providers and voluntary and statutory
partners in this area. The junior Ministers represent
OFMDFM on that group because of the potential
impact of domestic violence on children.

In addition, an inter-agency regional steering group,
led by DHSSPS and the NIO, was established to
examine the issues around prevention, protection and
justice, support, and training and development for
practitioners. Senior officials from OFMDFM’s gender
and sexual orientation equality unit are represented on
that forum. That strategic group feeds into the inter-
ministerial group, working together on all the issues
that are associated with domestic violence, sexual
violence and abuse.
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Mr Poots: I thank the First Minister for his
response. Does he agree that the former SDLP Member
for Lagan Valley and current Northern Ireland
Commissioner for Children and Young People would
be better advancing children’s interests in the home
and with regard to domestic violence, rather than
pursuing parents who care about their children?

The First Minister: Everyone knows that resources
are extremely limited and that the best use must be
made of them. It is clear that the court case to which
the Member alluded — and the appeal against that
judgement — cost a considerable amount out of a
budget that would otherwise have been available for
other child support services.

Everyone can make their own judgement on
whether that was good value for money. Both cases
were lost; therefore, there was no positive outcome for
the Children’s Commissioner.

Mr Gardiner: Has the Office of the First Minister
and deputy First Minister considered asking the
Committee for Health, Social Services and Public
Safety to consider the overall mental-health implications
of incidents of domestic violence on women?

The First Minister: The Minister of Health, Social
Services and Public Safety leads the group that deals
with those issues; therefore, it would be more appropriate
to put any questions about the details of that to him.
The responsibility of the Office of the First Minister
and deputy First Minister is determined by two factors
— the first is whether an issue relates to equality and
the second is whether it relates to children. The
Department of Health, Social Services and Public
Safety has responsibility for dealing with issues that
relate to domestic violence.

Ms J McCann: Given that OFMDFM has
responsibility for the elimination of gender-based
violence, and given that some people who experience
such violence have no recourse to public funds, will
the Office of the First Minister and deputy First
Minister consider initiating a special fund for those
families that have no access to public funds, so that
they can access support services?

The First Minister: I am quite happy to look at that
issue in more detail. Such people might have access to
legal aid and legal support in other circumstances. The
deputy First Minister and I are happy to look at the
issue in the first instance, to see how extensive it is and
whether it can be dealt with under existing systems.

Mrs M Bradley: What additional resources has
OFMDFM provided for the children’s strategy? Does
that Department intend to again bring into force a
package of measures for children and young people?

The First Minister: It is a mistake to think that the
measures relating to children and young people were

funded entirely by OFMDFM — a range of Departments
has responsibility for the issues involved. The principle
of removing the duplication of services — which is
important because administering the duplicated
services incurred a cost and so used up funds — and
allowing Departments to take the lead responsibility in
the areas involved has meant that money that would
otherwise have been tied up in administration in
OFMDFM is going to the Departments

Those issues are a priority for OFMDFM, because
of the Department’s cross-cutting nature. However,
every Department, by its nature, has some responsibility
for those matters, whether it is the Department of
Health, Social Services and Public Safety or the
Department of Education, and Ministers must ensure
that that those issues are prioritised in their Departments.

Mr Deputy Speaker: [ know that this is the first
Question Time since before the recess, but I remind
Members who want to ask a supplementary question
that they need to rise in their places to get my attention.

Climate Change and Sustainable
Development

4. Mr Gallagher asked the Office of the First
Minister and deputy First Minister when it will publish
the strategy on climate change and sustainable
development. (AQO 2469/09)

The First Minister: Following an earlier written
response to him, the Member will be aware that we
have initiated a review of the first sustainable development
strategy that was produced by the previous Administration.
Our objective is to produce a new high-level strategy
that will align more effectively with the Executive’s
Programme for Government.

We have the first draft of the new strategy, which
we are continuing to study. In the near future, we hope
to be in a position to circulate a draft of the new
strategy document to stakeholders in Government and
to the Committee for the Office of the First Minister
and deputy First Minister, before initiating a wider
public consultation. Naturally, the new strategy will
take climate change into account, within the broader
principle of living within environmental limits. However,
responsibility for climate change policy lies within the
remit of the Department of the Environment (DOE)
and is subject to a decision by the Executive.

Mr Gallagher: I thank the First Minister for his
answer. I received a written response to my question
on the matter in February 2009. Given the increasing
importance that many Governments around the world,
particularly those in London and Dublin, give to the
development of low carbon technologies and other
efficiencies, does the First Minister feel that the longer
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we wait for a sustainable development strategy, the
greater our economic disadvantage will be?

2.45 pm

The First Minister: I do not accept that, because
we are not without a strategy. The existing strategy
— that is, the 2006 strategy — will remain in place
until it is replaced by the updated strategy, which will
take account of our Programme for Government policies
and targets. We are upgrading the policy, but the strategy
is in place already, and we are working to it.

I believe that all parties in the House are particularly
committed — as are the Executive — to the reduction
of carbon emissions. We have set ourselves targets on
that in our Programme for Government. The public
service agreements are being advanced by various
Departments, and a range of Departments is doing a lot
of work to meet the Programme for Government targets.

Mr T Clarke: Will the First Minister tell us whether
the lack of a published strategy means that Northern
Ireland is operating in a void when it comes to sustainable
development?

The First Minister: That is not the case. I could list
what all the Departments are doing on sustainable
development. The Department of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment in particular has been proactive in the work
that it is doing on a wide range of areas. The Department
of Finance and Personnel, the Department of the
Environment — obviously — and the Department of
Agriculture and Rural Development all have a role to
play. They all continue to pursue the requirements of
the Programme for Government.

The strategy, which I hope will be available fairly
soon, will update that which was left by the previous
Administration and will take into account the targets
and requirements of our Programme for Government.

Mr Beggs: Has the Office of the First Minister and
deputy First Minister considered how the Programme
for Government’s commitment to reducing our impact
on climate change is being affected adversely by views
that the Minister of the Environment has expressed?
What latitude does a Minister have to express views
that will detract from those objectives and that will
detract ultimately from any strategy that may be
agreed? Has the First Minister had discussions with the
Minister of the Environment about the matter?

The First Minister: Let us be clear: the Programme
for Government was approved by this Assembly and
supported by the Executive. It is, therefore, the policy
of the Executive and this Assembly. The views to
which the Member refers are academic views that were
expressed by the Minister about how climate change
comes about. There is no question in the Minister’s
mind as to whether there is climate change; the
question is whether it is man-made.

I think that the scientific evidence is on the side of
those of us who believe that man is having an impact
on the climate, and that, therefore, there is a necessity
on the part of the Executive to deal with those issues.
Even if it were not so, [ have to say that the possibility
that it were should be enough to alert any responsible
Executive to take whatever measures they can.

Special Economic Taskforce

5. Mr McElduff asked the Office of the First
Minister and deputy First Minister whether the special
economic taskforce will take proper account of the
infrastructure needs of Tyrone, Fermanagh and other
areas west of the River Bann. (AQO 2470/09)

The First Minister: The Programme for Government
and the investment strategy set out clearly that promoting
a regional balance and addressing existing regional
disparities is a key objective for the Executive. That is
crucial if we are to promote and facilitate economic
growth and social progress across Northern Ireland.

Members will be aware that the deputy First
Minister and I have set up a task force called the
cross-sector advisory forum to allow us to continue
dialogue with key stakeholder groups and to tap into
the well of local economic — and other — talent in
Northern Ireland. The forum, which is chaired jointly
by the deputy First Minister and me, has 30 members.
It has been established to address particular issues and
to make recommendations for addressing the problems
that are arising from the current economic crisis.

The terms of reference and details of the membership
of the group have been placed in the Assembly Library
for information. The first meeting of the forum took
place on 6 April 2009. The infrastructure development
of areas west of the Bann, and, indeed, of all parts of
Northern Ireland, is considered in the investment
strategy for Northern Ireland. Naturally, the forum’s
remit will take account of the impact that the economic
crisis is having across Northern Ireland.

Mr McElduff: T4 mé buioch den Aire as a threagra.

I am grateful to the First Minister for his answer.
The importance of the infrastructure to our economy is
implicit in the question. [ want to highlight the fact that
businesses west of the Bann face additional hurdles,
including poor broadband access in many communities
and a generally poor roads infrastructure.

Will the First Minister and deputy First Minister
encourage the forum to take a special look at the
economic needs of businesses west of the Bann?

The First Minister: The deputy First Minister, who
represents a constituency west of the Bann, is unlikely
to allow the concerns of the region to go unheard. As
for infrastructure: Northern Ireland was in advance of

26



Monday 20 April 2009

Oral Answers

any other country in Europe with regard to broadband
access capability. That is now being upgraded, and,
happily, will be coming into the north-west of the
Province, and there should, therefore, be considerable
advantage from that.

As far as roads are concerned: I assure the Member
that, during my time as a roads Minister — which,
admittedly, was some years ago — I used to get accused
of spending too much money west of the Bann, and
most of the road improvements and — [Interruption.]
[Laughter.] Oh, yes: if anyone looks, they will see that
more money was spent west of the Bann during that
period than was spent east of the Bann. However, |
very much doubt whether the current roads Minister is
discriminating against the west of the Bann on those
issues.

We want the whole of Northern Ireland to enjoy
prosperity. The goal of the Executive is to ensure that
the benefits of devolution filter down to not just every
strata of society, but to every location in Northern
Ireland, and it is in the interests of us all to ensure that
the communities west of the Bann have all the
advantages of devolution.

Mr P Ramsey: Does the First Minister agree that in
order to respond to the current crisis in the economy
across Northern Ireland, it would be better to carry out
an urgent review of the Programme for Government
and the Budget rather than waiting several months for
the outcome of a set review?

The First Minister: That question covers territory
that I covered in my statement earlier today. I again
say that [ cannot see any logic in anyone suggesting
that we should change our Programme for Government,
given that it has, as its priority, the growth of our
economy, which is precisely what anyone would do if
they were starting with a blank piece of paper today.

Of course, the Budget will change from time to
time, and there will be priorities that each party — and,
indeed, each Minister in the Executive — may well
want to put forward. We are open to proposals as to
where reductions can be made in spending so that
increases can be made in other areas. I do point out to
the Member, however, that there has been a higher
spend on capital projects in Northern Ireland during
the past year than there has ever been, and we are
planning to do even better in the next 12 months.

Mr K Robinson: I listened with interest to the
exchanges about the roads system west of the Bann. |
went down to have a look at it myself on Friday, and
was mightily impressed — [Interruption.]

Yes, right down as far as Enniskillen, Tommy.

Has the First Minister considered the
disproportionate impact of the recession on the East
Antrim constituency, especially since 10% of employment

comes from the relatively safe public-sector sources,
compared with the UK constituency average of 20%,
and the Belfast average of 53%? What steps does he
intend to take to address that inequality east of the
Bann, and, specifically, in East Antrim?

The First Minister: I can recall that when I was
Finance Minister, the Member for West Tyrone always
used to tell me that because of the number of people
working in the public sector in the Omagh area, there
was a necessity for more public-sector jobs to go to
that area. Actually, on a travel-to-work basis, there
were more people working in public-sector jobs in his
constituency than anywhere else in Northern Ireland,
including in Belfast, per head of population of
economically active people. The worst of the whole of
Northern Ireland was that general Larne catchment
area. My argument had consistently been that that was
an area where we should start looking if we are
displacing jobs from the centre of Belfast.

However, much has to do with infrastructure, and
the Larne area has a very important facility with the
ferry, which is a very important means of
communication with mainland Britain, and it is vital
that the roads to and from the port are improved.

I am sure that the Member is as glad as I am that the
Government of the Republic of Ireland are still
committing themselves to giving funding for the road
improvement, which will help that area’s economy.

Climate Change

6. Mr Ford asked the Office of the First Minister
and deputy First Minister to report on cross-departmental
Executive policy in relation to climate change.

(AQO 2471/09)

The First Minister: During the recent debate on the
Act on CO2 advertising campaign, the Member for
South Antrim Mr Ford rightly stated:

“If we are going to deal seriously with climate change, it must

be looked at by the entire Executive.” — [Official Report, Bound
Volume 39, p214, col 2].

The Member will know that the Programme for
Government already provides an expression of the
Executive’s intention in that regard. In that document,
we stated clearly and unequivocally that we are aware
of global and local threats to our natural and built
environment, and that it is clear that climate change is
a serious problem facing the world. That position has
not changed. Our Programme for Government has put
in place commitments, actions and targets, which all
Departments support, to tackle the problem of climate
change.

Mr Ford: When Ministers give their responses, |
am flattered when they quote the Members who asked
them questions. I had hoped that the First Minister’s
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response would have had slightly more on policy and
less on aspirations. Nevertheless, given that he has told
Mr Beggs that any responsible Executive would take
whatever measures they could on climate change, and
given the range of responsibilities across different
Departments, will he explain how he can deal with the
fact that the DOE Minister has a policy of doing the
absolute minimum that is required by law?

The First Minister: DETI recently provided
funding to extend the work of the Department of
Energy and Climate Change on low-carbon solutions
for households and communities to Northern Ireland.
Work is due to start this year on a renewable heat
strategy, and a submission on the subject will issue
shortly to the Minister.

Energy used for heat accounts for around 50% of
carbon emissions in the UK. It is vital to tackle that in
order to help to constrain climate change. Invest
Northern Ireland funds the Carbon Trust’s activities in
Northern Ireland, and the sum for those activities will
be £13-4 million for 2008-2011.

Invest Northern Ireland is developing a renewables
strategy, and a position paper is scheduled for June
2009. Four substantial energy-from-waste projects were
approved in 2008, with support totalling approximately
£13 million. DETI continues to provide funding for
Action Renewables to provide free technical advice to
households and communities on renewable-energy
technologies, and it offers a signposting service to the
low-carbon building programme.

From July 2006 to March 2008, DETI provided
£10-8 million in funding for the Reconnect programme
to allow householders to install micro-renewable
technologies. That resulted in the displacement of 54-4
MW of fossil-fuel-generated electricity and heat, which
resulted in a CO2 saving of 21,074 tons per annum. A
reduced VAT rate of 5% is available for small-scale
renewable technologies and for technologies that
generate electricity. I could go on, because I have a list
of about six pages, but Members might lose patience
with me somewhere along the line.

I will now address the remarks made about the
Department of the Environment. It is progressing work
on adapting to the unavoidable effects of climate
change. The Department has set up the Northern
Ireland climate change impacts partnership (NICCIP)
with businesses, non-governmental organisations, the
voluntary sector and Government representatives to
improve understanding. The DOE continues to work
with Whitehall and other devolved Administrations in
the UK to inform public policy in Northern Ireland. It
would be very hard to assess why there would be a
detriment to one advert’s having been stopped by a
Minister who did not want to run a national UK advert

here because he felt that such matters should be decided
by the devolved Administration.

Mr Spratt: Will the First Minister confirm that his
position on climate change is consistent with that in
the Programme for Government?

The First Minister: It would not have been
included in the Programme for Government had it not
been consistent with the position that my Executive
colleagues and I hold. Indeed, the position as outlined
in the Programme for Government flows directly from
the DUP’s election manifesto of 2007, to which all
Members of the party are obliged to keep and uphold.

The DUP has supported climate-change legislation
at Westminster and has called for year-on-year targets
to reduce carbon emissions. It has been suggested that
there is no consensus on the scientific evidence; I do
not care too much whether there is consensus or not.
However, I do believe that it is appropriate for the
Executive to take action and prepare for any eventuality.

3.00 pm

REGIONAL DEVELOPMENT
Bus Stops/Timetables

1. Mr McKay asked the Minister for Regional
Development what action has been taken to provide
bus stops and bus timetables in rural areas since he
came to office. (AQO 2486/09)

The Minister for Regional Development (Mr
Murphy): Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. The provision of bus stops is an operational
matter for Translink. However, I have been informed
that in the past five years, 306 bus shelters have been
erected in rural areas through a contract with Adshel. In
addition, Translink has continued to improve facilities
for passengers by providing timetable information,
improving signage where required and making repairs
to existing bus stops.

Mr McKay: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. I thank the Minister for his response and
the work that his Department has carried out to date.
Indeed, recently there has been a great increase in the
number of bus stops, of bus stop signage and
timetables in rural areas of north Antrim.

Will the Minister tell the House what his Department’s
policy is in relation to the provision of bus shelters?
Furthermore, what percentage of bus stops have shelters?

The Minister for Regional Development: My
Department’s Roads Service entered into a 15-year
contract with the bus shelter provider Adshel in 2001
to provide approximately 1,500 bus shelters across the

28



Monday 20 April 2009

Oral Answers

North. The provision and maintenance of those shelters
is funded by Adshel through advertising revenue at no
cost to the Department. All councils, with the exception
of Fermanagh District Council, have signed up to that
contract, which restricts them from providing advertising
shelters from any other source. All councils, in addition
to Translink, are permitted to provide additional
non-advertising bus shelters at their own expense.

When my Department receives a request for a bus
shelter, it consults Translink to ensure that there is
either sufficient usage or potential for future public-
transport growth at the proposed stop. That ensures that
the best use is made of the limited resources available.

Since Translink does not maintain central records on
the number of locations of bus stops, it is not possible
to provide the percentage information requested by the
Member.

Mr Burns: Although bus stops and shelters are very
important and play a vital role, bus transport itself and
the lack of transport in rural areas are key factors. I call
on the Minister to provide more transport in rural areas.

The Minister for Regional Development: I am not
sure that the Member actually asked a question;
however, my Department is striving to provide more
transport in rural areas. Not only is Translink required
to fund loss-making services in rural areas, it also
provides rural community transport across the North.

If the Member wants more transport, I will be happy
to hear him in Budget debates argue that the
Department for Regional Development (DRD) rather
than the Department for Social Development (DSD)
should receive more money.

Mr McCallister: Since a review of Translink’s
passenger charter is due in the next few years, will the
Minister examine the need for buses to stick to their
timetables not just at the beginning and end of
journeys but also at the stops in between, as is the case
at present? Does he agree that such a change could
improve reliability, particularly in rural areas?

The Minister for Regional Development: A central
aim in departmental policy is to get more people to use
public transport. As the representative of a rural area, I
am conscious of the provision of public transport in
rural areas and of the need to improve public transport
continuously to achieve our aim of getting people out
of their cars and into public transport. Therefore
anything that can be done to improve that would
certainly be examined.

As the Member said, Translink’s passenger charter
is up for review. If mechanisms come forward during
that review to improve service, particularly in rural
areas, I would be happy to examine them.

Water Charges

2. Mr Elliott asked the Minister for Regional
Development for his assessment of the impact on his
budget of the deferral of water charges to 2011.

(AQO 2487/09)

The Minister for Regional Development: On 20
November 2008, the Executive unanimously decided
that there would be no household water and sewage
payments in 2009-2010. As that was a collective
decision, the Executive must decide how that cost will
be met, and the June monitoring round will provide an
opportunity to do that.

As part of the recent strategic stocktake, DRD
identified that some £200 million of additional funding
would be required for 2009-2010.

The Executive have not yet made a decision about
the funding of water and sewerage services in 2010-11
and beyond.

Mr Elliott: I thank the Minister for his answer. Does
he accept that he will implement water charges in the
very near future? If so, how does he propose to do that?

The Minister for Regional Development: As |
outlined in my initial answer, that is a position for the
Executive to take. When Members were first elected,
the Executive decided to defer water charges for a year
and to set up an independent panel, which brought
forward a series of recommendations. We have yet to
take decisions on all those recommendations, after
which there will be a period of consultation.

The Executive decided to defer water charges further
until 2010. Therefore, the Executive must decide how
to meet the cost of that, because there is a very real
cost to the provision of water and sewerage services.
In that year alone, I estimate that cost to be in the
region of £200 million.

Would that it were in my gift to decide how the
Executive will find £200 million for the necessary
investment in water and sewerage, but I am afraid that
it is not. It is in the gift of the entire Executive, which
is why it is an Executive decision. If there were to be
any change beyond 2010-2011, the Executive must pay
for that by finding the money across Departments and
services or by other means.

Ms Ni Chuilin: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. Given the Minister’s answer to the
Member for Fermanagh and South Tyrone Mr Elliott,
will he confirm how much more domestic customers
would have paid if water charges had not been
deferred?

The Minister for Regional Development: The
average cost was some £200 per household. However,
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those calculations were based on what would have
been paid last year and the previous year.

Water charges had been proposed during direct rule,
and their deferral has had an impact on households,
because they have not yet had to meet those bills. It
has also had an impact on the Executive, which have
had to find the money to pay for that service. We are
investing about £1 million a day in necessary
improvements to the water and sewerage infrastructure,
which had not received proper investment for at least
20 years. We are playing catch-up and making
substantial investments.

Households undoubtedly made financial savings as
a result of the Executive’s decision. The Executive had
to find the money to meet those costs and must soon
decide how to meet the future cost of water and
sewerage services.

Mr Dallat: In an attempt to be positive, may I ask
the Minister to look into his crystal ball and suggest
that the appointment of a new chief executive to
Northern Ireland Water shortly will replace the floods
of burst pipes — and the associated shambles — with
new rainbows of hope for the future? On reflection,
will he assure Members that there will be no separate
water charges?

The Minister for Regional Development: I look
forward to the appointment of the chief executive. The
Member knows from his time on the Committee for
Regional Development that the current chairman has
been acting as chief executive and, in my view, has
done a very good job.

As I said in response to the previous question, in the
past two decades, there was no investment in the water
and sewerage infrastructure. Consequently, we have a
substandard system in which more than £1 million a
day is being invested in improvements. During the
time that it will take to improve that system, leaks and
other issues will, inevitably, arise. However, we are
making a substantial investment.

The Executive must decide whether people will be
billed at all for water and sewerage services. Having
covered the cost of that over the past two years, the
Executive must decide how to proceed in the future.
All other decisions will flow from that.

Dr Farry: I am grateful for the Minister’s
confirmation that the Executive deferred water charges
before knowing how that decision would be funded.

Does the Minister believe that the Executive’s
approach to water charges helps or hinders Northern
Ireland’s efforts to avoid the efficiency savings that the
Chancellor is set to implement on Wednesday 22 April?
In the event that the Chancellor requests at least £450
million in cuts to the Northern Ireland block grant,

does the Minister feel that the decision to forgo water
charges for two years is sustainable?

The Minister for Regional Development: The
Executive knew that, if the cost of water were not to be
collected from households, the only other place from
which that cost could be met was from the Executive
— they would have to dip into the Budget in order to
pay for that. That was quite obvious — there is no
other third party or fairy godmother to pay for all that
or to improve the infrastructure to the required
standard.

Regardless of what the Treasury decides, we have
our block grant. Ahead of the return of devolution, we
strongly argued about the sort of investment that was
needed here — particularly in relation to water,
sewerage and a range of other issues — to sustain the
return of devolved Government. We will continue to
argue that case.

I do not think that we will make our decision based
on how we think that the Treasury may feel about us or
may regard the decisions that are taken. We have to
assert our independence. Although the Treasury is
responsible for allocating the block grant, we have
some dignity in being able to make our own decisions.
Were we to find that we are not able to make decisions
on how we spend the money that is allocated to us, that
would present a very significant challenge for the
Executive and, perhaps, for this institution as a whole.

I look forward to hearing what the Treasury has to
say, but I certainly know that I will continue to argue
for independence in our decision-making.

Water Supply Difficulties: Ards Peninsula

3. Mr Shannon asked the Minister for Regional
Development whether he is aware of water-supply
difficulties in the Ards Peninsula in the past few
weeks, particularly the recent incident that left many
homes without water for four to five days; and to
outline the reasons for these disruptions and what
action he is taking to ensure that this problem is fully
resolved. (AQO 2488/09)

The Minister for Regional Development: | have
been advised by Northern Ireland Water that the
disruption to water supplies in the Ards Peninsula that
occurred on Saturday 21 March 2009 was caused by a
major defect in the mid Ards trunk water main, which
supplies service reservoirs in the area. Problems with
air in the water-main network hindered the prompt
recovery of the system. Nevertheless, the supply was
restored to the majority of customers on Monday 23
March 2009 and to the remaining customers on
Tuesday 24 March 20009.
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Northern Ireland Water (NIW) is currently
undertaking a review of the incident together with any
other associated problems with the water-distribution
system in the area. In view of the frequency of the
interruptions to the supply, NIW is investigating the
possibility of implementing further infrastructure
improvements to improve the continuity of water
supply. I asked the acting chief executive of NIW to
write to the Member when the outcome of the review
is known. I express my regret and sympathy to the
people who were affected by the disruption. It is my
sincere hope that that will be the last of the problems
that they encounter.

Mr Shannon: On behalf of the people of the Ards
Peninsula, I accept the Minister’s apology. It was
absolutely chaotic that farmers were unable to use
water to feed their cattle and sheep; that young mothers
were unable to put water in milk for their newborn
babies; that elderly people were unable to make a cup
of tea; that people were unable to flush their toilets;
and that they were unable to wash, shower or wash
their clothes. In the middle of all that, there was no
system whatsoever for the distribution of bottled water.

When the taps were turned on afterwards, the water
in this bottle is the water that came out. It is not vodka,
and it is not lemon-flavoured.

Mr Deputy Speaker: I remind Mr Shannon that
Members are not permitted to use visual aids. The
Member should ask a question.

Mr Shannon: Will the Minister assure the people of
the Ards Peninsula that a system will be put in place to
address the continual breakages, and that there will be
a back-up plan that will be better organised? Will he
also assure us that, in future, there will be no 50%
supply of water to the houses in the Ards Peninsula,
which we have endured since Christmas?

The Minister for Regional Development: I accept
what the Member is saying about the difficulties that
the breakdown in supply caused to the people of the
Ards Peninsula. As with any major incident that
occurs, NIW carries out a review of the effectiveness
of its response. There are obviously issues regarding
its response as well as the breakdown. Any lessons that
are learned should be put to good use to ensure that
subsequent responses are improved upon.

NIW accepts that there is an ongoing problem and
that major work may be required to ensure that a
disruption does not occur again. A review is being
carried out, and NIW will be in touch with the Member
and any other elected representatives in the area to
inform them of the outcome.

Mr McCarthy: I will show this picture to the Minister.
Mr Deputy Speaker: Visual aids are not permitted.

Mr McCarthy: That is water that should be going
through people’s taps, and Alderman Shannon outlined
the problem. That water was on the road. Indeed, it
occurred on a dozen roads on the Ards Peninsula.
Alderman Shannon said that the situation cannot be
allowed to continue any longer. The system must be
repaired. Northern Ireland Water acknowledges that
there is a big problem, but it needs funding to improve
the system so that that does not happen again. Not only
do we have to speak on behalf of the residents, but we
have to speak on behalf of businesses.

Mr Deputy Speaker: The Member must ask a
question.

3.15 pm

Mr McCarthy: We are trying to encourage tourism
— we have caravan parks and all sorts of things — so
we must ensure that funding is in place —

Mr Deputy Speaker: Minister, do you wish to reply
to that answer? [Laughter.]

The Minister for Regional Development: Sometimes,
that is a very attractive proposition. /Laughter.] Again,
as I said to the previous Member who spoke, I deeply
regret what happened, and I know that NIW is looking
carefully at that, what action is required, and what
action is required of it by way of response.

The Member said that NIW requires money for
investment, but it already has a substantial capital
budget. Of course, the company is undertaking a
significant catch-up exercise due to underinvestment
over a number of decades. Nonetheless, a substantial
capital budget is available. NIW must identify areas in
which breakdowns are commonplace, and those areas
must then be given priority treatment. As I said, there
is an ongoing review, and Members will be informed
of its outcomes and of the actions that will be
undertaken as a result.

Mr Cree: [ am sorry, Mr Deputy Speaker, but I do
not have any props. The Minister will be aware of the
recent water-quality scare in the greater Belfast area. Is
he content that correct procedures were adopted?
Should that sort of thing happen again, will the
Minister guarantee that customer safety will be
balanced against customer convenience?

The Minister for Regional Development: Although
customer convenience is important, customer safety is
always the number one priority. With respect to the
event to which the Member referred, an analysis was
carried out on routine samples taken from the Dunore
Point water treatment works over the weekend of 11
and 12 April and a potential quality issue was identified.
It takes approximately 24 hours to analyse samples.

Early on Tuesday 14 April, when the results
suggested that there might be a problem with water
quality, NI Water, in consultation with a consultant in
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communicable disease control, issued a precautionary
boil-water notice. The notice was issued through the
press, media and Internet, and homes that could
potentially have been affected in the greater Belfast
area and in Antrim and Down were alerted.

Subsequent water samples, which were tested by
NIW at an independent laboratory later on Tuesday, all
returned satisfactory results, and that confirmed that
the water supply was safe to drink. In consultation
with the health authorities late on Tuesday evening, the
boil-water notice was lifted. NIW staff worked through
the night to remedy the problem.

Nevertheless, I have asked officials in the Drinking
Water Inspectorate to investigate why the initial analytical
results were incorrect and to identify what steps can be
taken to ensure that the risk of a reoccurrence is
minimised. I sympathise with all those who were
affected, and I regret any disruption or inconvenience
that the incident caused. However, I am sure that
everyone agrees that when there is even a minimal risk
to the health and well-being of the public, it is sensible
to take precautions, such as issuing a temporary
boil-water notice.

Mr Deputy Speaker: I refer Members to page 85 in
the Assembly Companion, which refers to the use of
visual aids. No visual aids are allowed in the Chamber.

Millennium Way, Lurgan

4. Mr Moutray asked the Minister for Regional
Development what priority he has given to the completion
of Millennium Way in Lurgan. (AQO 2489/09)

The Minister for Regional Development: As the
Member may recall, in response to a previous written
question, I advised that the Malcolm Road to Gilford
Road extension of the Millennium Way in Lurgan is
one of a number of proposed highway improvement
schemes that were identified in the ‘Sub-Regional
Transport Plan 2015°. The ‘Investment Delivery Plan
for Roads’ identifies funds totalling £109 million over
the next 10 years for those improvements and for those
in the ‘Belfast Metropolitan Transport Plan 2015°.

However, the funding profile in the investment
strategy does not accommodate those improvement
schemes until the middle-to-late part of the 10-year
period. Work is still to be concluded on a prioritised,
non-strategic major improvement programme. Therefore,
at this stage, [ am not in a position to give an indication
of the priority that will be afforded to the scheme.

Mr Moutray: I thank the Minister for his answer,
however, given that properties in Lurgan were vested
decades ago to allow for the construction of the
Malcolm Road to Gilford Road link, it is disappointing
that nothing has happened. The link is vital for that

part of the town, because it will help to alleviate traffic
congestion in the town centre. Given that Lurgan has
suffered economically over the past number of years, I
ask the Minister to instruct his Department to prioritise
that badly-needed scheme.

The Minister for Regional Development: |
understand what the Member said. I have been to
Lurgan to meet business people, and we discussed that
key route.

I will be talking to representatives of Craigavon
Borough Council later this evening, and I am sure that
the same issue will arise at that meeting. Millennium
Way will have to compete for priority — as will many
other road schemes in many other towns. The final
prioritisation has not been done, and I will bear in
mind the Member’s comments.

We informed business people in Lurgan that any
potential developer contributions would have a significant
impact on the scheme. We will keep an open mind on
that in the future. Any information relating to developer
interest that emanates from the area will be taken into
consideration as well.

Mrs D Kelly: I note the Minister’s comments about
developers, but I do not think that such interest is
realistic in the current economic downturn. Not only is
there a long-finger approach to Millennium Way, but is
it not the case that there is a £50 million shortfall in the
southern division’s budget? Given that the Minister has
met the business leaders — and considering that
Millennium Way will not be completed in the foreseeable
future — will he ask his departmental officials to look
at other measures that might alleviate traffic congestion?

The Minister for Regional Development: All
Departments balance their budgets as best they can and
prioritise according to greatest need. Therefore, there
is no question of a project being long-fingered merely
for the sake of it. People want to see the development
of projects in every town in the North that I visit, and
we try to prioritise as many of them as we can.

I met people from Lurgan Forward, and they
suggested a range of traffic alleviation measures.
Roads Service had further discussions with them on
those measures, and perhaps we will receive more
information on that issue this evening when we talk to
councillors from Craigavon Borough Council. However,
I know that Roads Service will be willing to look at
any measures that will help the flow of traffic in and
around Lurgan.

Mr Gardiner: The Minister will be aware of
Millennium Way in Lurgan and its successful
contribution to the town, but it is not yet completed. |
urge the Minister to put speed on that and to try to
ensure that it is completed as soon as possible.
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What discussions has the Minister had with the
Minister of the Environment, Sammy Wilson, in
relation to planning policy statement 5 (PPS 5) and the
completion of projects in the Banbridge area and other
such towns?

The Minister for Regional Development: As [
mentioned in my response to a previous question, I am
aware of the importance of Millennium Way. [ know
that it is unfinished, and I appreciate the priority that
the locals want to see applied to its completion. I have
not had any discussion with the Department of the
Environment (DOE) Minister about Banbridge and
PPS 5.

Fly-Posting

5. Mr Lunn asked the Minister for Regional
Development for an update on his policy in relation to
fly-posting. (AQO 2490/09)

The Minister for Regional Development: The
responsibility for regulating the display of advertisements,
including fly-posting, falls to the Department of the
Environment. However, inappropriate outdoor advertising
has the potential to impact significantly on road safety
and the environment. Under the Roads (Northern
Ireland) Order 1993, my Department’s Roads Service
has the power to remove unlawful advertising signs
from within the curtilage of the public road.

The implementation of that policy, together with
successful prosecutions, has resulted in a reduction in
the number of unlawful advertising signs being erected
within the public road boundaries, especially in the
Belfast area.

Roads Service regularly removes fly-posters from
its traffic signals, street lighting and cabinets. Although
district councils have no statutory duty to remove such
posters, they have the power of removal. I understand
that some councils have requested that that statutory
duty be included in the Clean Neighbourhoods and
Environment Act, the enactment of which is
programmed for 2011.

Mr Lunn: I thank the Minister for his answer. He
will be aware of the public perception that Roads
Service is inclined to prosecute easy targets and to
ignore the more difficult cases. A church that is
advertising a car boot sale is liable to get fined before
something more sinister is addressed. The Minister
mentioned the Roads (Northern Ireland) Order 1993.
Does the Minister agree that, in the future, the removal
of fly-posters should be the responsibility of the
district councils, to which he referred?

The Minister for Regional Development: I do not
agree with the suggestion that Roads Service targets
easy prey. It is unlikely that sinister advertising will

have a name attached to it or that the name of the
individual who has responsibility for its display will be
included. Not only are people putting up directional
signs, but they are putting up signs that are advertising
their businesses or promotions.

That is not the purpose of road signage. It is
supposed to be to assist someone to find a place on the
last step of his or her journeys; it is not intended to
replace other directional information. People are now
putting signs up that advertise events, their business or
some kind of promotion. When such signs impinge on
road safety, Roads Service has a responsibility to take
them down and fine those involved.

I recently met some MLAs, and we discussed the
issue with particular reference to rural businesses. I
accept that there is a need to discuss the policy and to
talk to business organisations. The proliferation of
business signs sometimes becomes unsightly, especially
in the countryside — I am more familiar with the
border area — and it has a detrimental impact on our
ability to present this place as a green land that is
attractive to tourists.

There is an opportunity, and perhaps an obligation,
to address the issue. I have undertaken to talk to Roads
Service about that and to talk to business organisations
about trying to manage the issue better. That way, we
should not end up fining some of the charitable people
who want to provide some useful and charitable
service or event and we can deal in some way with the
increasing proliferation of signs along the roads.

Mr Kennedy: I am grateful to the Minister for his
reply. Has he formed any view as to whether he is
minded to heed the representations made by those in
local government who seek greater powers over
fly-posting?

The Minister for Regional Development: My
general approach to that issue is to transfer to local
government as many powers as is sensible. Obviously,
the discussions about the review of public administration
(RPA) have not concluded. I know that during Holy
Week, in the lead up to Easter, there were further
discussions about the detail of the powers that will
transfer, and those discussions have yet to be
concluded. As I said, my general approach has been to
be supportive if local councils feel that they want to
exercise certain powers, and if it makes sense for those
powers to transferred. I do not see any reason to stand
in the way of that.

Mr P Ramsey: I welcome the Minister’s comments
on the issue. It is a hugely important matter that affects
many towns, cities and rural areas. Fly-posting is a
blight on many communities.

The implementation of effective legislation is
necessary, and that should be done in conjunction with
the Department of the Environment. The only way to
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deal with the serial offenders that we are talking about
— the nightclub owners and others who consistently
abuse the law — is to take them to court and fine them.
That would act as a deterrent.

The Minister for Regional Development: I accept
what the Member says. There is an increasing number
of signs, and they become unsightly and are damaging
to the environment. They also damage our ability to
promote ourselves. However, during what are difficult
economic times, we have to strike a balance when
going after businesses, fining people and taking the
signs down. There are also resource implications for
Roads Service when its workers actually go out and
take the signs down and then have to chase up
businesses to fine them per sign.

There is a need for a discussion about the issue,
because businesses obviously have a need to provide
some sort of directional signage. Some of them do that,
particularly in rural areas. However, there is a
difference between that and advertising. At one stage,
protocols were agreed. That was certainly the case
with estate agents, who probably use signs more than
any other businesses, particularly on Roads Service
equipment. Those protocols had some effect, but that
seems to have drifted. It is time for another discussion
with business organisations — both rural and urban
— about signage and what we can do about it.

Regional Transportation Strategy

6. Mr Ford asked the Minister for Regional
Development for an update on the proposed review of
the regional transportation strategy.  (AQO 2491/09)

The Minister for Regional Development: My
Department has started to review the regional
transportation strategy and aims to issue a draft
document for consultation in July. It is anticipated that
the review will be completed by 2010 in order to help
inform the next comprehensive spending review. As
the review impacts on a number of Departments, I
have circulated a paper to the Executive. I intend, if
that paper is endorsed, to then make a statement to the
Assembly.

Mr Ford: I thank the Minister for providing the
news that the review is under way. Can he give us any
indication as to the likely balance of expenditure
between roads and public transport? There are clearly
needs for road improvements in many rural areas.
However, in recent years we have seen much money
spent on roads in greater Belfast, which has added to
the commuter problem rather than diminishing it.

3.30 pm

The Minister for Regional Development: There is
a need for road spend in rural areas, but there is also a

need for strategic corridors connecting towns and
cities, which is part of the major road spending
programme that is under way. The Member will be
aware that the majority of our public transport uses the
roads; therefore, it is not a clear case of one versus the
other. Spending on the roads improves public transport
services. For example, the creation of quality bus
corridors and park-and-ride facilities allows buses and
other modes of public transport more space to move
about in urban areas, which improves those services.

Having said that, I should say that, when the major
routes are completed — work on most of them is either
under way, or there are plans being advanced for their
completion — the debate will shift towards the issue of
the contribution to and the reduction of emissions. |
have started that shift internally in the Department.

The debate will then move on to the issue of greater
investment in public transport.

CULTURE, ARTS AND LEISURE
Regional Art Gallery

1. Mr Gallagher asked the Minister of Culture, Arts
and Leisure what plans he has to invest in a regional
art gallery. (AQO 2506/09)

The Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure (Mr
Campbell): My Department supports, in principle, a
regional art gallery. I am aware that the absence of a
national gallery is viewed by many as a significant gap
in Northern Ireland’s cultural infrastructure. However,
the necessary funding for such a facility has not been
secured under investmest strategy for Northern Ireland
II. Before any decision can be made in that regard,
considerable preliminary work is required, including
the development of a feasibility study t