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purely coincidental — replicated in a different 
Budget line for OFMDFM for the so-called social 
investment fund. 

When it comes to the mortgage relief fund, 
I welcome the Member’s contribution. I 
remind him that, in the hardship paper that I 
submitted to the Executive in the autumn and, I 
presume, is now manifest in the Budget in the 
form of the social protection fund, one of the 
arguments that I made at that time and in two 
subsequent papers to OFMDFM was that part 
of the hardship money or, as it is now known, 
the social protection fund should go on a £5 
million mortgage rescue scheme. That is what 
I argued for. Furthermore, I argued for specific 
interventions to help families and individuals 
who are in mortgage stress because of the 
ending of the scheme that gives support for 
mortgage interest (SMI) after two years. I have 
put in costed proposals to intervene to help 
those in mortgage stress, whether through a 
mortgage rescue scheme or individual payments 
for those who will lose SMI after two years and 
so on and so forth in respect of child tax credit.

I welcome Mr McCann’s comments. I trust that, 
when the social protection or hardship fund is 
eventually worked through, those will be key 
elements in the distribution and spend of the 
money, low though the fund’s overall budget may 
be.

Mr Brady: The Minister talks about mortgage 
relief schemes. Your predecessor first brought 
the matter forward in February 2008, long 
before we were talking about the current 
Budget. Why has it taken three years? You are 
talking about bringing forward a paper and doing 
this, that and —

Mr Deputy Speaker: Order. I remind Members 
that the only “You” in the Assembly is the 
Deputy Speaker.

The Minister for Social Development: I thank 
the Member for his question. There is a simple 
answer: time after time after time after time 
after time after time in monitoring rounds, 
Margaret Ritchie asked for money to be 
released for a mortgage rescue scheme. That is 
on record, and all your Ministers know it. They 
saw the monitoring round bids that went to DFP. 
Therefore it is not that it suddenly emerged 
two or three years later; it has been part of the 
argument presented by DSD month after month, 
quarterly return after quarterly return over the 
past two or three years —

Mr F McCann: You have handed back millions.

The Minister for Social Development: Yes, and, 
as Mr McCann should well know, in monitoring 
rounds —

Mr Deputy Speaker: Order. I remind Members, 
including the Minister, that all remarks must be 
made through the Chair. Moreover, we have gone 
completely off the Bill, so we need to get back 
to it.

The Minister for Social Development: I will 
return to the Bill shortly, Mr Deputy Speaker. 
However, I will address the last point: financial 
rules require that, where a budget line is not 
spent and approval has not been granted to 
move that budget line into an alternative budget 
line, the money must be returned to DFP. That 
happens in monitoring rounds: where moneys 
that are not and cannot be spent in the financial 
cycle and where DFP will not grant approval 
to move them to a different budget line — 
desirable though that may be — they have to be 
returned. What happens to those moneys? They 
fund the fiasco that is Crossnacreevy, where a 
£200 million budget —

Mr F McCann: On a point of order, Mr Deputy 
Speaker. When I was a member of the 
Committee for Finance and Personnel, I raised 
the issue of mortgage relief. At that stage, I 
raised the point about continually applying for 
the £5 million and was told that —

Mr Deputy Speaker: Good try, but that is not a 
point of order. The Minister should stay on the 
subject of the Bill.

The Minister for Social Development: To 
conclude that point, in my view, Crossnacreevy 
— [Interruption.]

Mr Deputy Speaker: I ask Members to cease 
making comments from a sedentary position.

The Minister for Social Development: To 
conclude the point, Crossnacreevy was a capital 
receipt —

Mr Spratt: On a point of order, Mr Deputy 
Speaker. What has Crossnacreevy, which is a 
matter for the Department of Agriculture and 
Rural Development, to do with the Housing 
(Amendment) Bill?



Monday 14 March 2011

350

Executive Committee Business: 
Housing (Amendment) Bill: Final Stage

1.45 pm

Mr Deputy Speaker: I have repeatedly asked 
Members and the Minister to stay on the subject 
of the Bill, and I must insist that we do that.

The Minister for Social Development: I was 
simply replying to a point made by Mr McCann 
about monitoring rounds by giving the full story 
of monitoring rounds and how one Department 
can make such a grave error as to say that it will 
get a capital receipt of £200 million and end up 
with the potential — it is still not sold — of a 
receipt of 1% of what went into the budget line 
four years ago.

I acknowledge the points made by Members 
about the new powers on antisocial behaviour 
in the Bill. That matter was raised at various 
stages, including at Second Stage on the Floor 
of the House. I want to acknowledge that it was 
the application of Members’ minds and views 
on the matter which resulted in it appearing 
in the Bill to be passed today. However, I want 
to make one point: the Housing Executive 
has extensive powers but, as with all powers, 
whether for the Housing Executive, government 
or any other public body, it falls to the individual 
to make issues of concern known to the public 
body in order for it to exercise its powers. You 
cannot have a situation where a public body, 
without due process and good evidence, acts 
unilaterally or arbitrarily or ends up imposing 
summary justice on people against whom 
allegations have been made but not proven. It 
is a difficult situation, and there is, in parts of 
our community, a culture where that may lead 
to difficulties, troubles and problems for those 
who take that stand. We must appreciate that. 
However, you cannot have a situation where 
the powers granted to any public body or to 
government should be used in a unilateral, 
arbitrary or summary way, and I trust that we will 
not go down that road.

Mr McCann raised the issue of fines. I made 
representations to the Justice Minister about 
trying to deal with penalties in the way that 
Mr McCann suggested. I understand that the 
Justice Minister was advised by the Northern 
Ireland Courts and Tribunals Service that the 
magistrates and the judiciary frowned upon 
some of that approach. However, I had sympathy 
with it, and, through officials, I interrogated 
and had exhaustive conversations with the 
Justice Department in that regard. However, 
at this stage, that is where the issue resides. 

As I understand it, there were concerns 
about whether the proposed fines were 
disproportionate to fines in other legislation 
enforced by the courts.

All that said and save the cross words that I 
uttered in the direction of Mr McCann and a 
few others, I think that the Bill is a substantial 
piece of legislation. It is an advance on what 
was in the original Bill. I acknowledge the work 
of all those involved in drafting, preparing and 
considering the Bill as it went through the 
Assembly. I commend the Bill to the House.

Question put and agreed to.

Resolved:

That the Housing (Amendment) Bill [NIA 32/09] do 
now pass.
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Departments (Transfer of Functions) 
Order (Northern Ireland) 2011

The junior Minister (Office of the First Minister 
and deputy First Minister) (Mr G Kelly): Go 
raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann Comhairle. I 
beg to move

That the Departments (Transfer of Functions) Order 
(Northern Ireland) 2011 be affirmed.

The statutory rule has been made under powers 
contained in article 8 of the Departments 
(Northern Ireland) Order 1999, which provides 
that the 2011 Order must be laid for approval 
by affirmative resolution of the Assembly. The 
Order under discussion today seeks to give 
effect to a decision of the Executive to create a 
more coherent tribunals administration delivered 
by the Courts and Tribunals Service, which is an 
agency of the Department of Justice. The Order 
will transfer to the Department of Justice certain 
statutory functions relating to the administration 
of a number of tribunals which are presently the 
responsibility of other Departments.

The effect of the Order will be that the 
Department of Justice will assume responsibility 
for the administration of the following tribunals: 
the mental health review tribunal, the care 
tribunal and tribunals under section 11 of 
the Health and Personal Social Services (NI) 
Order 1972 from the Department of Health, 
Social Services and Public Safety; the special 
educational needs and disability tribunal from 
the Department of Education; the lands tribunal 
from the Department of Finance and Personnel; 
the traffic penalty tribunal from the Department 
for Regional Development; and the health 
and safety tribunal from the Department of 
Enterprise, Trade and Investment. All relevant 
Assembly Committees have been consulted on 
those proposed transfers, and I appreciate their 
support. I commend the Order to the House.

The Chairperson of the Committee for the 
Office of the First Minister and deputy First 
Minister (Mr Elliott): The Committee was 
briefed by officials from the Department 
of Justice on the Departments (Transfer of 
Functions) Order on 15 December 2010. The 
Order allows the Department of Justice to 
assume responsibility for the administration 
of a number of tribunals. At the Committee’s 
meeting on 16 February 2011, it considered 
correspondence from the Office of the First 
Minister and deputy First Minister, which 
confirmed which tribunals would be transferred. 

The Committee considered further the statutory 
rule on 2 March 2011 and resolved that it be 
affirmed by the Assembly.

The Chairperson of the Committee for Justice 
(Lord Morrow): I am pleased to speak to 
this motion as Chairman of the Committee 
for Justice. I confirm that the Committee has 
agreed to the transfer of statutory responsibility 
for the administration of tribunals from relevant 
Departments to the Department of Justice 
as is set out in the Departments (Transfer of 
Functions) Order (Northern Ireland) 2011.

The Committee was first briefed in May 2010 
by officials from the Northern Ireland Courts 
and Tribunals Service on the tribunal reform 
programme and the proposal for the Department 
of Justice to assume statutory responsibility 
for the administration of tribunals. The tribunal 
reform programme is focused on creating a 
unified administration for tribunals that is more 
independent, efficient and customer-focused.

Prior to devolution, the transfer of tribunal 
administration to the Court Service could be 
achieved only by way of agency arrangements 
that allowed the sponsor Department to 
contract the Court Service for the performance 
of tribunal functions on an agency basis by 
leaving its statutory responsibility in the hands 
of the Department. The devolution of policing 
and justice provides the opportunity for the 
Department of Justice to assume full statutory 
responsibility for the administration of tribunals.

The Committee for Justice agreed that it 
was content with the proposal, but, before 
responding to the Department on the matter, 
it sought the views of other relevant Statutory 
Committees, including the Health Committee, 
the Education Committee, the Committee for 
the Office of the First Minister and deputy 
First Minister, the Regional Development 
Committee, the Social Development Committee, 
the Committee for Finance and Personnel, 
the Committee for Employment and Learning 
and the Committee for Enterprise, Trade and 
Investment.

All the Committees indicated that they were 
content with the proposals, but the Committee 
for Health, Social Services and Public Safety 
raised some concerns about the proposal 
around perceived criminalisation of the two 
health tribunals, especially if individuals with 
mental health problems thought that the tribunal 
was criminal-based. The Health Committee 
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advocated that steps should be taken to ensure 
that people who use the care and mental 
health tribunals do not feel stigmatised. The 
Committee expressed the view that courthouses 
should not be used for health tribunals 
because they intimidate people and give the 
perception of criminalisation. In taking forward 
the proposals, the Committee for Justice asked 
the Department of Justice to address the 
issues that the Health Committee raised. The 
Department responded on two occasions to 
clarify the position.

On 16 December 2010, the Committee for 
the Office of the First Minister and deputy 
First Minister wrote to seek the views of the 
Committee for Justice on the proposed transfer 
of functions or tribunal reform Order. The 
Committee sought and received an assurance 
from the Department of Justice that satisfactory 
agreement had been reached with the relevant 
Departments on the functions and, in particular, 
the resources — budgets and staff — to be 
transferred. It received an assurance that 
tribunals would transfer only where a transfer of 
appropriate funding is needed.

The Committee for Justice agreed at its meeting 
on 27 January that, in light of the information 
provided by the Department of Justice, it 
was content with the proposals made in the 
Departments (Transfer of Functions) Order and 
supports the motion.

Mr Deputy Speaker: I call the junior Minister Mr 
Gerry Kelly to conclude and make a winding-up 
speech on the debate.

The junior Minister (Mr G Kelly): Go raibh maith 
agat, a LeasCheann Comhairle. I commend the 
House for affirming the Order, and I look forward 
to further progress on tribunal reform.

Question put and agreed to.

Resolved:

That the Departments (Transfer of Functions) Order 
(Northern Ireland) 2011 be affirmed.

Departments (Transfer of Functions) 
(No. 2) Order (Northern Ireland) 2011

The junior Minister (Office of the First Minister 
and deputy First Minister) (Mr G Kelly): Go 
raibh maith agat arís, a LeasCheann Comhairle. I 
beg to move

That the Departments (Transfer of Functions) (No. 
2) Order (Northern Ireland) 2011 be affirmed.

The statutory rule has been made under powers 
in article 8 of the Departments (Northern 
Ireland) Order 1999, which provides that 
the 2011 Order must be laid for approval by 
affirmative resolution of the Assembly. The 
Order under discussion will transfer certain 
statutory functions of the Department of 
Enterprise, Trade and Investment under the 
Statistics of Trade and Employment (Northern 
Ireland) Order 1988 to the Department of 
Finance and Personnel.

The functions that are being transferred relate 
to the requirement to undertake an annual 
census of production, the option to conduct a 
census of distribution and services and matters 
related to the conduct of such surveys. The 
transfer will enable the production of economic 
and labour market statistics to be centralised 
in NISRA, which has a primary focus on the 
production of high-quality official statistics, 
independent of the policy areas to which the 
statistics relate.

Such an arrangement will help to strengthen 
public trust in official statistics. That will 
facilitate increased standardisation and 
harmonisation of methodologies between the 
main economic and social official statistics 
series. All the relevant Committees have been 
consulted about the proposed transfer, and 
their support and co-operation in the prompt 
consideration of the matter is appreciated. I 
commend the Order to the House.

The Chairperson of the Committee for the Office 
of the First Minister and deputy First Minister 
(Mr Elliott): The Committee for the Office of the 
First Minister and deputy First Minister first 
considered the draft Departments (Transfer of 
Functions) (No. 2) Order on 16 February 2011. 
The Order will transfer responsibility for the 
collection of data from businesses and the 
production of the official labour market and 
economic statistics from the Department of 
Enterprise, Trade and Investment to the Northern 
Ireland Statistics and Research Agency, which is 
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part of the Department of Finance and Personnel. 
The Committee further considered the statutory 
rule on 2 March 2011 and resolved that it be 
affirmed by the Assembly.

The junior Minister (Mr G Kelly): Go raibh maith 
agat, a LeasCheann Comhairle, especially for 
an easy day. I thank the Chairperson for those 
comments. I commend the Order to the House, 
and I look forward to further progress on the 
production of official economic and labour 
market statistics.

Question put and agreed to.

Resolved:

That the Departments (Transfer of Functions) (No. 
2) Order (Northern Ireland) 2011 be affirmed.

Energy Bill: Legislative Consent Motion

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and 
Investment (Mrs Foster): I beg to move

That this Assembly agrees that the UK Parliament 
should consider amendments to the Energy Bill to 
provide powers for the Department of Enterprise, 
Trade and Investment to establish a scheme to 
facilitate and encourage renewable generation of 
heat, including the administration and financing of 
the scheme.

We are here today to consider extending 
primary legislative powers for renewable heat to 
Northern Ireland to ensure that my Department 
can bring forward proposals to incentivise this 
important market in the near future. Ensuring 
a more diverse, sustainable and secure supply 
of fuel for Northern Ireland is one of the key 
priorities for my Department.

Northern Ireland is overly dependent on 
imported fuel, leaving customers vulnerable to 
price fluctuations that are beyond our control. 
That is especially true in the heat market. Heat 
energy accounts for close to half the energy 
consumed in Northern Ireland; however, 98% 
of our heating fuels are imported. In order for 
the Northern Ireland heat market to become 
more sustainable, it is vital that renewable fuel 
sources are developed and that the uptake of 
renewable heating technologies is encouraged. 
The strategic energy framework includes a 
target for Northern Ireland to achieve 10% 
renewable heat by 2020. That is an ambitious 
and stretching target, especially when we 
consider that only 1·7% of our heating demand 
is met from renewable sources.

2.00 pm

In order to reach that target, it is essential 
that support mechanisms are developed 
to encourage the uptake of renewable heat 
technologies in the domestic, commercial, 
industrial and public sectors. The Department 
of Energy and Climate Change (DECC) has made 
clear plans to incentivise the renewable heat 
market in Great Britain through a renewable 
heat incentive.

Northern Ireland’s heat market is very different 
to that of Great Britain. Northern Ireland is 
largely dependent on oil with a developing 
natural gas market, whereas in Great Britain, 
the gas market is well established and is 
the predominant fuel source. There are also 
differences in fuel prices between Great 
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Britain and Northern Ireland and the amount of 
people’s income that goes towards heating their 
homes and businesses. As a consequence, the 
levels of fuel poverty tend to be higher.

Finally, Northern Ireland’s geography is very 
different to that of Great Britain, with Northern 
Ireland being more rural, having fewer larger 
cities and, therefore, having a very different heat 
density. All of those factors have meant that it 
has been appropriate for separate consideration 
to be given to how the heat market here might 
be encouraged and incentivised, so that a 
Northern Ireland solution can be developed for 
the Northern Ireland context.

In September 2010, I announced that my 
Department would seek to support the renewable 
heat market in Northern Ireland by developing a 
renewable heat incentive scheme similar to the 
Great Britain proposals, but specifically 
designed and tailored to incentivise the local 
market. Work on that is already under way.

In response to that announcement, Her 
Majesty’s Treasury has allocated £25 million 
for the spending review period for a Northern 
Ireland renewable heat incentive, should one 
be introduced. That is a significant level of 
funding, which will have a positive impact 
on the emerging industry. In order for an 
incentive scheme to be introduced in the 
future, the Department for Enterprise, Trade 
and Investment (DETI) requires appropriate 
legislative powers to create tariff structures, 
set eligibility standards and make payments. At 
present, DETI does not hold any primary powers 
in that area of work. DECC took primary powers 
for renewable heat via last-minute amendments 
to the Energy Act 2008. Those are general, 
enabling powers that, in turn, will allow the 
GB renewable heat initiative to be designed 
and implemented through specific secondary 
legislation. I now seek the Assembly’s consent 
to enable DECC to amend the current Energy 
Bill to provide powers for DETI to introduce and 
administer a Northern Ireland renewable heat 
incentive in due course.

Taking those powers through that route will 
allow my Department to introduce an incentive 
scheme via detailed subordinate legislation in 
a timely manner. If that opportunity is missed, 
there could be significant ramifications for the 
date on which an incentive scheme could be 
introduced, which, in turn, would have a negative 
impact on the local market and result in the loss 

of an element of the funding that is provided 
by Treasury. The Executive are content with the 
course of action that we are taking today.

I should stress that the powers to be taken 
by DETI will be general, enabling powers for 
renewable heat similar to those in section 
100 of the Energy Act 2008, which grant 
DECC with the necessary primary powers. A 
future renewable heat incentive for Northern 
Ireland will require secondary legislation in due 
course. In addition, there will be a full public 
consultation on the design of the renewable 
heat incentive in advance of implementation. 
It will be vital that consumers, industry, local 
representatives and, indeed, other relevant 
stakeholders get a chance to contribute to the 
policy-making process.

Financial incentives have already been 
successful in the Northern Ireland renewable 
electricity market. Since the introduction of 
the Northern Ireland renewables obligation 
(NIRO) in 2005, the level of electricity that has 
been generated from renewable sources has 
increased from 3% to around 9%. It is now 
important for a similar commitment to be made 
to the renewable heat market. I am confident 
that by supporting and developing the renewable 
heat market there will be positive opportunities 
for Northern Ireland to reduce its dependence 
on imported fossil fuels, cut carbon emissions 
and develop the emerging renewables industry 
with new green jobs. I ask the House to pass 
the legislative consent motion to allow us to 
take a further important step in that process.

The Chairperson of the Committee for 
Enterprise, Trade and Investment  
(Mr A Maginness): The Committee for 
Enterprise, Trade and Investment supports 
the Minister’s motion that the UK Parliament 
should consider amendments to the Energy Bill 
to extend powers to permit Northern Ireland 
to legislate on renewable heat, including a 
renewable heat incentive scheme. We regard the 
latter as an important step in the incentivisation 
of that particular sector of the renewables market.

On 2 February 2011, the Minister wrote to 
the Committee to make known her intention 
to bring forward the motion. Members of the 
Committee welcomed her proposals, as we had 
long considered the issue of renewable heat 
and pressed the Department to bring forward 
proposals that would allow Northern Ireland 
to legislate for it. During Committee Stage 
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of the Northern Ireland Energy Bill, which is 
now the Energy Act (Northern Ireland) 2011, 
the Committee considered the possibility of 
including powers to legislate for renewable heat. 
However, that was not feasible because of the 
remit of that Bill and the protracted timescales 
that would have been involved.

The Committee made a specific 
recommendation after its recent inquiry into 
renewable energy. Its report stated:

“In the short-term, Government policy on biomass 
should concentrate on renewable heat to assist in 
meeting the Strategic Energy Framework target of 
10 of heat from renewable sources by 2020.”

Members may wonder why it is so important for 
Northern Ireland to have powers to legislate for 
renewable heat. It is because those powers will 
allow Northern Ireland to create an incentive to 
ensure that the energy market is encouraged to 
generate renewable heat.

As many in the Chamber are aware, the coalition 
Government announced funding of £850 
million for a renewable heat incentive scheme 
in the UK, of which Northern Ireland has been 
offered 20%. In its renewable energy report, the 
Committee also recommended:

“DETI should also give favourable consideration to 
the Treasury offer of £25 million for a Renewable 
Heat Incentive for Northern Ireland.”

The motion before the House will facilitate 
amendments to the UK Energy Bill to enable 
DETI to take up the Treasury offer of £25 million 
and to bring forward a renewable heat incentive 
bespoke to Northern Ireland by the end of this 
year. The only alternative to that would be to 
introduce primary legislation, which would lead 
to unnecessary delays.

As the Minister said, the motion is timely, and 
it is right and proper that the Assembly should 
support it. It is imperative that Northern Ireland 
create its own renewable heat incentive scheme, 
as that will ultimately lead to the achievement of 
the goal of 10% of heat from renewable sources 
by 2020, as stated in the strategic energy 
framework.

At its meeting of 24 February, the Committee 
took oral evidence from departmental officials 
on what implications for renewable heat in 
Northern Ireland would result from the Bill. 
Members were satisfied that the motion was 

a necessary step in implementing a renewable 
heat incentive in Northern Ireland.

Before I conclude, I wish to thank the Minister. 
This is an appropriate opportunity to thank her 
for her co-operation, courtesy and, indeed, good 
humour throughout my chairmanship of the 
Committee over the past two years. A lot of 
constructive work was done by the Committee in 
co-operation with the Department and the 
Minister. I also thank the departmental officials 
who attended the Committee on various occasions 
and carried out their work in an exemplary 
manner. I hope that that good working 
relationship will continue in the next mandate.

On behalf of the Committee, I urge the Assembly 
to support the Minister’s motion.

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and 
Investment: I thank my Executive colleagues for 
agreeing to the motion coming to the House, 
and I thank the Committee for Enterprise, Trade 
and Investment and the Business Committee for 
the way in which they considered the matter. 
They did so in a timely fashion, which allowed 
the motion to come before the House today. I 
appreciate the positive manner in which the issue 
has been dealt with by all sides of the House.

The development of renewable heat is a key 
objective of the Department. Indeed, as the 
Chairman said, it has a lot of synergies with 
last month’s Committee report on renewable 
energy. Our wider policy aims of increasing fuel 
security, reducing carbon emissions and creating 
green jobs all fall into line with the creation 
of a renewable heat incentive specifically for 
Northern Ireland. By passing the consent 
motion today, we will highlight our intention to 
incentivise that market and highlight the priority 
that the Executive and the Assembly have given 
to renewable energy.

I thank the Chairman for his kind words about 
the workings between my Department and 
the Committee and between him and me. It 
has been a great honour for me to hold this 
portfolio. It has been challenging at times, but 
very varied, and I thank him for the Committee’s 
support and scrutiny for all that we have done in 
the past three years. I commend the motion to 
the House.

Question put and agreed to.

Resolved:
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That this Assembly agrees that the UK Parliament 
should consider amendments to the Energy 
Bill to provide powers for the Department of 
Enterprise, Trade and Investment to establish a 
scheme to facilitate and encourage renewable 
generation of heat, including the administration 
and financing of the scheme.

Categories of Tourist Establishment 
Order (Northern Ireland) 2011

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and 
Investment (Mrs Foster): I beg to move

That the Categories of Tourist Establishment 
Order (Northern Ireland) 2011 be affirmed.

I am seeking the Assembly’s affirmation for 
the Categories of Tourist Establishment Order 
(Northern Ireland) 2011. The Order amends 
article 12(1) of the Tourism (Northern Ireland) 
Order 1992, which lists the statutory categories 
of tourist establishments that are inspected 
and certified by the Northern Ireland Tourist 
Board. At present, there are five categories 
of tourist accommodation listed in the 1992 
Order: hotels; guesthouses; bed-and-breakfast 
establishments; self-catering establishments; 
and hostels. Article 12(2) of the 1992 Order 
provides for that list to be amended by adding or 
removing categories by statutory rule made by 
the affirmative resolution procedure before the 
Assembly.

The Department of Enterprise, Trade and 
Investment and the Northern Ireland Tourist 
Board have identified a number of changes 
required to the 1992 Order and associated 
subordinate legislation, including the 
addition of three new categories of tourist 
accommodation to the current list. Those 
are bunkhouses, campus accommodation 
and guest accommodation. The purpose 
and nature of those three categories is as 
follows. A bunkhouse offers simple overnight 
accommodation for use by walkers and 
backpackers. Campus accommodation is 
provided by educational establishments for their 
students during term time and is made available 
to visitors at other times of the year. The 
primary focus of guest accommodation is the 
provision of bedrooms for visitors. That category 
would, for example, facilitate restaurants 
that wish to provide rooms for visitors. The 
introduction of those three new categories will 
facilitate tourist accommodation providers. 
A separate set of regulations setting out the 
detailed criteria to be met by those three new 
categories will come into operation during April.

Question put and agreed to.

Resolved:

That the Categories of Tourist Establishment 
Order (Northern Ireland) 2011 be affirmed.
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Draft Insolvency (Monetary Limits) 
(Amendment) Order (Northern Ireland) 
2011

Mr Deputy Speaker: The next three items of 
business are motions to approve statutory 
rules for matters relating to insolvency and 
debt. There will be separate debates on each 
of the statutory rules; however, Members will 
be allowed some latitude to address the broad 
policy issue that is clearly common to all the 
motions during the first debate. I hope that 
Members will find that useful.

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and 
Investment (Mrs Foster): I beg to move

That the draft Insolvency (Monetary Limits) 
(Amendment) Order (Northern Ireland) 2011 be 
approved.

I am seeking the Assembly’s approval for the 
draft Insolvency (Monetary Limits) (Amendment) 
Order (Northern Ireland) 2011. The Order is one 
of a group of six statutory rules being made in 
conjunction with the Debt Relief Act (Northern 
Ireland) 2010. Three of the six statutory rules 
require Assembly approval. Of the three that do 
not, one is subject to the negative procedure, 
one is a straightforward commencement Order 
and is not subject to Assembly proceedings at 
all, and the third is being taken forward by the 
Department of Justice and is subject to negative 
procedure.

After the debate on this Order, and subject to its 
being approved by the Assembly, I will ask the 
Assembly to approve a second draft Order and 
to affirm a third Order.

2.15 pm

First, I will set out the general policy objective 
behind the Debt Relief Act (Northern Ireland) 
2010 and the purpose served by each of 
the three statutory rules for which Assembly 
approval or affirmation is required and which are 
being debated today. I will respond to any points 
raised by Members in my closing remarks.

The Debt Relief Act (Northern Ireland) 2010 
received Royal Assent on 15 December 2010. 
It paved the way for my Department to set up a 
debt relief scheme in Northern Ireland, similar 
to the one that has operated in England and 
Wales since April 2009. The scheme will provide 
for those who are burdened with debt that they 
cannot pay and who cannot afford the cost of 

petitioning for bankruptcy to apply to the official 
receiver for a debt relief order, which will offer 
similar relief at less than a third of the cost. 
Applications for debt relief orders will be made 
through trained debt advisers. That will provide 
an opportunity for the applicant’s financial 
circumstances to be assessed and for checks to 
be made to ensure that they meet the eligibility 
criteria that will apply. Debt advisers will have to 
be approved by competent authorities that are 
designated by the Department.

A debt relief order will provide a one-year 
moratorium to protect debtors against legal 
proceedings or enforcement actions by their 
creditors. Liability to repay debts covered by 
the order will be completely cancelled at the 
end of that year. It will be possible for those 
found culpable to be placed under continuing 
restrictions for between two and 15 years 
regarding their taking of credit or the name 
under which they can trade. Such restrictions 
can either be put in place by the High Court 
through the making of a debt relief restrictions 
order or through acceptance by my Department 
of what is termed a debt relief restrictions 
undertaking. It is estimated that there will be 
approximately 1,000 applications for debt relief 
each year.

Among the eligibility criteria that will apply is 
that the applicant’s debt, sizeable assets and 
surplus income do not exceed limits that will 
be specified in subordinate legislation, and the 
Order that the House is now considering will 
establish those limits. It specifies the maximum 
amount of debt that an individual can have to 
be eligible for the scheme as £15,000, the 
maximum total value of their assets as £300 
and their maximum surplus income as £50 a 
month. Questions on those limits were included 
in a consultation exercise that was carried 
out between February and May 2009 on the 
proposals to set up a debt relief scheme.

Of 460 people and organisations that were 
notified about the consultation, 22 responded. 
Of the 14 respondents who answered a 
question on whether there should be a limit 
on the amount an individual could owe to 
obtain entry to the scheme, 13 agreed that 
there should be one. Of the 18 respondents 
who answered a question about the amount of 
debt, eight were content with a £15,000 limit, 
one felt that the £15,000 limit was too high, 
and six thought that it was too low. Of the 14 
respondents who answered a question on a limit 
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of £300 of realisable assets, only two felt that 
£300 was too low. Of the 15 respondents who 
answered a question on whether there should 
be a cap on surplus income, 14 agree that there 
should. Of the six respondents who answered 
a question on what the amount of that surplus 
income should be, only two expressed a view 
that £50 was too low.

The limits that are specified in the draft 
Insolvency (Monetary Limits) (Amendment) 
Order (Northern Ireland) 2011 for maximum 
debt, asset value and surplus income are 
exactly the same as the scheme that operates 
in England and Wales, which is as it should be. 
The problems facing individuals who are in debt 
in Northern Ireland are no different from those 
that are encountered, at an individual level, in 
England and Wales.

It is expected that most of those who will avail 
of the debt relief scheme will be in receipt of 
benefits. Benefit levels in Northern Ireland are 
at parity with those in England and Wales, and 
keeping the eligibility criteria the same will 
ensure that those who need to make use of 
Northern Ireland’s debt relief scheme will be 
treated no differently from those who need to 
make use of the scheme in England and Wales.

The Debt Relief Act (Northern Ireland) 2010 
makes it an offence for a person who is subject 
to a debt relief order, a debt relief restrictions 
order or a debt relief restrictions undertaking 
to obtain credit without disclosing that he 
is subject to such an order or undertaking. 
However, there is a proviso that no offence will 
have been committed if the amount of credit 
is less than is specified by the Order. The draft 
Insolvency (Monetary Limits) (Amendment) Order 
(Northern Ireland) 2011 specifies that amount 
as £500.

I will deal separately with the other two Orders 
when the remaining two motions are moved. 
One deals with the fee payable on application 
for a debt relief order. The other provides that 
conduct prior to commencement of the Debt 
Relief Act is not to be taken into account in 
assessing whether a person should be made 
subject to a debt relief restrictions order or 
undertaking.

I am grateful to the Committee for Enterprise, 
Trade and Investment and the Examiner of 
Statutory Rules for their scrutiny of all three 
Orders. I hope that I have provided the House 
with sufficient explanation of their purpose, and 

I will, of course, respond in my closing remarks 
to any points made by Members.

Mr Deputy Speaker: No Members have 
indicated their intention to speak.

Question put and agreed to.

Resolved:

That the draft Insolvency (Monetary Limits) 
(Amendment) Order (Northern Ireland) 2011 be 
approved.
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The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and 
Investment (Mrs Foster): I beg to move

That the Insolvency (Fees) (Amendment) Order 
(Northern Ireland) 2011 be affirmed.

The Order sets at £90 the fee payable on an 
application for a debt relief order. That includes 
£10 for the cost of the debt advisers who will 
act as intermediaries to help to administer 
the scheme. The balance will be paid into the 
insolvency account to help meet the scheme’s 
running costs.

A £90 fee enables the Insolvency Service for 
England and Wales to operate its scheme on a 
full-cost-recovery basis owing to the much higher 
volume of cases and a more fully automated IT 
system. If I were to ensure full cost recovery, 
my Department would have to charge a fee of 
£207, which would mean citizens in Northern 
Ireland having to pay £117 more than in England 
and Wales to obtain a debt relief order. I have, 
therefore, decided to keep the fee at the same 
level as that in England and Wales even though 
my officials advised me that charging a fee of 
£90 will result in a shortfall to the Department.

As there will be no differences in the benefits 
offered by debt relief orders made in Northern 
Ireland compared with those made in England 
and Wales, it would be unfair to charge a 
higher fee to applicants in Northern Ireland 
solely because the Northern Ireland scheme 
costs more to administer owing to its smaller 
scale. Furthermore, it has been a long-standing 
convention that, where possible, insolvency law 
be kept in parity with that in England and Wales. 
Therefore, I ask the Assembly to affirm the 
Insolvency (Fees) (Amendment) Order (Northern 
Ireland) 2011.

Mr Deputy Speaker: No Members have 
indicated their intention to speak.

Question put and agreed to.

Resolved:

That the Insolvency (Fees) (Amendment) Order 
(Northern Ireland) 2011 be affirmed.

Draft Debt Relief (2010 Act) 
(Transitional Provision) Order (Northern 
Ireland) 2011

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and 
Investment (Mrs Foster): I beg to move

That the draft Debt Relief (2010 Act) (Transitional 
Provision) Order (Northern Ireland) 2011 be 
approved.

There is a great interest in debt relief here 
today. I ask that the Assembly approve the draft 
Debt Relief (2010 Act) (Transitional Provision) 
Order (Northern Ireland) 2011 in a similar 
manner. Under the new schedule 2ZB, inserted 
into the Insolvency (Northern Ireland) Order 
1989 by the Debt Relief Act (Northern Ireland) 
2010, my Department, or the Official Receiver 
acting on the directions of my Department, 
can, in cases in which there is evidence that 
someone subject to a debt relief order is 
culpable, apply to the High Court for a debt relief 
restrictions order. Alternatively, my Department 
can accept an undertaking from the person, and 
that has equivalent effect.

A restrictions order, or undertaking, can last 
from two to 15 years. It places individuals under 
restrictions as regards the amount of credit 
that they can obtain without disclosing that 
they are the subject of a restrictions order or 
undertaking. It also places restrictions on their 
ability to trade under any name other than that 
by which they were known on the original debt 
relief order.

The draft Order 2011 provides that the court, 
when deciding whether to make a debt relief 
restrictions order, and the Department, when 
deciding whether to accept a debt relief 
restrictions undertaking, is to take into account 
the debtor’s conduct subsequent only to the 
date of commencement of the scheme. I ask 
the Assembly to approve this Order as well.

Question put and agreed to.

Resolved:

That the draft Debt Relief (2010 Act) (Transitional 
Provision) Order (Northern Ireland) 2011 be 
approved.
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Single Use Carrier Bags Bill: Further 
Consideration Stage

Mr Deputy Speaker: I call on Mr McKay to move 
the Further Consideration Stage of the Single 
Use Carrier Bags Bill.

Moved. — [Mr McKay.]

Mr Deputy Speaker: As no amendments have 
been tabled, there is no opportunity to discuss 
the Single Use Carrier Bags Bill today. Members 
will, of course, be able to have a full debate 
at Final Stage. Further Consideration Stage is, 
therefore, concluded. The Bill stands referred to 
the Speaker.

As Question Time commences at 2.30 pm, I 
suggest that the House take its ease until that 
time.

On resuming (Mr Speaker in the Chair) —

2.30 pm

Oral Answers to Questions

Regional Development

A5 Dual Carriageway: Funding

1. Mr Ross �asked the Minister for Regional 
Development how much funding his Department 
has earmarked for the A5 road scheme.  
(AQO 1253/11)

The Minister for Regional Development 
(Mr Murphy): The draft Budget allows my 
Department a total of £675 million for the A5 
dualling project over the four-year period from 
2011-12 to 2014-15.

Mr Ross: Does the Minister agree that it 
is now looking increasingly likely that the 
money pledged by the Irish Republic for road 
schemes in Northern Ireland will be withdrawn 
by the new Government south of the border? 
Does he, therefore, agree that the money 
that he had earmarked for the controversial 
A5 project, coupled with the £107 million of 
additional funding in his budget, would be much 
better spent on the much-needed and less 
controversial A2 scheme in east Antrim? Will he 
give the House that commitment today?

The Minister for Regional Development: I do 
not think that I have come across a major road 
scheme that has not been controversial in some 
shape or form. I disagree with the Member’s 
first assertion that it is increasingly likely that 
the money pledged will now be withdrawn. We 
have received no indication whatsoever that 
the Government in the South have changed 
the approach to that. Indeed, I know that the 
new Taoiseach, Enda Kenny, has expressed 
his support for the project in the past. I will be 
seeking an early engagement with the newly 
appointed Transport Minister to discuss some of 
those issues as soon as possible.

The A2 scheme, to which the Member refers, 
is a very good one, and I am very disappointed 
that we do not have resources earmarked in 
the four-year period to go ahead with that. 
Nonetheless, he will know that the Executive 
worked very hard to identify additional moneys 



Monday 14 March 2011

361

Oral Answers

that we were able to allocate as part of the final 
Budget, which was put to the Assembly last 
week. The Budget review group will continue to 
try to identify additional moneys over the four-
year period, and I certainly expect that it will 
have some success in doing so. If that is the 
case, it will hopefully allow additional money to 
go to the Department for Regional Development 
(DRD) for significant projects. Some of the 
projects that we have had to put on hold at this 
moment in time may, therefore, come back into 
play during those four years.

Mr Callaghan: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann 
Comhairle. Does the Minister acknowledge 
the concerns of those in the north-west and, 
in particular, Derry city about the talk that 
the scheme might be downgraded? Will he 
give an assurance that that is not within the 
contemplation of the Department and that he 
will raise the issue with the Transport Minister? 
Has he already spoken to him by phone about 
the scheme?

The Minister for Regional Development: I am 
not sure where the Member heard the concerns 
that the scheme will be downgraded. Every 
statement made on the back of a North/South 
Ministerial Council plenary meeting has included 
a commitment to the A5 project, and that 
commitment remains as is. I have not yet had 
an opportunity to discuss that with the newly 
appointed Transport Minister, who is in office 
only a couple of days, but I intend to seek an 
early meeting with him to discuss that and a 
range of other projects.

The North/South agenda that I, as Minister 
here, and the Transport Minister in the South 
operate is a very wide-ranging one. The A5 is 
probably the single biggest project underneath 
that, but there is quite a range of areas of co-
operation and collaboration between us and the 
Transport Department in the South. So, I will 
be seeking an early meeting to pick up on all of 
those issues. However, as I said in response to 
previous questions, I have received no indication 
that there is any change in approach. Certainly, 
as far as Roads Service and I are concerned, 
that project remains as planned.

Mr McElduff: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann 
Comhairle. Will the Minister detail the proposed 
timeline for the completion of the A5 project? 
I speak as a local MLA who believes that that 
project is of huge strategic importance in 

providing access to opportunity, investment and 
jobs in the wider north-west.

The Minister for Regional Development: The 
A5 project is progressing well, and the third 
key milestone for the scheme was achieved on 
target with the publication of the draft statutory 
Orders associated with the environmental 
statement in November 2010. That was 
followed by the formal public consultation period 
that ended on 21 January. Given the interest in 
the project and the level of objection raised, I 
have decided that a public inquiry will be held to 
consider the objections.

Mr K Robinson: I listened very carefully to the 
Minister’s earlier replies and his mention of the 
A2. Will he explain why a worthy scheme such 
as the A2, which will carry 30,000 vehicles a 
day, compares so unfavourably with the £850 
million scheme for the A5, about which there is 
obviously a lot of dissension and which carries 
only about 14,000 vehicles a day?

The Minister for Regional Development: The A2 
was a very good project. The Member will know 
from the debates that we have had over the past 
number of weeks that there has been a 40% cut 
in our capital budget, which means that not all 
the projects that we would like to go ahead with 
in the next Budget period can do so. That has 
left difficult choices to be made. The decision to 
remove the A2 project was very difficult.

The A5 project has been agreed by the Executive 
and the Government in the South. It has been 
progressed jointly by us and the Southern 
authorities and is of key strategic importance to 
the north-west. Although the Member will make 
a very good argument, and very good arguments 
were made about the A2, it was not a matter 
of two competing projects. We had to look at a 
range of projects that we could go ahead with. 
Funding has been committed to the A5 by both 
Administrations, and, as I said, the project is of 
significant importance to the north-west.

There is a commitment in the Programme 
for Government to address the infrastructure 
imbalance that we find. The same commitment 
comes from Dublin as well. If anyone looks 
at a map of Ireland, they will see very clearly 
where the infrastructural imbalance is and that 
there are huge gaps in the north-west. That 
commitment is from both Administrations.  It 
was not a matter of one project competing on 
the same scale as another. It was a matter of 
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making difficult choices in the face of a difficult 
Budget allocation.

Railways: Sustainability

2. Ms Ní Chuilín �asked the Minister for Regional 
Development for an update on his Department’s 
investment in sustainable rail transport.  
(AQO 1254/11)

The Minister for Regional Development: In 
launching the review of the regional transportation 
strategy, I set out my commitment to ensure 
more sustainable transport arrangements in 
providing a proper balance between the needs 
of people, business and the environment. In 
support of that review, and recognising the 
important role of park-and-ride facilities in 
promoting sustainable transport, my Department 
is carrying out a strategic review of park-and-ride 
facilities, including those at rail stations, with 
the aim of developing proposals for future 
provision that offers the best prospects for 
encouraging modal shift. Although funding for 
park-and-ride development has been secured, 
the review is ongoing and final decisions have 
not yet been made.

My Department’s investment in rail transport 
has been as follows. From 2001-02 to 2009-
2010, we have funded £303 million of capital 
works on the railways network. Some major 
projects include the purchase of new trains, the 
first of which arrived today; the construction 
of a new train care facility at Fortwilliam; an 
upgrade of railway lines, such as the Bleach 
Green to Whitehead line; construction of a new 
railway station at Newry; a track-life extension 
project on the rail line between Ballymena and 
Derry; and improvements to stations and halts 
across the network that bring them into line with 
disability discrimination action legislation. In the 
current Budget, we expect to see the delivery of 
20 new trains, as well as the construction of a 
new stabling facility and an extension of some 
platforms across the network to accommodate 
the new trains. That investment has resulted in 
more comfortable and reliable services and has 
led to a 60% increase in passenger journeys 
between 2001-02 and 2009-2010 across the 
local railway network. That totals over 10 million 
journeys annually.

Ms Ní Chuilín: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann 
Comhairle. I thank the Minister for his response. 
What sustainable rail projects is the Department 

planning over the next comprehensive spending 
review period, from 2011 to 2015?

The Minister for Regional Development: Final 
Budget figures give allocations for railway 
capital of £92·1 million, £18·6 million, £11·3 
million and £30·4 million over the four years of 
the Budget period. The bulk of funding will be 
used to pay for the purchase of 20 new class 
4000 trains and projects associated with the 
introduction of service to new trains, such as 
the extension of some platforms on the railway 
network and the construction of a new train care 
facility at Adelaide station. Essential safety-
related work will be taken forward, leaving the 
remainder of the funding to finance other high 
priority railway improvement projects, including 
essential safety.

The Budget makes provision for the 
commencement of the Coleraine to Derry track 
relay in 2014-15, an overhaul of class 3000 
trains and Enterprise trains, as well as work at 
Ballymoney footbridge and Antrim bus and rail 
station.

Mr Campbell: The Minister referred to the 
Coleraine to Londonderry line. Will he ensure 
that Translink and the Department examine 
very closely the need for passing loops in the 
Ballykelly area to ensure that more than one 
train can transport between Coleraine and 
Londonderry, rather than the Londonderry train 
having to wait until the Coleraine train has 
arrived?

The Minister for Regional Development: That 
is part of the scheme. Obviously, there has 
been a very lengthy assessment over the past 
number of years, of which the Member will 
be familiar, into what is required and where 
exactly the passing loop would be. There have 
been differing arguments, and it will come 
down to a technical decision and assessment 
of where the best place for a passing loop is. 
However, the intention is to keep the Derry to 
Coleraine railway track open, because the clear 
advice from Translink and its engineers is that, 
should we not invest in that line over the next 
four years, that would lead to the closure of 
the Derry-Coleraine line. The clear intention 
is to keep that open, make a very significant 
investment of more than £70 million, improve 
the service between Derry and Belfast and allow 
commuters to get into Derry before 9.00 am for 
the first time.
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Mr McDevitt: I join the Minister in welcoming 
the arrival of the new trains and the capital 
investment in that new rolling stock. What 
assurances can the Minister offer the House 
that the Dublin-Belfast Enterprise service will be 
improved during this comprehensive spending 
review period and that we will reverse the fact 
that, in certain parts of that service, train 
speeds are slower today than they were during 
the Second World War?

The Minister for Regional Development: I am 
glad that the Member welcomes the new trains 
that arrived today. He has issued a statement 
saying that some of them will be mothballed, 
but, yet again, he is incorrect. The new trains 
will be put into service in their entirety by the 
end of next year. It would probably have been 
better if he had welcomed the new trains 
without trying to put a negative slant on the 
issue. I assure him that all 20 of the new trains 
will be put into service.

We will continue to invest in the Dublin-Belfast 
Enterprise service. Through the work of the 
North/South Ministerial Council, we have 
assessed a broad range of improvements up to 
a very high end, which could require investment 
of anything up to about £1 billion. Some of the 
improvements relate to the issue at Knockmore, 
which causes a delay of about three or four 
minutes in the journey between Belfast and 
Dublin. Some of the other significant work 
relates to congestion issues north of Connolly 
station, for which the Dublin Government are 
also struggling to find investment.

We have agreed a programme of incremental 
improvements around the reliability of the 
trains themselves, the service provided and 
the introduction of Wi-Fi on the train service. 
We have already introduced a stop at Lisburn. 
At the end of this month, we will introduce 
a stop where the early morning commuter 
service goes from Newry to Dublin, rather than 
from Dundalk to Dublin. That will attract more 
passengers. The programme to incrementally 
improve the service will involve work with both 
Iarnród Éireann and Northern Ireland Railways. 
If Budgets North and South will allow it, the 
aspiration is still to make much more significant 
improvements and follow through on the 
Enterprise 2020 vision, whereby we have an 
hourly service and reduce the journey time.

A5 Dual Carriageway

3. Lord Morrow �asked the Minister for 
Regional Development what discussions he 
has had with the Minister of Agriculture and 
Rural Development and the Minister of the 
Environment in relation to the impact of the 
proposed A5 road scheme on the farming 
community and the environment. (AQO 1255/11)

The Minister for Regional Development: I 
have had discussions with the Minister of 
Agriculture and Rural Development on road 
schemes in general. Similar underlying issues 
apply across all major road schemes, including 
the A5 dualling project. The Minister raised a 
number of concerns with me regarding issues 
affecting the farming community, particularly 
concerns regarding the impacts on farms 
and communications. I assured the Minister 
that those impacts were being minimised as 
far as practicable and that there has been 
widespread consultation with affected farmers 
throughout the entire process. I have not had 
a direct discussion with the Minister of the 
Environment regarding the A5 project, although 
my Department’s Roads Service and its scheme 
consultants have had very useful discussions 
with officials from the Department of the 
Environment.

The A5 project has wider benefits for the region. 
Roads Service is working towards providing 
the best solution when considered against all 
standard assessment criteria, which include 
economic, engineering, integration, accessibility 
and environment issues. Both the Department 
of Agriculture and Rural Development (DARD) 
and the Department of the Environment 
(DOE) have had major influence on the route 
selection. When consulted as part of the 
formal consultation process, they responded by 
highlighting issues to be considered during the 
further development of the scheme.

Lord Morrow: I thank the Minister for his reply, 
but it strikes me that there is no joined-up 
thinking on such a major road scheme that will 
have a detrimental impact on the environment. 
Indeed, we discover that the Minister has never 
spoken his counterpart in the Department of the 
Environment about it. Will he take that on board 
and make it his business to have a meeting with 
the Department of the Environment to ascertain 
its views and how it feels the scheme will 
impact the environment in that locality?
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The Minister for Regional Development: I 
have no issue with talking to the Minister of 
the Environment about it. Probably no other 
Department, outside of the Department 
for Regional Development, has more of an 
input into major construction schemes than 
the Department of the Environment, which, 
obviously, has planning responsibilities. The 
environmental statement crafted in relation 
to the A5, which will be subject to public 
inquiry, was done so in consultation with the 
Department of the Environment. There has been 
no shortage of consultation on, and discussion 
and assessment of, the route options. The 
two Departments that had most input into the 
selection of the preferred route were DARD 
and DOE. One of the criteria for selection is 
environmental impact. As I said, I have no issue 
with talking to the Minister of the Environment, 
but I am not sure that our talking together 
would add much light to the situation, whereas 
properly qualified officials in both Departments 
have been in regular contact since the inception 
of the scheme.

2.45 pm

Mr Boylan: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann 
Comhairle. I thank the Minister for his answer. 
What mitigation measures are proposed for the 
scheme?

The Minister for Regional Development: The 
environmental statement was published in 
November 2010 along with the draft vesting 
and direction orders. The statement outlines 
the proposed mitigation measures to protect 
the environment, including planting, screening, 
wildlife and fauna provision and pollution 
prevention measures. The formal consultation 
process for the scheme ended on 21 January 
2011, and issues that are raised in relation 
to the proposed mitigation and access to 
farmland will be heard at the scheme’s public 
inquiry, which is scheduled for 9 May 2011. 
More detailed accommodation works will be 
discussed with individual landowners when the 
scheme is defined following the outcome of the 
public inquiry. Impacts that are not mitigated 
may be addressed through compensation, 
which, if necessary, would be a matter for the 
Department of Finance and Personnel through 
the Lands Tribunal.

Mr Savage: I have listened carefully to the 
Minister’s answers. My party and I have been 
inundated with representations from farmers, 

homeowners and commuters concerned about 
the A5 proposal. Will the Minister detail why his 
Department feels it necessary to build a 
completely new dual carriageway through virgin 
countryside instead of updating the existing road?

The Minister for Regional Development: I do 
not think that it would be possible to update 
the existing road to a dual carriageway. Like me, 
the Member regularly travels on the A1, and 
he will know that it has probably cost more to 
put safety works along the A1, including new 
flyovers and stopping-up junctions, than it cost 
to build the A1 in the first place. Building a road 
with so many access points will not create the 
standard of dual carriageway that, it has been 
agreed, is necessary to service the north-west, 
not just in the Derry area but into Donegal as 
well. A high standard dual carriageway has to be 
taken off the line of the existing road.

I understand the issues that farmers have; the 
same issues arose with the A4, the Newry to 
Dundalk road and the Newry bypass. All major 
road projects will have an impact on virgin 
farmland if they go off the line of the existing 
road. It is a difficult issue, and that is why it 
takes such a long time to work the issues 
through with local farmers to ensure that people 
are properly compensated for any lands that are 
taken and that proper mitigation measures are 
put in place to allow people, in the case of a farm 
that is split in two, to have access either side of 
the road. If we want to create connections 
between major cities on the island of Ireland, 
that is the approach that we need to take.

NI Water: PAC Report

4. Mr Molloy �asked the Minister for Regional 
Development for his assessment of the 
procurement failures identified in the Public 
Accounts Committee’s report ‘Measuring the 
Performance of NI Water and Procurement and 
Governance in NI Water’. (AQO 1256/11)

7. Mrs D Kelly �asked the Minister for Regional 
Development for his assessment of the Public 
Accounts Committee’s report ‘Measuring the 
Performance of NI Water and Procurement and 
Governance in NI Water’. (AQO 1259/11)

The Minister for Regional Development: With 
your permission, a Cheann Comhairle, I will reply 
to questions 4 and 7 together.

It would be inappropriate for me to comment 
in detail on the Public Accounts Committee’s 
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findings at this time. My Department will 
consider the report and contribute to the official 
Government response. In line with established 
protocol and procedures, that will take the form 
of a memorandum of reply, which is laid before 
the Assembly by the Minister of Finance and 
Personnel.

Mr Molloy: What positives have there been in NI 
Water over the past years? Will the outcome of 
the report mean that businesses that have been 
working with the water service will continue to 
be able to get contracts?

The Minister for Regional Development: More 
often than not, I have been to the Assembly 
to give negative answers about NIW issues, 
but there have been many unremarked-on 
positives. NIW has received £1 billion in capital 
investment from the Executive over the past 
four years. The vast bulk of those construction 
schemes have been completed to a very high 
standard, on target and on budget, and they 
have made a significant improvement. Many 
Members will know that, having lobbied on 
planning restrictions and the availability of 
sewage treatment works and the like, there has 
been a significant improvement.

The investment has helped to move us 
further away from the position that we were 
in four years ago when the Department and 
the Executive were on the verge of incurring 
infraction costs for pollution issues. NIW’s work 
has resulted in significant positive outcomes, 
on the back of a protracted period of neglect 
of the water and sewerage infrastructure. 
There has been a sea change in how contracts 
are procured and in the standards that are 
expected, and not just in NIW. My opinion, from 
talking to people in other Departments, is that 
the experience of the procurement issues in 
NIW has led to a general tightening up across 
the public sector, which is to be welcomed. I 
believe that contractors and others who tender 
to provide services to NIW and other public 
sector outfits and Departments have more 
confidence about being on a level playing field 
than they might have had before.

Mrs D Kelly: Question 7, please, Mr Speaker.

The Minister for Regional Development: Mr 
Speaker, I have just answered questions 4 and 
7 together.

Mr Speaker: I will make it clear to the House. 
Mrs Kelly, your question was grouped with 

question 4, so you are allowed to ask a 
supplementary question.

Mrs D Kelly: I apologise, Mr Speaker. I am sure 
that the Minister is by now well aware of the 
damage caused to the reputation of the directors 
whom he sacked on the back of a flawed report 
by an independent review committee, which has 
now been totally discredited. Will the Minister 
take this opportunity to apologise to Declan 
Gormley and the others whom he sacked?

The Minister for Regional Development: The 
report clearly confirmed that there was a culture 
of disregard for procurement processes in NIW, 
which led to serious failings in procurement 
procedures totalling £46 million. That was not 
challenged by the Public Accounts Committee. 
I think that this is a matter on public record, 
although I am unable to respond in any great 
detail.

Members of the Member’s party sat on the 
Public Accounts Committee. I am surprised 
that no conflict of interest issues arose as 
a result of that, because while two of her 
party colleagues sat on the Public Accounts 
Committee, they continued to lobby for the 
reinstatement of directors who were dismissed 
as a consequence of a report that established 
that there was a culture of serious disregard 
for procurement processes. That has not been 
challenged by the Public Accounts Committee. 
In light of that, I am not sure how her party has 
the brass neck to continue to lobby for those 
directors to be reinstated, and I would question, 
in relation to —

Mr McDevitt: No apology, then?

The Minister for Regional Development: Mr 
McDevitt is asking for an apology.

Mr Speaker: Order. Allow the Minister to continue.

The Minister for Regional Development: I think 
that Members who sit on a Public Accounts 
Committee inquiring into these matters, while 
privately lobbying for the very people who are 
the subject of the inquiry, should perhaps owe 
an apology to the other members of the Public 
Accounts Committee. [Interruption.]

Mr Speaker: Order. Allow the Minister to 
continue.

The Minister for Regional Development: I think 
that an apology might be due on that given that 
a member of the Public Accounts Committee 
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submitted questions to that Committee in 
his name as part of that investigation. Those 
questions were previously refused under 
the Freedom of Information Act 2000 by the 
Department when Mr Gormley submitted them, 
and they then reappeared in the name of a 
member of the Public Accounts Committee, who 
submitted them to the Committee investigation 
into the matter. That leads to serious concerns. 
In the face of evidence of procurement failings, 
given the persistent lobbying of the SDLP 
Members for apologies and reinstatement for 
those people, I would ask whether that party 
needs to declare any conflict of interest in 
relation to that issue.

Mr Bell: I am cautious about speaking about 
severe weather conditions on a day when our 
thoughts and prayers are with the people of 
Japan, who most readily know the effect of 
the severity of weather. However, whatever 
difficulties and failures there have been in 
the past, the public want to know whether the 
Minister is satisfied that we are fit for purpose 
to tackle those conditions more effectively than 
we did in December and January if we were 
again to face such conditions, which were the 
worst for 120 years.

The Minister for Regional Development: I have 
received assurances about short-term resilience 
measures that NIW has already put in place, 
so I am satisfied that those conditions would 
be tackled more effectively. However, I am not 
completely satisfied that we would not have a 
recurrence of any type of incident in such severe 
weather again.

Last week, I spoke to the Assembly about a 
report that contains some 60 recommendations. 
I want the implementation of those recom
mendations to be completely satisfied. I am 
satisfied that there has been a significant 
improvement. However, I want to get to a stage 
at which we are prepared for the unexpected as 
well as the expected. As the Member quite 
rightly said, given the experience in Japan and 
elsewhere, the weather can throw conditions at 
people with which no system can cope.

I want those 60 recommendations to be worked 
through. When the Executive discussed the issue 
last Thursday, they asked that a regular report 
be made to them about the implementation of 
those recommendations and issues that the 
regulator pointed out in his report. I think that 
there will be ongoing very close scrutiny not only 

from the public and Members but from the 
Executive and from me, or whoever becomes the 
Minister for Regional Development after the 
election, to make sure that the lessons are very 
clearly learned and that the recommendations 
that have been put forward by the regulator are 
put in place.

Mr Kinahan: The Minister touched on the 
tightening up of procurement irregularities. I am 
sure that he is aware that those occurred as far 
back as the time of the Water Service. Does he 
acknowledge that senior civil servants must also 
accept a level of responsibility for the issue?

The Minister for Regional Development: I do not 
think that senior civil servants were responsible 
for the culture of disregard of proper procurement 
procedures. I am a former Deputy Chairperson 
of the Public Accounts Committee, and I do not 
think that there is a Public Accounts Committee 
report that does not challenge civil servants, 
which is quite correct. In this case, the report 
also challenges the Department to make sure 
that it carries out its procedures in a very 
efficient, effective and upfront way. I do not 
doubt that there are lessons to be learned. As I 
indicated, the response to the report will 
obviously be worked out through the normal 
processes of responding to a Public Accounts 
Committee report, but there are challenges for 
the Department in that. It still does not 
underline the fact that unacceptable practices 
were going on in NIW. It is not unique in that 
regard, but, as painful and difficult as the issue 
has been, it has shone a light on procurement 
processes across the public sector. I hope that 
we see a significant improvement right across 
the public sector as a result.

Water: Governance

5. Ms S Ramsey �asked the Minister for Regional 
Development for his assessment of the 
Regional Development Committee’s decision to 
reject his proposed short-term water governance 
legislative arrangements. (AQO 1257/11)

The Minister for Regional Development: 
Naturally, I am disappointed by the Committee’s 
decision. The Committee seemed to agree that 
the Bill cannot be progressed other than by 
accelerated passage and that it would take 
some time — years, indeed — to make 
fundamental changes to water governance 
structures. The Committee also seemed to 
support working level agreements and MOUs in 
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a revised governance letter that reflected the 
predominance of public expenditure controls. 
However, the majority of members of the 
Committee do not support providing a legislative 
basis for the arrangements that they seem to 
support at a working level and a funding regime 
that they appear to agree is inevitable. I can 
only suppose that there is an unstated desire to 
leave open the possibility of introducing 
arrangements other than public funding of water 
and sewerage services in the short term. However, 
that is not feasible as it would take some time 
to implement any self-funding arrangements and 
the Executive Budget does not anticipate 
additional revenue from water. There can be no 
doubt that water and sewerage services must 
be majority public funded in the short term — 
the period that is covered by the Bill.

The interim measures in the Bill would help to 
stabilise the governance arrangements during 
the period by providing my Department with the 
temporary powers necessary to ensure that 
NIW complies with public expenditure controls 
and disciplines. The Bill would not prevent the 
consideration of more fundamental changes to 
governance arrangements, and I have advised 
the Assembly that I plan to shortly bring forward 
proposals to deal with longer-term governance.

Ms S Ramsey: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann 
Comhairle. I have listened to the Minister’s 
response to my question and to the answers 
that he gave to previous questions. It shows 
that there is a need for change. Some parties 
have argued for the need for immediate change 
and then, as you highlighted, rejected the 
changes at Committee. You have given some 
sense of the importance of the changes, but will 
you expand on the importance of the immediate 
changes that are needed?

The Minister for Regional Development: I agree 
with the Member that change is necessary. It 
seems that most parties agree that change is 
necessary. The problem is that, when it comes 
to making the change, a degree of cold feet 
appears to enter the equation at that stage. 
In relation to the specific proposals in the Bill 
for which I requested accelerated passage, 
the need for the changes arises because the 
existing go-co governance structure is at odds 
with the continued majority public funding of 
water and sewerage services. The proposals will 
ensure that public expenditure considerations 
retain precedence. The hybrid system of 
governance has led to risks and complexity 

that are not sustainable. Currently, two models 
are operating at the same time: a regulated 
utility model, funded by customer payments 
and a public sector model, which is funded by 
Government. The legal status of NIW, as set 
out in the Water and Sewerage Services Order 
2006, reflects the former position and the 
financial position reflects the latter because 
Treasury classifies NIW as a non-departmental 
public body. Those are the complexities that 
could have been resolved in the short term 
by legislation, but it does not seem that that 
legislation will prove to be doable.

3.00 pm

Social Development

Housing: East Londonderry

1. Mr G Robinson �asked the Minister for Social 
Development what expenditure is planned for 
newbuild projects in the East Londonderry 
constituency in 2011-12 and 2012-13.  
(AQO 1268/11)

Housing: South Antrim

3. Mr T Clarke �asked the Minister for Social 
Development what housing projects are planned 
for the South Antrim area in the next financial 
year. (AQO 1270/11)

The Minister for Social Development  
(Mr Attwood): With your permission, Mr Speaker, 
I will answer questions 1 and 3 together.

The answer to Mr Robinson’s question is that it 
is still a work in progress. When the Housing 
Executive comes to me with its draft programme 
for newbuild over the next number of years, I will 
be in a position to confirm what might be intended 
for any area of Northern Ireland. If that happens 
on the far side of the start of purdah, I will lodge 
that information in the Assembly Library.

Mr G Robinson: I thank the Minister for his 
answer. Will he outline the policies that he is 
following to maximise investment in the public 
sector?

The Minister for Social Development: I would 
like to maximise investment in the public 
housing sector. However, as I said during the 
Final Stage debate on the Housing (Amendment) 
Bill, Northern Ireland needs 2,500 houses a 
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year to be built to meet demand. In such a 
situation, the decision of the Executive and the 
Assembly to reduce newbuild housing over the 
next four years to 1,200 or 1,300 means that 
there will not be sufficient investment in public 
housing. The number of those in housing need 
and housing stress will increase, and all that will 
happen in the context of people losing their 
homes, having less money, less welfare and 
fewer jobs. It is not a healthy environment in 
which to go forward. On the far side of the 
election, I hope that people will think more wisely 
of the judgements that they made last week.

Mr T Clarke: I thank the Minister for his answer. 
However, given that he is in the early stages of 
going into the next financial year, what plans has 
he brought forward? I appreciate that he may 
not have the money, but what plans did he have 
drawn up for newbuild in South Antrim?

The Minister for Social Development: The 
Member might be aware that a moratorium on 
capital newbuild was laid down by the Executive 
and reported to the Assembly. Therefore, 
Ministers had to be very careful going forward. 
Nonetheless, housing associations are aware of 
where housing need is in Northern Ireland and 
of where resources should therefore go. That 
includes each and every area where there is 
housing need in Northern Ireland.

Year to year, there may be peaks and troughs 
in newbuilds in any given constituency, but, 
taken over a four- or five-year cycle, the evidence 
confirms that newbuild goes to where need is 
identified. That will include South Antrim, East 
Derry or any other constituency in the North. 
Given that Margaret Ritchie was able to have 
1,800 newbuild starts last year, which I hope to 
surpass this year, it is critical that we ask what 
the consequences will be of any future Social 
Development Minister having those top-line 
figures for newbuild starts cut by 300, 400, 
500 or 600. I think that the consequences for 
people in need are self-evident.

Mr Dallat: Returning to the subject of East 
Derry, where the question originated, will the 
Minister give a flavour of the work that the 
Department for Social Development (DSD) has 
done in that constituency over, say, the past 
three years?

The Minister for Social Development: In the 
past three years, there has been an investment 
of £6·5 million in newbuilds, which means 
60 houses. There has been an investment of 

£4·07 million in other housing Executive work in 
Coleraine and Limavady. That does not take into 
account all the other spend of the Department 
on voluntary and community and development 
moneys in East Derry, South Antrim and all the 
other constituencies. If all those figures are put 
together, it can be seen that, when it comes to 
issues of need, DSD is showing the way in each 
and every constituency in Northern Ireland.

Mr Kinahan: Does the Minister have any plans 
for the unused military homes in South Antrim 
or, indeed, anywhere else in Northern Ireland?

The Minister for Social Development: That is 
also a work in progress. Mr Kinahan and my 
colleague Mr Burns have brought that matter 
to my attention, and they were right to do so. 
Good evidence over the years shows that 
former military housing that becomes available 
to and that can be accessed by the Housing 
Executive and housing associations provides 
good value for money in the housing budget and 
meets housing need. Just look at Pond Park in 
Lisburn, where former military housing has gone 
into the public sector at good value, given that 
two housing associations competed for those 
properties. As a consequence, housing need in 
Lisburn has been mitigated. If we are able to do 
that in other parts of Northern Ireland, including 
in South Antrim, I would encourage any Minister 
to go in that direction.

Housing: Girdwood

2. Mr A Maginness �asked the Minister for 
Social Development what stage he is at in 
developing proposals for housing on the 
Girdwood site, North Belfast. (AQO 1269/11)

The Minister for Social Development: I thank 
the Member for his question. He and other 
Members will be aware that I confirmed this 
morning that, following a lot of work over the 
past six months, 200 public sector newbuild 
houses will be built on the part of the Girdwood 
site that is appropriate for newbuild housing. I 
confirm that, over the past months, a housing 
association was appointed to take forward 
that work and a design competition was run. 
A design outcome was agreed, and it has now 
been worked up to the point where a planning 
application could be made in the next two 
months. As a consequence, the acute housing 
need in North Belfast will be addressed.
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I know that there are issues, sensitivities, 
concerns and anxieties around the Girdwood 
site, but this should not be a zero-sum game. 
It should not be the case that a gain for 
nationalists is a loss for unionists and a gain 
for unionists is a loss for nationalists. That is 
zero-sum politics. We should have the maturity 
and wisdom to move beyond that. In the lower 
Shankill, lower Oldpark, Mountainview and 
Girdwood areas, that is the way to go.

Mr A Maginness: I thank the Minister for the 
very good news for the long-suffering people of 
North Belfast who have suffered long waiting 
lists and acute housing need. That very good 
news is thanks to a Minister who actually delivers.

What other housing projects are being undertaken 
or are under consideration in North Belfast?

The Minister for Social Development: If I may 
go back to the Girdwood issue, I must ask 
Members across the parties in the Chamber 
some simple questions. If we are able to build 
housing on land that we own with money that 
we have for needs that exist, whether it is for 
unionists or nationalists, will people please 
explain to me why we are not in a phase of our 
history where we should go down that road? If 
we cannot do that in the lower Shankill, lower 
Oldpark, Mountainview, Girdwood, or other 
parts of north or west Belfast, where some 
of the most acute housing need exists, I do 
not understand why, when we have a level of 
political stability in this Chamber and greater 
stability in the community, we are not at a stage 
of development where we are mature and wise 
enough to go in that direction. I believe that we 
are. The message that I get from unionism and 
nationalism on the ground is that that is where 
we want to go.

Mr Humphrey: Earlier this morning, I spent 
some time in the lower Oldpark area with the 
Moderator of the Presbyterian Church prior to 
the Minister’s announcement that 200 homes 
would be built at the Girdwood site. It is very 
clear that the Minister has abandoned the 
concept of a shared space, a shared future 
and a shared site, as set out in the report by 
Dunlop and Toner. Today, the Oldpark community 
feels fearful, angry and betrayed. It has made 
absolutely no gain. Does the Minister accept 
that the concept outlined today can happen only 
with intercommunity and Executive approval?

The Minister for Social Development: I will 
deal with the latter point first. The Member 

and others have to ask themselves a simple 
question: why was it that the proposed 
conflict transformation centre at Long Kesh 
was not a matter that the DUP considered 
to be controversial enough to be brought to 
the Executive table? That is what happened 
last autumn. A conflict transformation centre 
at the Maze/Long Kesh site was an issue 
around which there was a lot of controversy 
and concern, and some people thought that it 
was a partial and exclusive initiative. However, 
unionism, in particular the DUP, did not consider 
it to be controversial enough to go to the 
Executive. If that is the case, why do the same 
standards not apply to housing for those in 
need in Girdwood? When it comes to standards, 
you cannot pick and choose. In my view, what 
was demonstrated in respect of the Maze —

Mr Speaker: Order.

The Minister for Social Development: — was 
maturity beginning to grow in this society, and 
I believe that the same maturity will grow in 
respect of housing in north Belfast.

Shared housing is the preferred option, but 
are we saying that, four or five years after the 
development of master plans for Girdwood, 
when housing need is so high, nothing should 
happen pending the future development of the 
Girdwood site? I do not think so. In any case, 
as the Member is fully aware, over the past 
six months, I have demonstrated that money 
should go where there is housing need, such 
as to the lower Shankill, the lower Oldpark and 
Mountainview. Government should go there, and 
that is where this Minister will go.

Mr Speaker: Members should continue to rise 
in their place.

Mr F McCann: Go raibh maith agat, a 
Cheann Comhairle. I welcome the Minister’s 
announcement that 200 houses will be 
built at Girdwood, and I know that a housing 
association has been appointed to oversee 
that development. Will the Minister give us a 
completion date for the houses?

The Minister for Social Development: I thank 
the Member for his question. I spoke to the 
housing association’s development team this 
morning. As I indicated, the planning application 
is being developed. It is anticipated that it will 
go to the Planning Service within two or three 
months and that, subject to planning consents 
and approvals, planning permission should be 



Monday 14 March 2011

370

Oral Answers

granted within, let us say, another four months. 
Consequently, before the beginning of the next 
financial year and, in my view, within ten months, 
builders will be on site and building will have 
commenced.

Mr Speaker: I remind Members that question 3 
has already been answered.

Mixed Housing

4. Mr Lunn �asked the Minister for Social 
Development for an update on the development 
of mixed housing. (AQO 1271/11)

The Minister for Social Development: I thank 
the Member for his question. I confirm that 
there are a number of parallel initiatives in the 
Department to take forward the development of 
mixed housing. First, all newbuilds are deemed 
to be shared schemes so that people try to 
live up to the aspiration of all newbuilds being 
shared schemes. Secondly, when the Housing 
Executive consults tenants, it asks them 
explicitly whether they would like to live in a 
shared neighbourhood. As the Member is aware, 
we now have a situation in Northern Ireland 
where 30 existing areas, with a population 
of 90,000 people, are deemed to be shared 
neighbourhoods. During the next number of 
months, I hope to announce that there will be a 
common landlord area in Belfast, whereby those 
who want to live in shared housing will have the 
opportunity to do so. Over and above all that, 
the Housing Executive, working with the Rural 
Development Council, has recently acquired 
through Peace III significant millions of pounds 
in an effort to drive forward the concept and 
practice of shared housing.

Mr Lunn: I thank the Minister for his answer. 
I understand that the International Fund for 
Ireland (IFI) has been quite heavily involved in 
funding those schemes. I also understand that 
the US Congress is to stop funding the IFI. Will 
that have a dramatic effect on the future of 
those schemes?

The Minister for Social Development: I thank 
the Member for his question. He is quite right 
to acknowledge the IFI’s role in the shared 
neighbourhood scheme. It has been an 
essential partner — financially and in other 
ways — in taking the initiative forward. I wish 
to correct an error that I made: 70,000 rather 
than 90,000 people now live in the 30 areas. 
I understand that contact with the American 

Congress is ongoing in an effort to ensure that 
funding for the IFI might yet be made available.

Mr Gallagher: Will the Minister outline his 
position on shared housing? Furthermore, in 
the future, what is his Department’s position on 
shared housing likely to be?

3.15 pm

The Minister for Social Development: I 
acknowledge the Member’s final point about the 
future. There is a sense that, although we now 
have a more settled form of devolution, sharing 
responsibility at the heart of government is 
a necessary co-existence rather than a value 
and ethic driven into and embedded in the way 
that we conduct our business. If our society is 
to go forward, it must be without prejudice to 
the national aspirations of any one Member or 
community and without prejudice to whatever 
choices the people in the North of Ireland and 
on the island of Ireland make on the future 
constitutional position. We will be a better, more 
enriched and more diverse people the more that 
we adopt a shared approach and a common 
way of doing business in government, in our 
communities —

Mr Storey: In education.

The Minister for Social Development: Yes, 
indeed, potentially in education also. I will not 
shirk that issue. Society and we, as political 
leader, must ask ourselves questions about 
shared schools and how they make sense 
economically. Shared schools may be an 
economic imperative, and they may also be 
part of how society develops in the image of 
something better than what went before. That 
need not diminish in any shape or form the 
great achievements of all the schooling sectors 
in Northern Ireland, including the state, Catholic 
and integrated sectors. The challenge that faces 
us is whether we, as a political leadership, can 
embed the standards of a shared and common 
approach in all that we say and do in a way that 
characterises the next Government as different 
from the previous one.

Social Investment Fund

5. Mr McGlone �asked the Minister for Social 
Development for his assessment of the 
governance arrangements for the social 
investment fund. (AQO 1272/11)
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The Minister for Social Development: I have 
difficulty answering that question because, as I 
have said repeatedly, today — the best part of 
a week after the Budget was endorsed by the 
Assembly and the best part of two weeks after it 
was endorsed by the Executive — we still do not 
know how it will be targeted, what criteria will 
be applied and how decisions will be made. We 
do know that the First Minister and deputy First 
Minister have failed to consult other Ministers, 
government officials and the community and 
voluntary sector generally. As a consequence, 
there is much speculation without any concrete 
details. That is not a healthy way to go forward. 
That is why, on Friday of last week, I wrote to 
the First Minister and deputy First Minister. Now 
that there is an £80 million fund for the next 
four years, I outlined my view on what the shape 
and character of that fund should be to enable 
it to achieve what it should, which is to tackle 
need and disadvantage over that period.

Mr McGlone: In many ways, the Minister 
answered the question about the slush/secrecy 
fund. He may well give the same answer to my 
next question. Is he in a position to establish or 
set priorities in his Department for any form of 
spending under the social investment fund, be it 
collaborative or internal to the Department?

The Minister for Social Development: It might 
be helpful to indicate in broad terms what the 
priorities should be. In my view, neighbourhood 
renewal is the preferred programme for tackling 
disadvantage in areas of need in Northern 
Ireland, and it was unanimously endorsed by 
the Assembly in a recent motion. Over the past 
number of weeks, I have directed an increasing 
percentage of moneys towards those in the 
nought-to three and three-to-six age groups. 
In any effort to give families and children the 
best opportunities, intervention at the earliest 
possible stage is the best strategy. It is a 
way of ensuring that, in the period between 
childhood and adulthood, there is less risk and 
less danger to them and to the communities 
in which they live. Therefore, given that young 
children come to school and do not know how 
to hold a pencil, nurture classes and primary 1 
classes are a priority. It seems to me that a way 
to go forward is to use the integrated services 
initiative in west Belfast and north Belfast to 
help people who live in difficult circumstances 
with children who behave in a difficult manner. 
The GRIT project gives the opportunity to those 
aged 16 and older who are not in education, 
training or work and who, in many instances, 

have dropped out of the system, to improve their 
skills and increase their self-esteem. Those 
are examples of where money is spent on vital 
interventions in areas of need. In that context, 
I wrote to the First Minister and deputy First 
Minister on those specific proposals.

Mr K Robinson: I am delighted to know that 
the Minister is also in the dark about some of 
those arrangements. He will know that my party 
has some concerns about the social investment 
fund and how it might be administered. Can 
he indicate whether there will be measures in 
that fund that will deal specifically with small 
pockets of deprivation (SPOD)?

The Minister for Social Development: I simply 
do not know whether the social investment 
fund will do that. I have said that the family of 
neighbourhood renewal interventions, which 
includes neighbourhood renewal funding, SPOD 
funding and communities at risk, is ring-fenced. 
Indeed, as I said previously, the current baseline 
funding on the revenue side will be enhanced. 
There is an ongoing process of evaluation, and 
announcements will be made in the very near 
future.

Mr McLaughlin: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann 
Comhairle. I thank the Minister for his pre-
election speech in response to Mr McGlone’s 
question. Given his repeated commitment to the 
most vulnerable in society, why was he proposing 
the scrapping of the social investment fund, 
which was his party’s position in last week’s 
Budget debate? Is that really the best way of 
defending the most vulnerable in our society?

The Minister for Social Development: I always 
find it quite curious how other parties reduce 
everything to electioneering and to the lowest 
common denominator. [Interruption.]

Mr Speaker: Order.

The Minister for Social Development: It is 
revealing of other parties that the words that 
come out of their mouths most quickly on any 
matter to do with the Budget or how we go 
forward over the next four years are reduced 
to the language of electioneering. It says 
everything about what they say and little about 
what others might say.

Mr Speaker, let me ask Mr McLaughlin about 
the social investment fund. Has he seen a 
scrap of paper about how that £80 million has 
been spent? Has he been in any meetings 
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with people up in Derry in respect of how the 
money might be spent? Is he satisfied that he 
put his hand up for an £80 million fund without 
any detail, budget line, information, application 
process or any sense of what it should 
really mean? Is he saying that, when DSD is 
responsible for neighbourhood renewal as the 
flagship programme to tackle disadvantage, 
DSD — never mind the Department of 
Health, Social Services and Public Safety, 
the Department of Education or any other 
Department — should be completely unsighted 
on that proposal?

Of course I support money going into areas of 
need, and that is why I have protected the budget 
line for neighbourhood renewal. Indeed, I have 
enhanced it. However, there is a difference 
between helping people in need and helping those 
in the know. It seems that the social investment 
fund is very much about helping those in the 
know and not about helping those in need.

Village, Belfast: Regeneration

6. Mr Spratt �asked the Minister for Social 
Development for an update on the regeneration 
of the Village area in Belfast. (AQO 1273/11)

The Minister for Social Development: I thank 
the Member for his question. A community 
design team that includes 10 local residents 
is now working through the design of the new 
Village in the event that the scheme proceeds. 
It has met on a number of occasions, and 
I understand that it will meet again this 
month. It is having discussions around a draft 
concept plan, a phasing plan and how to build 
eco-efficiency into the new properties. It is 
anticipated that a formal design team will be in 
place by 2011.

In parallel to all that — this is what Mr Spratt 
may rightly be concerned about — is the 
fact that 60 properties in the Village are in 
negative equity, with an average negative 
equity of £50,000. I continue to explore that 
issue with the Attorney General, and a meeting 
is scheduled for next week in an effort to 
identify whether any legal obligation falls to the 
Executive in relation to vesting, given that the 
sale of a person’s property is happening without 
their consent.

At the same time, there continues to be 
conversations with the Council of Mortgage 
Lenders to help property owners to flip their 

properties with their existing mortgage in 
respect of a different property in a different 
location in order to ensure that they can 
move out of their property, that vesting can go 
ahead, and that they can continue to deploy 
their existing mortgage on a new property in a 
different place, without the consequences of 
negative equity that are being visited upon the 
people in the Village.

Mr Spratt: We have now established that this 
morning’s announcement about Girdwood 
army base was not an electioneering ploy. The 
Minister has acknowledged that people are in 
negative equity, but will he give some indication 
as to when building may start in the Village, 
as the people there have been long-suffering? 
They have seen their whole area devastated, 
and there are people in that area who want to 
continue to live there.

The Minister for Social Development: I thank 
the Member for his question. The Housing 
Executive has vested 534 properties in the 
redevelopment area. Some 338 have been 
vacated and are blocked up, while 196 still 
require to be relocated. To answer the question 
more specifically, there were properties built by 
the Fold Housing Association at Roden Street 
that were overspill. I inspected them some time 
ago, and they are of a very high standard and 
add to the character and quality of housing in 
that area. I know that Mr Spratt will agree with 
me on that. That has resulted in the Housing 
Executive relocating households from the 
immediate clearance area into those properties, 
with the consequence that demolition in that 
area is expected in the next four to six weeks.

In respect of Mr Spratt’s first comment, I could 
have moved some time ago on the housing at 
Girdwood, but I knew about the anxieties and 
issues in that neighbourhood. Therefore, as 
his colleague Mr Humphrey, who is sitting next 
to him, will be aware — I see Mr Humphrey 
is shaking his head — over the past three 
or four months, I have heard from residents 
and political representatives in lower Oldpark 
and from the community in the lower Shankill 
last July, and, as a consequence of that, mini 
master plans were developed for those areas. 
There have never been mini master plans like 
those that the Housing Executive and DSD 
have produced. I accepted that those areas 
have been neglected, that there are needs in 
those areas, that the people have suffered 
disproportionately during the years of conflict, 
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and that there is a responsibility for the 
Government to step up to the mark. Therefore, 
I tried to put my authority where my mouth was, 
and now I am trying to put my money where 
my mouth is in respect of all those areas, and 
Girdwood deserves no less.

Mr McDevitt: I join with Mr Spratt in welcoming 
the progress that has been made in the Village, 
and I acknowledge the Minister’s efforts to try to 
address the minority of people who are caught 
in negative equity. As it is his last time before 
the House, I thank him for his efforts generally 
since he became Minister. What is the status 
of DSD regeneration in other live urban renewal 
areas in Northern Ireland?

The Minister for Social Development: The 
Member will be interested to know that when 
I was not down here voting for the Budget 
last Wednesday, I was upstairs meeting all 
my officials from the Department for Regional 
Development and from Belfast to discuss public 
regeneration across Northern Ireland.

Mr Dallat: It was time well spent.

The Minister for Social Development: I agree 
with Mr Dallat; it was time well spent. My belief, 
and I think that it is a growing view across 
Northern Ireland, is that investment in town 
centre and urban regeneration on a pound-
for-pound basis and on a job-for-job basis is 
arguably as good an economic tool as any other 
economic investment.

Given that fact, I met officials in an effort to drill 
down to see how we would spend the money 
that was allocated in the Budget, on which 
Members voted last Wednesday, and how it 
would be rolled out in an effort to regenerate 
town centres, neighbourhoods and cities.

3.30 pm

I want to make a final point. As we go into the 
next CSR period, it is not only time that the 
practice of urban and town centre renewal be 
more fully acknowledged as an economic driver 
but time that we begin to develop neighbourhoods 
in cities and towns, not just their centres. In 
that way, there can be balanced development of 
Northern Ireland’s towns and cities, urban and 
rural areas, neighbourhoods and town centres. 
That is the best way to go forward.

Adjourned at 3.31 pm.
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