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ARDS AND NORTH DOWN BOROUGH COUNCIL

A hybrid special meeting of the Ards and North Down Borough Council was held at the City Hall, The Castle, Bangor and via Zoom, on Thursday, 18 September 2025 commencing at 7.00pm.  

	PRESENT:
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	The Mayor (Councillor McCollum)
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Brooks
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	McRandal
McDowell
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Smith


	
Councillors:



	
Ashe (Zoom)
Blaney
Boyle
Brady
Cathcart (Zoom)
Cochrane
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Hollywood
Irvine, S

	
Irwin
Kenndy (7.07pm)
Kendall
McBurney
McClean
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Officers:	Chief Executive (S McCullough), Director of Community and Wellbeing (G Bannister), Director of Environment (D Lindsay – Zoom), Director of Place & Prosperity (B Dorrian), Head of Finance (S Grieve), Head of Environmental Health, Protection and Development (A Faulkner), Head of Communications and Marketing (C Jackson), Head of Human Resources (R McCullough), Democratic Services Manager (J Wilson) and Democratic Services Officer (P Foster) 

1.	PRAYER

The Mayor (Councillor McCollum) welcomed everyone to the meeting and reminded Members that this was a special meeting of the Council and was a one item agenda. The debate of the item would be taken in public session, and the Report as well as Appendix 6 were available to the public. A number of the materials included in the meeting papers, namely appendices 1-5 were listed on the report as Confidential and those were available to Members only as they contained legal and commercially sensitive material pertaining to the business affairs of Council and third Parties, namely NCLT. The Mayor then took the opportunity to remind Members of their obligations under the Northern Ireland Local Government Code of Conduct of Councillors throughout this meeting and drew particular attention to section 4.15 on the disclosure of information. 

The Mayor then invited the Chief Executive to read the Council prayer. 

NOTED.

MAYOR’S COMMENTS

At this stage the Mayor indicated that she wished to acknowledge that this had been a long and arduous journey. This meeting would bring long-awaited clarity and at this stage she wished to thank officers for the huge amount of work which had been undertaken on behalf of the Borough including workshops, being available for one-to-one briefings with Members and providing significant amounts of documentation. Continuing she also thanked the Trade Unions, Trust representatives and the Borough’s residents who had shown such passionate interest in this matter which was a cornerstone of the community plan.

Finally, she expressed her thanks to members who had shown the utmost diligence in this exercise, actively listening to residents and officers in order to arrive at what would be an informed decision tonight.

NOTED.

2.	APOLOGIES 

The Mayor sought apologies at this stage.

Apologies had been received from Alderman McAlpine, Councillor Chambers and Councillor McLaren.

NOTED.

3.	DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST 

The Mayor advised that Councillor Chambers had submitted his apologies for non-attendance advising that due to his employment he declared an interest in the future model of leisure provision. She sought Declarations of Interest at this stage.

Councillor McCracken indicated his wish to declare a non-pecuniary interest as a trustee of the Northern Community Leisure Trust (NCLT). Continuing, he believed that some incorrect information had been circulated about his position, both in the media and approaches to individual members. From his understanding of the Councillor's Code of Conduct at Point 6.9, he was entitled to attend the meeting as appointed by the Council. The NCLT had been set up for the public interest and he believed that it was his democratic duty to be in attendance and to be part of the debate and to represent the people that had elected him. Continuing, he stated that as a trustee of NCLT he had fiduciary interests and obligations, and therefore it would be appropriate for him when it came to the vote to abstain.

The Mayor acknowledged Councillor McCracken’s comments.

NOTED.

(Alderman Graham entered the meeting at this stage – 7.05pm)

4.	LEISURE OPERATING MODEL FROM 1ST APRIL 2028 (Appendix I)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Community & Wellbeing attached as an Appendix outlining the background to the current contract with the Northern Community Leisure Trust and detailing the possible operating models going forwards. 

RECOMMENDED that Council considers the above report and appendices and makes an informed decision of which operating model Council will progress with from 1st April 2028.

At this stage the Director of Community & Wellbeing provided Members with an update which was that Council had received via Jim Shannon MP’s office a petition with around 250-269 names.  Only two of those included addresses, which were outside of the Borough and the petition was against what was described as the privatisation of Ards Blair Mayne Wellbeing and Leisure Complex.  The petition praised the staff and range of course/facilities on offer for young and old and described the complex as vital and would be sorely missed by the people of Newtownards and the surrounding areas.  

Continuing he advised that NCLT had also been in touch to confirm that their staff sickness scheme was the same as the Council and thus the fifth bullet point on page 11 section 5.3.2 of the report should read that the Council and NCLT scheme were the same. 

(Councillor Kennedy entered the meeting at this stage – 7.07pm)

[bookmark: _Hlk210824529]Alderman Smith proposed, seconded by Alderman McIlveen, that Council recognises the success of both existing Leisure operations models within the Borough and will therefore progress the hybrid model by seeking new bids to continue the outsourcing of Bangor Aurora & Queens Leisure Complexes but maintain Ards Leisure within Council management.

[bookmark: _Hlk210824511]Key areas to review within the new tender process should include plans to improve contract management, greater mutual access to services for customers e.g. swimming pools, and an audit and plan for capital improvements and maintenance within both sites. Furthermore, that comparable metrics are produced throughout the course of the contract to allow more effective comparison between the two models.

To further improve long term performance within Ards Leisure, that during the year an operational review is undertaken along with options for the delivery of Leisure Services within the lower Ards Peninsula.

In order to allow management and staff time and space to develop and implement improvement, it is the intention of Council that the hybrid model will remain in place throughout the term of the operating contract.

The proposer Alderman Smith acknowledged the significance of the decision to be taken and its impact upon service users, ratepayers, suppliers and staff. As a long-time member of Comber Leisure Centre he valued the facility and service provided and after much analysis it was a challenge to make a case without referencing facts and figures, engagement with officers and listening to constituents and other stakeholders. The crux of his motion was that the Council chose the hybrid model for managing Leisure Services going forward and the reason for this was that there was a contentment with the current operations.  It also made the most sense financially, for service users and caused minimum disruption to staff.

Continuing Alderman Smith commented that his initial thoughts were to outsource the full service as he believed there would be considerable cost savings. However, when he had gone through the figures in detail it was clear that Ards Leisure was performing well and therefore, he believed deserved a vote of confidence from Council. The past 18 months in particular had seen a significant increase in income in both Ards Blair Mayne & Comber Leisure Centres and that success needed to be built upon and grown further. He noted that some may ask why if Ards Leisure was doing so well would you not insource Aurora and Queens Leisure Complex. Two reasons for not doing so were firstly that NCLT had delivered a good service to North Down residents and both NCLT and Ards Leisure had achieved excellent Quest external accreditation scores. The main issues with Aurora and Queens Leisure Complex related to the buildings which was the responsibility of Council. The second reason was cost, and to insource NCLT into Council management would cost upwards of £1 million per year or 1.5% increase on the rates and therefore the cost-benefit did not stack up.

The Council, he believed, needed to be mindful that less than 9% of the adult population were leisure centre members and as such there had to be a limit on the level of subsidy. Hybrid did not mean a status quo which was why the motion contained more than just a proposal on an operating model as there were changes that were needed to improve any future contract. Alderman Smith noted that one valid criticism of the existing model was that there was no one Borough approach with no ability to use each centres facilities and no central marketing. That, he believed, could be built into a future tender specification to deliver mutual use for major assets like pools and to build economies of scale. Continuing, he referred to earlier comments around the fact that the Council was responsible for buildings and major maintenance, adding that everyone was well aware of the current legacy difficulties with Aurora and the need for investment in  Queens Leisure Complex. All of which would be needed regardless of whether or not the Council chose to insource or outsource. Alderman Smith also believed that change was needed for Ards Leisure to build upon recent success and that was why his proposal called for an operational plan for Ards Leisure to secure recent revenue gains and achieve productivity improvement. Finally, he was also proposing that any report brought back on a response to his proposal must also look at options for leisure in the lower Peninsula with the potential for new investment in sports in that area and the existing infrastructure in order to secure a better way to deliver a service.

By way of summing up Alderman Smith stated that he believed the hybrid approach to be the most cost effective which minimised risk to Council and delivered an operating model which worked and was proven. He urged Members to support his proposal.

Commenting as seconder Alderman McIlveen stated that from the outset he wished to pay tribute to the staff and management of both the Council-run services and those run by the North Down Leisure Trust. He acknowledged that it could not be easy for any of them to know their futures were being decided in this Chamber tonight. He noted there had been some extremely unfortunate commentary being undertaken in some quarters that had been unnecessary, hurtful and, quite frankly, untrue. The decisions being taken tonight were not a judgement on staff but on systems of management.

Continuing Alderman McIlveen thanked the staff for the work they did adding that for him and the DUP, it was essential that the statement of intent that there would be no interference with the hybrid model for the duration of the term of any contract was extremely important. Since the Councils had merged this seemed to be an issue which had cropped up every couple of years which did no one any favours least of all the staff with the pressure and uncertainty that it brought.  It was not something that had been sought by Members and instead they wanted to afford the time and space for management and staff to be able to do their jobs without having to constantly look over their shoulders. He stated that this meeting would not be taking place if the leisure provision contract with SERCO was not coming to an end. Being asked to make a decision on this was therefore inevitable but he could not say the same for the previous occasions the matter had been raised.

The DUP had engaged with the Council’s workshops and spoken to key stakeholders such as the Trade Unions, users of the facilities whether in Council control or outsourced, as well as service providers. Having looked at the significant amount of evidence gathered, he advised that they had come to the conclusion that continuing with a hybrid model of Council management was the best model based on the available evidence. Alderman McIlveen commented that personally he would prefer a fully inhouse model, but he could not in good conscience lumber the citizens of the Borough with the hefty rate increase that would come with bringing Aurora and the Queen’s Complex in Holywood back under Council control. The upheaval that would be caused to leisure provision across the whole Borough was also in his opinion completely unnecessary. While there were advantages and disadvantages to the various models on offer none were persuasive enough to change from the hybrid approach. The hybrid model allowed the Council on one hand to manage some of the risk associated with the provision of leisure services while allowing a significant degree of control in those parts it retained. Alderman McIlveen stated that while it was not the easy option, it was the most sensible option.

Alderman McIlveen commented that for Council, the provision of leisure was not a business but instead fulfilled a community need and while it was not there to deliver profit that did not mean that it should not be commercially minded. There was scope within any potential contract negotiations with a service provider, for those parts being outsourced, for greater cooperation across the Borough to address some of the legacy issues with the old contract. He acknowledged that the lack of mutual membership had been a bone of contention and believed there was a means to address that. The process had shown that the metrics used by the Leisure Trust and the Council were so different that it had been difficult for Members to clearly compare and contrast. Alderman McIlveen added that perhaps it was understandable given that the outsourcing contract was inherited from one Council while the inhouse facilities were inherited from another and any new contract would allow the Council to regularise the metrics and KPIs used by both parts.

At this stage Councillor McKee acknowledged that this evening Members were being asked to consider the future of leisure services in Ards and North Down. At the outset he stated that he wished to recognise that he believed every elected member shared the same ambition which was that everyone wanted the residents of the Borough to have the best possible access to sport, leisure, and wellbeing facilities. However, where they differed was how that could be delivered.

While the hybrid model may look like a compromise, in reality, it meant duplication, inconsistency, and wasted resources. Most importantly it meant the residents did not get the best deal. Referring to Leisure Services in Newtownards, the Council-run model there was accountable, transparent, and effective. Every pound generated went straight back into improving facilities, keeping prices fair, and supporting staff. Compare that with outsourced services in Bangor and Holywood, where income generated in North Down was helping pay salaries for SERCO employees in England and lining the pockets of their shareholders, rather than being invested in the Borough. Not only that, but accountability was also weaker with residents reporting that they were being let down.

Continuing Councillor McKee noted that there had undoubtedly been a considerable focus of the public debate on the negative impact that outsourcing would have on leisure in Ards. But he encouraged everyone not to forget the compromise and disparity that the status quo left users of the facilities in Bangor & Holywood. As a member of Aurora, he had witnessed and experienced the service, but as part of the engagement with users running up to this decision, some had been in touch with him to share their experience. They had detailed issues with poor communication with members, insufficient staffing, pools too cold for young children to swim in but this quote from one user he believed said a lot - “So called "satisfaction surveys" were not worth the paper they were NOT written on”.

As such he implored Members not to settle for “good enough.” Hybrid management he believed was not a balanced solution but instead was the worst of both worlds. It tied the Council’s hands, reduced flexibility, and created inequality between different parts of the Borough.

Councillor McKee believed bringing leisure services fully back in-house offered a positive way forward and would see reinvestment of every pound generated for spending here in the Borough. It would mean better job security for staff and one accountable system, under democratic control, where residents knew their voices would be heard. As such he appealed to his Council colleagues across all parties not to settle for the status quo and not to accept half-measures. Instead, he encouraged everyone to be ambitious for the Borough and take the proven success of the in-house model and extend it across Ards & North Down.

(Councillor Cathcart left the meeting at this stage – 7.16pm)

At this stage Councillor Kendall noted that Members had said in proposing to stay with a hybrid model that residents had been content with the service, and while that may be true of Ards this was not the case for North Down. The only option, for her, that was democratic, resilient, fair and that was deliverable was to bring the whole leisure service in house.

Councillor Kendall stated that for years the Council had been stuck in a merry-go-round which had come at a cost, including financial cost, consultancy costs, legal costs and opportunity costs. Perhaps more importantly it had come at a cost in respect of the morale of staff and at a cost to residents.  This could have been and should have been invested into a whole Borough leisure service. The Council had run two systems in the Borough, and she considered this as a two-tier provision which was not equitable or optimal. The Council had two brands, two websites, two sets of operations and in her opinion this duplication was a waste of money and it created a postcode lottery.  She posed the question as to why residents in North Down should have a different service to those in Ards. The two parallel models had bred disputes adding that this was not a risk transfer, but instead was risk retention with added overheads.

Continuing she stated that the suggestion that the Council partially outsource and fix issues, that it has had for years with the hybrid model, in the contract scope was in her view deluded. Instead, she believed that gymnastics should be kept in the leisure centres rather than operating them in contracts.  She asked why lessons had not been learnt from past mistakes. She also noted that outdoor leisure had also recently come into Council, which meant that it would be retaining one of the costliest elements in house.  The proposal on the table meant the Council would again hand over some of its best assets, as outsourcing, either fully, or with a hybrid model, hardwired the split in accountability. Councillor Kendall noted there had been a figure talked about that it would add percentage onto the rate to bring North Down leisure in house but there was no concrete evidence of what that would be.  As far as she was aware it took common sense to realise that by handing over some or all of the Council’s leisure service to a private company to run, automatically handed over any possible surpluses to them. Instead, she believed the Council should be retaining this for future investment in the local communities and its own leisure services.

Turning to the issue of staff Councillor Kendall sated they were the people who kept the pools safe and gyms open and as such they should not be shock absorbers for private contracts.  She noted that in Belfast outsourcing had led to pay disputes and strike action and she did not want the staff here to suffer the same.  The people in leisure Ards and North Down who worked on the front line did excellent jobs and she believed they deserved fair pay, terms and conditions. Similarly, staff in North Down were worthy of the same as those in leisure Ards and that was why the whole service should be brought in house. Outsourcing would only transfer control and not risk, and she believed that a hybrid model that split accountability should not be considered as it would only provide duplication. Councillor Kendall believed the Council should have one whole-Borough leisure service run in house, for the community and for the people of the Borough.

At this stage Councillor Boyle commented that the Council had the opportunity to turn, in his view, an historic wrong into a right by bringing all leisure services across Ards and North Down Borough back into and under the control of the Council. The motion tonight was in his opinion the second worse option available. As such ten years later, it was time to demonstrate operating as one Council to operate the delivery of one leisure service model from Hollywood to Portaferry and everywhere in between.

He noted that nine out of Northern Ireland’s 11 Council’s managed all their own leisure services with Belfast operating under a social enterprise partnership, with their staff recently striking over their pay conditions, whilst this Council came limping behind with a so called hybrid model. Councillor Boyle stated that at best was a complete mess of a situation, and at worse a nightmare to operate within. As such he believed that it may as well be two separate Councils, offering different services and in some cases prices to ratepayers but somehow operating in the same Council. It made no sense to him. He believed that the Council could not continue with a 10-year mess of potentially a party(s) operating on a one for you one for me basis whilst lacking the courage and or conviction to make the correct decision. He believed that it was clear that ratepayers clearly did not wish for this model to remain in place and instead believed that it was time for the Council to take back complete control of service delivery of leisure for all.

As someone who had been part of committees deciding and implementing leisure provision for over 20 years involving both Ards Legacy Council and Ards and North Down Borough Council, been an active member of Sports Forums and Sports Development, dealing with many Clubs and organisations and when Chairperson of Ards and North Down Sports Forum, Councillor Boyle was absolutely clear as to what rate-payers wanted and deserved. He advised that he had attended all talks with reference to the service delivery of leisure across Ards and North Down Borough Council and been presented with numerous reports. He had also attended all workshops, with some frustratingly confusing presentations and conversations. As a result, he was convinced along with the vast majority of ratepayers that not only was an all ‘in house’ model the best model moving forward, it was what customers wanted, and it was what staff also wanted and deserved. Councillor Boyle stated that it would make a massive difference across the Borough, to residents and ratepayers alike and staff bringing with it a new sense of purpose and excitement.

In summing up Councillor Boyle stated that those in the Chamber who could not support an all ‘in house’ model of leisure service delivery lacked courage and foresight. Particularly as it was not what the vast majority ratepayers, users of leisure facilities and excellent staff wanted and as such he encouraged Members to make the correct decision and take back control of leisure.

(Councillor Cathcart rejoined the meeting at this stage – 7.29 pm)

At this stage Councillor Brady indicated that he did not support the proposal and instead believed that an in-house model would have significant benefit to the public.
Having been a member of Aurora in the past Councillor Brady stated that he was now a member of Ards, even although he lived in Bangor. Each year Serco extracted around 6% from the revenue of the centres it controlled as a profit which then left the Borough. He reported that he had spoken to staff both in Aurora and Ards Blair Mayne adding that both were doing great work and were happy, and both believed their model was the best. Service provision in both centres was similar however; Ards Blair Mayne had several advantages over Aurora for the consumer. An example of this was the popular Hyrox classes where at Aurora members had to pay a £30 bolt-on on top of their memberships while in Ards it was included in the membership for free.

In-house leisure provision provided the consumer with the ability to use any leisure centre in the Borough under one membership and from an economic perspective this would provide economies of scale. More staff would also be required which result in more good jobs in the Borough providing a degree of stimulus to the local economy. Councillor Brady disputed that the proposal put forward would put an end to concern amongst staff, particularly as any new tender process undertaken would only serve to heighten any concerns staff had. He added that there was also no certainty that SERCO would be successful in securing the contract again. Councillor Brady believed insourcing would provide that much needed certainty and provide opportunities for a cross pollination of ideas from each of the Leisure Centres. 

Councillor Brady commented that while the figure of a million pounds had been mentioned, another way of looking at that was to say it would equate to a 1% rate increase which on average would be £5 per person. Some of that he suggested could be offset by the economic stimulus he had already mentioned.

Councillor Gilmour rose to express her support for the proposal acknowledging the excellent staff and services right across the Borough. She added that during her term as Mayor she had visited every single one of the leisure centres on a number of occasions and got to meet many of the staff who worked there. Continuing she noted that she was in the unique position to be the only member in the Chamber who was there whenever the vote was taken to outsource North Down Leisure. At that time she believed it was the right decision she had voted for and still believed this was the right decision this evening for North Down Leisure to be outsourced. Looking at the current management arrangements this proposal would provide an opportunity to consider how improvements could be made and the service operated more cost-effectively. Continuing she acknowledged there was not agreement in the Chamber to proceed with the outsourcing option and as such she believed the hybrid option
for the next period would stabilize leisure provision for both sides who were delivering the service. Councillor Gilmour noted there had been much speculation and misinformation regarding the current process and as such she wished to make it clear that outsourcing was not privatisation. The Council still owned the buildings and wrote the contract, which set out what its leisure demands were. The Northern Community Leisure Trust operated via a profit share arrangement whereby if they met the threshold, the Council would see the fruits of that return while retaining control of where it wanted prices to be.

Continuing Councillor Gilmour commented that when the outsourcing previously occurred staff were not all handed their P45s, but instead were TUPE’d across to 
the new operating model. As such she believed there had been some scaremongering that if Council was to take the decision to outsource, it would effectively be handing staff their P45s and that she stated was not the case. She believed there were benefits to outsourcing including access to a network of providers. In respect of the In-House model she struggled to see how adding 1.5% onto the rate was going to improve facilities any faster and suggested that perhaps some Members were solely being driven by ideology.

At this stage Councillor S Irvine commented that as Members would be aware he had consistently supported the principle of in-house leisure provision. His belief was that if the Council invested directly in its own facilities, that investment stayed in the Borough and benefited every resident. Talk of investing £1 million into leisure services would not just be money spent on bricks and mortar but would be an investment in the athletes who already represented the Borough so well, and the future sports stars who were only beginning their journey. It would also be an investment in every person who used the gyms, pools, and pitches to improve their health and wellbeing. He added that it would also be a morale boost for every member of staff in the leisure industry across Ards and North Down, who deserved to feel valued and supported by their employer.

Having read the Chronicle newspaper earlier that day, he like most could see the likely outcome of the vote. As such he wished to put on record his thanks to all of his constituents who had contacted him to voice their support for in-house leisure. He also wished to acknowledge the three individuals from NCLT who reached out to share their views that hybrid or outsourced provision was the way forward. He indicated that he respected all of those contributions and was grateful that people had taken the time to engage with this debate.

If the Council now proceeded with the hybrid model, he believed there were a number of conditions that must be clear. First and foremost, transparency. The Council could not again find itself ‘caught on the hop’ as in previous years and every new contract, financial arrangement and funding commitment must be open to scrutiny and fully understood by Members and the public. Secondly, was fairness with pricing structures being consistent across all clubs and organisations who used both facilities. No club or sport should feel disadvantaged simply because of where they were based. Finally, was strategy and he acknowledged that an operational review of Ards Leisure was long overdue and this he believed must be robust, forward-looking, and take into account the wider needs of the lower Ards Peninsula which deserved the same access and opportunities as every other part of the Borough.

By way of summing up Councillor S Irvine stated that his role as an independent Councillor was to weigh up the arguments, listen to the people he represented and make decisions in what he believed to be their best interests. As such while he would continue to make the case for in-house provision, if the Council chose to go forward with a hybrid model, his focus would be on ensuring transparency, fairness, and accountability every step of the way. He believed that was what the people of this Borough expected and what he would continue to fight for.

At this stage Councillor Blaney commented that he had previously served as a member of the NCLT and during that time he had noted how exemplary members of the Board had been. Many were volunteers who had given their time, energy and dedication to making sure that the services within North Down were the best that they could be. As such he was disappointed that perhaps not everyone had taken into account the hard work and determination of so many of those staff. Continuing he commented that he did not understand the logic behind supporting the outsourcing of those services and instead believed that the hybrid approach provided de risk to the Council. While the numbers in the Council Chamber would have made it impossible to garner support for outsourcing, therefore the hybrid model already in place, with the tweaks and changes that had been brought forward represented the best compromise. The hybrid model secured a lower rate, meaning more money in ratepayers' pockets and more money for local businesses. He added that no one had yet demonstrated how a minimum of 1% rate increase per year was going to deliver anything better for ratepayers, of whom only 8% used the leisure provision. Councillor Blaney stated that the overall cost for insourcing was simply too high and would not provide value for money for ratepayers hence why he was supporting the continuation of the hybrid model.

At this stage Councillor Cathcart advised that his laptop had undertaken an update and he had missed some of the earlier comments made by Members, however as a member of both Aurora and Blair Mayne Leisure Centres he had found the staff to be exceptional in both. He added that having had a recent health issue the staff at Aurora had been exceptional and provided him with a specific plan to aid his recovery.  Continuing he stated that it was his intention to make a decision based upon what he believed were the best interests of the ratepayers. To bring the services all in-house, would add 1.5% to the rates which equated to one million pounds a year and the obvious question was what improvement would residents see for that. He reminded Members that Council officers had advised Members through numerous reports that it would cost a lot more to run the service via in sourcing. While the hybrid model had worked well, he would prefer for it all to be outsourced. Continuing Councillor Cathcart noted that not one person in the Chamber who had proposed insourcing had outlined where they were going to make the cuts in the budget to pay for it. By way of summing up he stated that he would support the proposal and urged other Members to do the same especially as the majority of people who had been in touch with him were keen for leisure provision to remain as it was.

Alderman McRandal took the opportunity to thank Council officers for all of their hard work throughout this process and continuing he also thanked all of the hard working and professional leisure staff in the Borough.

At this stage he stated that the Alliance Party group would vote for in house provision. Continuing he referred to those Newtownards, Comber and Peninsula Councillors who had been critical of its position but who would vote to retain in house provision in their own areas, stating that they had a brass neck. Officers had advised that it was more expensive to run leisure services in house rather than to outsource and that applied to Newtownards and Comber as much as it did to North Down. While they did not wish to give up their service, they were content to deny North Down residents access to the same service. He stated that the Alliance Party did not believe in second class citizens.

Referring to cost, Alderman McRandal commented that the figures on page 10, which Members were told to regard only as an illustrative tool, showed improving financial performance of the in-house managed leisure services. Those Members who were in post during the last Council term would remember that in December 2022 the Council made a decision to about turn on bringing leisure services all in house. Instead, a decision was taken to extend the outsourcing contract in North Down and that had largely been based upon a forecasted level of financial benefit which never materialised. 

Continuing Alderman McRandal noted that Members had gone through a process since the Spring and while he could not speak for other Parties, the Alliance Party group had put a lot of time and effort into considering the decision to be made tonight. Officers had been engaged at every stage, they had consulted with a range of stakeholders, including residents, facility users, sports clubs and community groups. They had been listened to and as such the Party had formed its collective view based upon that. Officers had advised Members that they needed to consider what the priority was, cost or service, and the Alliance Party was prioritising service. Based upon the 12 years’ experience of outsourcing leisure provision in North Down they believed that this Borough would be best served by bringing leisure services in house. Commercial organisations had a duty to their shareholders to make a profit and he believed that there had been too much focus on cost control, sometimes at the expense of service quality. The existence of an outsourcing contract had been an issue at regular intervals and a repeating headache for many. Indeed, in his experience it had been the cause of or perhaps had sometimes been used as an excuse for delays in decision making and in saying ‘no’ to initiatives coming forward from users and from the community. Enhanced community use of Queens Leisure Complex being a prime example. Alderman McRandal believed that if everything was brought in house there could be no excuses as everything would be the Council’s responsibility. He also referred to the Council’s new Leisure Strategy, which had at its core the ability to make leisure available to as many residents as possible. As such he believed having one unified leisure service with no contractual restrictions would put the Council in the best possible position to deliver on its Strategy.

Alderman McRandal acknowledged that some would prefer to retain the hybrid model with North Down services continuing to be outsourced and the remainder continuing to be managed in house. He believed that was the worst possible outcome, particularly as the Council was a small Council. For it to run two separate and distinct leisure service models was highly inefficient and would require a procurement exercise to be undertaken followed by a need for a contract manager and supporting team to manage the contract once the Council got to that stage. Instead, he believed the Council needed an inhouse team to manage leisure. 

When the Council went out to tender for an outsourcing provider it would be at the mercy of the market and leisure services would continue to be run in silos. Some would say that could work to integrate services however in 10 years of a hybrid model in Ards & North Down it had not been able to integrate any leisure services. Two different organisations with different ethos’s, two distinct sets of staff on different terms and conditions of employment and two different operating business systems and processes. Instead, an integrated leisure service across the Borough could realise benefits with memberships applying across leisure centres, sharing of staff, skills and resources across the Borough. All of which he believed would be much easier to achieve with one unified leisure service.

In conclusion Alderman McRandal stated that the Alliance Party group wanted a service that functioned in best interests of all of the people of the Borough. It believed that bringing all of leisure in house would best help to deliver that over the years ahead.

At this stage Councillor Moore echoed the thanks already expressed to officers, and in particular to the dedicated leisure staff, whose professionalism and commitment had been evident throughout this process. She also wished to place on record her gratitude to Alderman McRandal for facilitating what had been a challenging but thorough process for the Alliance Party.

From the outset, the importance of engaging with stakeholders had been acknowledged and they had listened carefully to residents, community groups, sports clubs, and users of Council facilities. Councillor Moore advised that she had also spoken to those within her own DEA and they had been clear in their support for an in-house model. She acknowledged that residents and users were deeply attached to the leisure facilities and spoke very highly of the staff who ran them. The message she consistently heard was that they wanted to retain in-house provision, and they wanted to see it replicated across the whole Borough. She had also spoken directly to staff working within both the outsourced and in-house models, including one senior staff member who had worked in both. Their experience had been that in-house provision was better for staff and a higher quality for users. Continuing she advised that they had also met with the senior management of SERCO along with board members of the NCLT and as such this had not been an easy decision to make.

Councillor Moore reiterated that as a Party, they had held robust discussions weighing all the variables carefully, however it was noted that making a like-for-like comparison was simply impossible. For that reason, they had leant on their values, and that become the deciding factor. She added that nothing she had heard from those in support of the motion seemed to be an argument for outsourcing. Continuing she along with her colleagues were proud to support the principles of high-quality, publicly accountable services delivered through Council-run leisure provision and believed this model would allow service to be placed at the very centre of decision making.

By way of summing up she acknowledged that they were being asked to make a decision that would shape the future of leisure in the Borough for years to come.
As such the clear choice was a unified in-house service that reflected the community's priorities and valued the work of staff. She added that it would also ensure fairness and consistency across every part of the Borough. 

At this stage Councillor Boyle asked for a Recorded Vote to be taken. 

By way of summing up Alderman Smith acknowledged Members comments agreeing that everyone shared the same ambition and wanted to see the best delivery model for leisure in the Borough. One of the Council’s key goals was to enhance its non-domestic rate and build its business base, insourcing would not help to achieve that. Insourcing would also raise questions in respect of the future operation of Origin Gymnastics and the Cafes at Auroa and Ards Blair Mayne Wellbeing and Leisure Complex. As such he believed that hybrid was the most cost-effective approach and within his proposal was the desire to seek improvements on any future tender. By doing so he said would see the delivery of a model that worked and was proven.

A recorded vote had been called for and on the proposal being put to the meeting with 19 voting For, 15 voting Against, 1 Abstaining and 4 Absent it was declared CARRIED.

	FOR (19)
	AGAINST (15)
	ABSTAIN (1)         
	ABSENT (4)

	Aldermen
Adair
Armstrong-Cotter
Brooks
Cummings
Graham
McIlveen
Smith
Councillors
Blaney
Cathcart
Cochrane
Douglas
Edmund
Gilmour
Hollywood
Kennedy
McClean
Smart
Thompson
Wray

	Aldermen
McDowell
McRandal
Councillors
McCollum
Moore
Ashe
Boyle
Brady
Harbinson
Hennessy
Irwin
Irvine, S
Kendall
McBurney
McKee
Morgan

	Councillor
McCracken
 
	Alderman
McAlpine
Councillors
Chambers
Kerr
McLaren


RESOLVED, on the proposal of Alderman Smith, seconded by Alderman McIlveen, with 19 voting FOR, 15 voting AGAINST, 1 ABSTENTION and 4 ABSENT, that Council recognises the success of both existing Leisure operations models within the Borough and will therefore progress the hybrid model by seeking new bids to continue the outsourcing of Bangor Aurora & Queens Leisure Complexes but maintain Ards Leisure within Council management.

Key areas to review within the new tender process should include plans to improve contract management, greater mutual access to services for customers e.g. swimming pools, and an audit and plan for capital improvements and maintenance within both sites. Furthermore, that comparable metrics are produced throughout the course of the contract to allow more effective comparison between the two models.

To further improve long term performance within Ards Leisure that during the year ahead an operational review is undertaken along with options for the delivery of Leisure Services within the lower Ards Peninsula.

In order to allow management and staff time and space to develop and implement improvement, it is the intention of Council that the hybrid model will remain in place throughout the term of the operating contract.

MAYOR’S COMMENTS

At this stage the Mayor indicated that she wished to put on record her heartfelt thanks to all the officers for the incredible professionalism they had brought to this exercise. She also expressed her thanks to all Councillors, for their diligence with which they had undertaken their public duty.

NOTED.

Termination of meeting 

The meeting terminated at 8.04pm 
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