		

		CS 11.02.2025PM
ARDS AND NORTH DOWN BOROUGH COUNCIL

A hybrid (in person and via Zoom) meeting of the Corporate Services Committee was held at the Council Chamber, Church Street, Newtownards, and via Zoom, on Tuesday 11 February 2025 at 7.00 pm. 

PRESENT:		

In the Chair:	Councillor Irwin

Alderman:	Graham		McIlveen
	McAlpine (Zoom, 7.02pm)	Smith (Zoom)
	McRandal
	McIlveen
			
Councillors:	Chambers		Irvine, W
	Cochrane		McCracken
	Gilmour		Moore (7.15pm)
	Irvine, S (Zoom, 7.04pm)	Thompson
		
Officers in Attendance: Director of Corporate Services (M Steele), Head of Finance (S Grieve), Head of Transformation and Performance (S Denny), Head of Strategic Capital Development (A Dadley), Community Planning Manager (P Mackey) and Democratic Services Officer (R King)

1.	APOLOGIES

Apologies were received from Alderman Brooks and Councillor Kennedy and apologies for lateness were received from Alderman McAlpine, Councillor S Irvine and Councillor Moore.

NOTED.

2.	DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST

There were no declarations of interest.

[bookmark: _Hlk165630040][bookmark: _Hlk165630093][bookmark: _Hlk176775335][bookmark: _Hlk163724217]NOTED.

(Alderman McAlpine, attending remotely, joined the meeting - 7.02pm)

[bookmark: _Hlk184739711][bookmark: _Hlk161127560]3.	DEPUTATION – NI WATER - PLANS FOR 2025
	(Appendix I)

Representing Northern Ireland Water, Dr Stephen Blockwell, Head of Investment Management, and Mr Mark Consiglia, Wastewater Assets Area Manager, were in attendance via Zoom to deliver their presentation to the Committee.

Dr Blockwell referred to the attached presentation and his address to the Committee was detailed as follows:

NI Water was a regulated utility responsible for water and sewage services across the whole of the country.

It was funded in six-year price control periods where its business plans were rigorously reviewed by the utility regulator, EA, DWI, Consumer Council NI, and Department for Infrastructure. 

He referred to the attached slides to demonstrate the undertaking that NI Water managed as a company and operated on a daily basis. It had thousands of assets and the statistics associated with the water side of its business.

It provided 605 million litres of clean, safe drinking water every day to 920,000 customers and treated 360 million litres of wastewater at over 1,000 wastewater treatment works.

Its combined water mains and sewers were over 43,000 kilometres in length, and that was one and a half times the entire Northern Ireland road network.

Every part of Northern Ireland's infrastructure network, whether it was a treatment works, a pump or a pipe, had a finite capacity and most of those assets were legacy from decades ago.  So much of the capacity that could be handled today was based on those legacy assets.

Its infrastructure was a key enabler for many of the outcomes of a modern society, whether it was public health, economic growth or nature and biodiversity.

The Northern Ireland Programme for Government released a consultation last year, and it was evident that there were deficiencies in Northern Ireland's wastewater infrastructure and that had an impact on nature and the economy.

(Councillor S Irvine, attending remotely, joined the meeting – 7.04pm)

He referred to the 360 million metres of wastewater that the company treated every day and a part of the wastewater network called storm overflows and how they worked and operated to prevent out of sewer flooding of homes and businesses.
It was well documented that in Northern Ireland the wastewater network and treatment infrastructure had been subject to underinvestment for decades.

It was therefore simply under the size needed to meet the demand required which meant there were higher levels of spills to the environment.

The environmental impact from those under-invested assets was understood back in 2007 when the company was formed.

At the time, a regulatory dispensation was put into place so that higher environmental standards could be levied once the assets had been invested in. 
That dispensation should have been short term, a short-term mitigation, and it was there to provide breathing space for the wastewater investment programme. Unfortunately, an investment programme was not included in successive business plans until PC21.

Northern Ireland needed to protect its watercourses to reduce the level of nutrients as those could cause green and blue-green algal blooms, as had been seen in recent summers.

NI Water had to tackle that problem and the way to do that was to make sure it did not overload the wastewater infrastructure and that meant limiting or stopping connections to an undersized network.

It was that necessary action that was impacting on Northern Ireland's ability to build new homes and to connect new businesses.
A further slide showed the shape of the capital programme for the current six-year price control period called PC21.

This was the plan for the whole of Northern Ireland that was agreed with the utility regulator and it was a plan to begin to address the problems in Northern Ireland's infrastructure, particularly wastewater. It was in excess of £2 billion of investment over six years.

Dr Blockwell referred to a quote from Northern Ireland's environmental regulator, which spelt out the issues with the wastewater assets across Norther Ireland.  NIW had stipulated that it was a public health and environmental issue that needed to be resolved and that the continual deterioration of water quality in Northern Ireland was inevitable unless something was done.

In PC21 years four, five and six, there was intense capital spend and investment, particularly in wastewater.  That was to alleviate some of the stresses and strains on the wastewater network and the impact that those had on consumers.

Unfortunately, due to difficulties across Northern Ireland government for PC21 year 4, NI Water had been allocated £321million against the £590million that Northern Ireland's infrastructure needed. So that  shortfall of 45%, approximately £270million against what the independent utility regulator determined was required to invest in Northern Ireland's vital wastewater and water infrastructure.

Small increases through monitoring rounds, though they were very welcome, were not going to address the issues.

He presented a further slide which showed the impacts of this constrained funding on the PC21 capital investment programme towards the end of the price control period.

That affected enhancements or upgrades of Northern Ireland's ageing and undersized wastewater infrastructure.  NI Water had to prioritise the funds that it had on maintaining existing assets through planned maintenance and reactive maintenance. He also referred to the management of the general programme, which kept its IT systems, fleet of vans and its buildings running.

It also ensured the provision of safe, clean drinking water to consumers across the province at all times and what remained was a very small amount to address wastewater treatment and wastewater network enhancement.

As a failure to invest in new assets continued, its base maintenance costs would also increase significantly.

It was an extremely challenging situation and NI Water was looking at ways to minimize an impact of losing nearly a billion pounds from the wastewater recovery programme.

Referring to Ards and North Down’s ambitions, Dr Blockwell explained that his team had liaised with ANDBC’s Planning Service since 2015 and it was up to the draft plan strategy development stage. He described the plans as ambitious with targets there for delivery of over 8,000 new homes and 7,500 new jobs across the Borough by 2030.

A further slide covered some of the key capital investments that were going on this financial year along with the significant investment challenges that had impacted NI Water’s investment that it had planned this year and during the remainder of PC21 across the Borough.

He highlighted Whitespots Greyabbey Trunk main which represented a £5 million total investment to provide infrastructure which ensured the resilience of the Greyabbey Water Distribution Network.  £120,000 had been invested this financial year and the project was now completed.  That was a 15.8 kilometre trunk main that had become operational in this financial year.

The Drum Road Strangford WIIM Regen2 Work package was a water mains rehabilitation project and NI Water had been accelerating its delivery in the Strangford and Portavogie area. That package contained around 40 schemes and involved the rehabilitation of about 25 kilometres of mains, an overall investment of around £3million with £900K being invested this financial year. 

Unfortunately, with £0.8billion coming out of NI Water’s PC21 programme, impacts had been felt across all Council areas, including this one, regarding wastewater investment.

In 2024-25, NI Water would continue to invest, but there would be a focus on maintaining its wastewater assets.

For example, the Living With Water programme had been wound up and the investment that it was going to conduct in Kinnegar Wastewater Treatment Works was now base maintenance and it was going to invest around £3.8 million there this year.

There was also some early contractor involvement in the Kinnegar sewer network that was being carried out.

At Killinchy Wastewater Treatment Works there was some early contractor involvement there. There was £470,000 in network investigations.

Bangor DAP Work Package 1: Carnalea Stream UIDs and Bangor DAP Work Package 2: Rathmore Stream UIDs represented significant investment and were being planned, subject to planning approval.

Moving on, he pointed to the inability to connect new customers being a visible symptom of capacity issues being experienced across the whole of Northern Ireland, and not just in Ards and North Down.

Specific areas within this Council area would be impacted within the 19,000 units province-wide and they were outside what were called developer-led solutions and funded solutions.

Some areas in Comber, Donaghadee, Killinchy, Millisle, Newtownards and Portaferry were affected by network constraints. Treatment works at Cloughey and Killinchy were at their capacity.

The importance of front loading the planning application process was recognised several years ago and NI Water implemented a three-stage pre-development process that the developers needed to follow. This was set out in a diagram.

Further challenges had occurred for NI Water and developers in relation to areas where it was no longer possible to find any new storm offset opportunities to allow connection.

NI Water had to adjust its pre-development process for new wastewater impact assessments and had informed the applicants in terms of that being part of the initial first stage of the pre-development inquiry.

There were currently 23 towns in Northern Ireland with high pollutant storm overflows in their wastewater networks that were not suitable for developer-led solutions. The only solution being a major capital works project to upgrade Northern Ireland's undersized wastewater infrastructure network.

Dr Blockwell referred to the outworkings of the impact assessments conducted. There had been 130 wastewater impact assessment inquiries this year or conducted to date. The key message was that 92 impact assessment reports or letters had been issued to developers which had provided solutions. Ten were currently open and ongoing. There had only been four occasions where no developer-led solutions had been identified.

One impact assessment was received when it was not required.  A further 14 had been determined as like-for-like developments and could go ahead and there were nine instances where wastewater treatment works had been identified, although it did not recommend those as solutions.
Dr Blockwell provided an overview of the planning applications from the last calendar year, explaining that out of 218 applications processed, 98 had been approved as standard conditions. A further 68 had been approved with specific conditions with 166 approvals in total. That equated to 76% of all applications.

There were 49 from developers which had not followed the PDE or pre-development inquiry process and they had been asked to come and talk to NI Water officers.
There had been three refusals and those had been in closed catchment areas.  So the outright refusal equated to less than 0.01% of all applications received.

(Councillor Moore entered the meeting – 7.15pm)

Dr Blockwell added that historical underinvestment had put Northern Ireland perilously close to wastewater being a permanent issue. It affected the building of new homes, the economy and environmental improvements.

Those problems had the potential to remain in Northern Ireland for a long time and would directly impact on priorities set out in the programme for government.  Short-term injections of surplus money were unsuitable for funding what was critical Northern Ireland infrastructure.

In March last year, a Northern Ireland Audit Office report called for a comprehensive review of alternative funding and governance arrangements for NI Water to be led by suitable qualified experts.  Existing independent economic regulatory processes clearly set out the funding required yet the certainty of investment was not in place. 
Without change to the wastewater system, Northern Ireland faced a permanent future of higher levels of pollution, severe constraints on its ability to build new homes, putting off new investors and slowing development of existing businesses. 

In closing, he explained that he did not want to give an overall picture of doom and gloom and explained that NI Water had developed clear plans to put in place the improvements to its infrastructure and deliver for the environment, for economic growth and Local Development Plans. Those plans were now being undermined due to the necessary infrastructure investment plan being paused.

Long-term infrastructure intensive businesses needed a stable and sustained investment profile. Short term cash injections, while welcome, were not the most effective or efficient vehicle for delivery.

The Chair explained that she had allowed the presentation to run over the allotted time due to the significance and urgency of the issues that had been raised. She invited questions from Members.

Concerned at the increasing dangers of toxicity in Belfast Lough, Alderman McRandal asked if NI Water could offer reassurances that the maintenance work it had planned would see a reversal or decrease in the toxicity levels there.

Dr Blockwell explained that the base maintenance was only optimising rather than enhancing existing wastewater treatment works. 

He referred to potential changes from DAERA in terms of nutrient levels within the Lough which would be a step change in the standards that NI Water had to comply with. It was also unable to accommodate for new growth. If further step changes in standards were introduced then that approach would not be able to leap up to those new bars.

Given that response, Alderman McRandal asked how NI Water expected to meet its environmental aims and Dr Blockwell referred to the Living with Water Programme that had now been paused by the Department for Infrastructure and that was part of the £0.8billion now coming out of the six-year programme. NI Water was now having to cut its cloth to suit.

[bookmark: _Hlk190248615]Mr Consiglia added that base maintenance meant fixing existing assets and the problem NI Water faced was that the standards for discharge to the Lough were getting tighter and tighter and that would require it to completely change its process and add to its existing works which it simply could not do at the moment.

The Deputy Mayor, Councillor Chambers, referred to NI Water’s decision to mothball, in its own words, upgrades to treatment works across the Greater Belfast area which discharged into Belfast Lough meaning that some of those would become non-compliant within the next couple of years. 

The Deputy Mayor queried the consequences for Northern Ireland Water if that was to happen and Dr Blockwell explained that it needed to provide effectual drainage and treatment in compliance with the NI Water Act and without the upgrades required it would not be complying with that which would be an issue for DAERA and NIEA. He referred to potential impacts on shellfish as a further impact and those issues would become apparent in its regular sampling of the Lough. There would be further impacts on those works along with the drainage networks as well.

Mr Consiglia added that it was at the forefront of his mind and explained the majority of the population was in that Greater Belfast area and referred to Whitehouse serving 120,000 PE, Belfast serving 600,000 PE and Kinnegar 120,000 PE. He explained the challenges of those existing plants meeting increasingly tighter standards.

Alderman McAlpine wondered how the developer led process had been accepted and if it was operating elsewhere in the UK and Mr Blockwell explained the process of working with developers provided small tactical solutions in terms of squeezing out small areas of capacity within its networks in terms of removing storm water but there was a limit. Those were only short-term measures however to aid developers who would need to be able to build the work into their own business models. It was good practice to take storm waters out of sewer networks particularly in terms of climate change and many other factors.

In a further query, Alderman McAlpine asked for NI Water’s thoughts on the safety in terms of water quality, for the growing number of sea swimmers and Dr Blockwell referred to ongoing projects and investments of which some had already been put in place. He recognised it was an issue and it was monitored but the public had to be mindful of what the results were at their swimming locations. NI Water had hoped to upgrade 231 storm overflows over the six-year period. There were 944 unsatisfactory overflows in Northern Ireland and NI Water was only able to deliver 30 to 40 with the reduced funding. He explained the importance of storm water separation and minimising the number of spills. Spills were unavoidable however, particularly around Belfast due to its large population centre. It was important to be cautious of heavy rainfall. 

Mr Consiglia explained that where there was substantial rain a CSO was there to stop flooding to properties but it was about striking a balance and being more environmentally conscious. Particularly in the Bangor area a lot of CSOs were located around housing areas and it was not possible to install tanks due to a lack of space. He explained in order to fix two or three small areas a huge catchment activity was required. He felt it was important to note good work that had been done in the Bangor area pointing to various locations including Bangor Marina, Clandeboye Stream, Stickland’s Glen and Brompton.

Alderman Graham asked if wastewater treatment was a bigger challenge than providing clean water to drink and what solution it would offer to the crisis in terms of funding the infrastructure upgrades.

Mr Blockwell explained that the treatment works were multi barrier systems and robust. The plants were set up to remove algae and other harmful particles. The other challenge was the blue green alagai in Lough Neagh however the treatment there had resulted in some taste issues to drinking water but tests had shown it was always safe to drink. For the crisis, there was a plan in place, but it needed investment.

He added that it was always recognised that clean water provision took priority over wastewater, so there had been less investment in wastewater over the years but that was changing due to the environmental issues. Firefighting to keep things ticking over was not ideal.

Alderman Smith noted the lack of investment and impact on development, particularly in the Ards area. He noted that the data showed the number of refusals being very small so he wondered if that was due to an increase in developer led solutions. He asked if NI Water anticipated an increase in refusals due to the lack of investment and Mr Blockwell agreed that refusals were relatively small and that the alternative approaches had been successful. He added that without the investment then it would be inevitable that there would be more refusals.

The Chair thanked the officers from NI Water for attending, recognising the importance of the issue for the Committee Members.

(Dr Blockwell and Mr Consiglia left the meeting – 7.38pm)



4.	ANDBC DATA STRATEGY
	(Appendix II)	

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Corporate Services detailing that as part of our Strategic Transformation and Efficiency Programme (STEP), the Council committed to developing a Digital Strategy (a plan that outlined how it would invest in digital technology to make a wide range of Council services work better for staff, residents and partners). 

The Strategy was approved by Council in April 2024.  One of the five principles of the Strategy was ‘Better Connected’, which required us to ‘explore and exploit opportunities for collaboration, ensuring we make best use of technology to enhance innovation and the overall effectiveness of Council’.

One of the highest priority projects associated with this principle was the establishment a comprehensive council-wide data strategy aimed at guiding staff on data sharing, storage, collaboration, and more.

Effective and efficient data management was essential for service delivery in all public authorities. The information and data Council created, managed, and used should provide a resilient, reliable foundation to improve Council services, reduce costs and improve compliance to its regulatory and legislative requirements. Data and information were the lifeblood of any organisation.

The purpose of this strategy was to clearly communicate the importance and responsibilities for excellent information and data management. It set out a clear framework, direction, and plan to improve data quality and accessibility.

RECOMMENDED that Council approve the attached Data Strategy.

Proposed by Alderman McRandal, seconded by Councillor W Irvine, that the recommendation be adopted.

The proposer referred to a section relating to email storage on page 10 of the attached document and the difficulties associated with emails that contained both business and personal information. He queried how it would be determined how those emails would be stored as business documents and if it was down to staff to make a decision on how they were processed.

The Head of Transformation and Performance explained that there would be a significant cleansing exercise that would require staff to remove personal emails from the system. This document was a precursor to a bigger exercise which would be built on SharePoint and that software would be used for business storage while One Drive would be used for the storage of personal emails. She specified that it would be for personal emails that were business related. The officer confirmed that every email would be going through this cleansing exercise.

Councillor W Irvine queried how this strategy compared with best practice elsewhere and the officer confirmed that due diligence had been undertaken and the individual who had produced the strategy was the author of the PRONI approved document in relation to data classification. This was an industry expert who had already produced Newry, Mourne and Down District Council’s data strategy.

Alderman McIlveen asked if any Council email account was accessible and under the corporate ownership of the Council. He asked if an email account would need to be accessed and the circumstances in which that could happen.

The Director confirmed that all Council emails were owned by the Council but it was not actively accessing email accounts. He explained that it could be done during an investigation or other issues that would warrant such action in line with Council’s Data Management Plan.

Alderman McAlpine asked where Councillors and Democratic Services sat within the strategy. She could not recall any reference to Councillors but the Director clarified that there was no differentiation between staff and Elected Members within the strategy. However as elements of it evolved it would be appropriate to include more specific information.

Alderman McAlpine felt it would be helpful to have that clarity included that it could be all-encompassing.

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Alderman McRandal, seconded by Councillor W Irvine, that the recommendation be adopted.

[bookmark: _Hlk184739885]5.	MID-WAY REVIEW OF THE BIG PLAN (COMMUNITY PLAN) FOR ARDS AND NORTH DOWN (2017-2032)
	(Appendix III)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Corporate Services detailed as follows:

Background
The Big Plan for Ards and North Down (2017-2032) was published in April 2017. It was reviewed in 2020/21 and an addendum, Our Big Priorities, was published in April 2022. The five outcomes set out in the 2017 Big Plan were unchanged but were supported by 10 priorities and 15 workstreams. This first review took place during Covid and changed how the partnership workstreams operate. 

Three Statements of Progress had been published in November 2019, November 2021 and November 2023. 

The Big Plan ran for another eight years. It was likely that work on the Borough’s second community plan will start in 2030.  Before then a review of the current plan (The Big Plan) and the addendum (Our Big Priorities) was undertaken to ensure they still represent the direction Ards and North Down’s Strategic Community Planning Partnership wish to follow for the next eight years. 

Mid-way review of the Big Plan (2017-2032)
In reviewing the current documents, consideration was given to statistical evidence, existing workstreams, partnership engagement, feedback from the Third Sector HUB partners and the resources available within Council’s Community Planning Service. 

Outcomes
A recommendation was made to amend the wording of all five outcomes. The rational for this was to better reflect what the partnership is trying to achieve. The suggested changes better aligned the outcomes with the workstreams. 

The opening words of all outcomes now included the words ‘benefit from’. All people in Ards and North Down benefit from …

The table below outlines the rest of the proposed changes
	Original wording
	Amended wording
	Rational of change

	Fulfil their lifelong potential
	Opportunities to fulfil their lifelong potential
	Our workstreams focus on empowering people to look after themselves. We can provide the opportunities, but we need people to take them.

	Enjoy good health and wellbeing
	Being equipped to enjoy good health and wellbeing
	Like above. We can provide to tools people need to manage their own wellbeing, or to help them live as well as possible with ill health.

	Live in communities where they are respects, are safe and feel secure
	Communities where they are respected, are safe and feel secure
	People should feel safe and secure everywhere in the Borough, whether they live in a community or are visiting it.

	Benefit from a prosperous economy
	A prosperous and inclusive economy
	The word inclusive has been added as the workstreams that fall under this outcome are about providing support to people furthest from the labour market and to address financial disadvantage.

	Feel pride from having access to a well-managed sustainable environment
	An environment that is valued, well-managed and accessible
	The original wording was too narrow for the workstreams that have developed. 



The agreed changes were subtle but made it easier to provide a narrative communicating, to all stakeholders, the priorities and the workstreams. 

Priorities
In 2022, The Big Plan Part II | Our Big Priorities had 10 priorities. Many of the workstreams fell across multiple priorities. In our efforts to reduce silos the updated Big Plan | Outcomes, Priorities and Workstreams had reduced the priorities from 10 to six. 

The table below sets out the rational for the amendments. 
	Original priorities
	Amended priority
	Rational

	Participation
	Participation
	No change

	Infrastructure
	Infrastructure
	No change

	Emotional Wellbeing
	Determinants of Health
	A person’s health is influenced by many factors. The CP Partnership, and the wide remit of its members, can help people to stay healthy. This priority focuses on prevention and empowerment.

	Health Equity
	
	

	Welcoming to Everyone
	Welcoming Spaces
	Welcoming spaces incorporates all people and vulnerabilities.

	Vulnerable people
	
	

	Better jobs and skills
	Employment, Employability and Economic Inequalities
	We need to understand why economic inequalities exist and the barriers to economic activity to improve employment opportunities. Community development support and economic development support need to work together.

	Inequalities (Economic)
	
	

	Sustainability
	Environmentally Sustainable Communities
	A well-functioning environment is essential to support people and their needs – food, water, shelter, clean air etc... It also improves mental and physical well-being. Climate change will interfere with existing environmental systems, and we need to make communities resilient and sustainable. 

	Valuing our Environment
	
	



Workstreams
Within the updated Big Plan, workstreams had remained largely unchanged. The exception to this was three workstreams that we had struggled to get traction with. 

A new Health and Wellbeing Workstream had been established under outcome 2 priority 3. This incorporated two previous workstreams that focused on emotional wellbeing and social isolation & loneliness. It was proposed to establish a Climate Resilient Communities Workstream, incorporating our Sustainable Food Workstream, under outcome 5 priority 6. The remit and operation of this new workstream was still in the planning stage. 

Outcomes, Priorities and Workstreams
There was always scope for the partnership to establish additional workstreams, but consideration should be given to alignment with agrees priorities, outcomes and available resources across the Community Planning Partnership. 

The table below showed the link between outcomes, priorities and workstreams.
	Outcome 1 Outcome, Priorities and Workstreams

	All people in Ards and North Down benefit from opportunities to fulfil their lifelong potential
	1. Participation
	2. Infrastructure

	
	· Community Resuscitation Group
· Citizen Engagement* (includes Over 50s Council, Youth Voice, Community Support Steering Group, Third Sector HUB)
· Borough Reading Project
	· Public Estate and Lands Group


	Outcome 2 Outcome, Priority and Workstreams

	All people in Ards and North Down benefit from being equipped to enjoy good health and wellbeing
	3. Determinants of Health

	
	· Health and Wellbeing Group (incorporates emotional wellbeing, social isolation and loneliness)
· Whole Systems Approach to Healthier Weight

	Outcome 3 Outcome, Priority and Workstreams

	All people in Ards and North Down benefit from communities where they are respected, are safe and feel secure
	4. Welcoming Spaces

	
	· Age Friendly
· Dementia Friendly
· Multi-agency Support Hub

	Outcome 4 Outcome, Priority and Workstreams

	All people in Ards and North Down benefit from a prosperous and inclusive economy
	5. Employment, Employability and Economic Inequality

	
	· Labour Market Partnership
· Anti-poverty (via social supermarket, AND Poverty Forum and strategic subgroup of SCPP)

	Outcome 5 Outcome, Priority and Workstreams

	All people in Ards and North Down benefit from an environment that is valued, well-managed and accessible
	6. Environmentally Sustainable Communities

	
	· Sustainable Tourism
· Climate Resilient Communities (inc. Sustainable Food)


*Citizen Engagement was not a specific workstream but a combination of initiatives that help increase the public’s influence on issues to be addressed and how public services were delivered.

A more streamlined Big Plan would help better communicate the focus and activities of the Community Planning Partnership and how this resulted in better outcomes for people living in, working in and visiting Ards and North Down. 

On 11 November 2024, Ards and North Down’s Strategic Community Planning Partnership agreed the following: 
1. To adopt the revised wording of the five Big Plan outcomes
2. To adopt the amended list of priorities
3. To adopt the content of the document as an updated Community Plan for Ards and North Down (2017-2032) to be known as The Big Plan | Outcomes, Priorities and Workstreams. 

Promotion and Communication about the updated Big Plan
The original Big Plan (2017-2032) and its addendum Our Big Priorities would be archived and replaced with an updated The Big Plan | Outcomes, Priorities and Workstreams. The new version would be officially published in April/May 2025 and would be communicated to stakeholders. A summary version would also be produced.

To coincide with the publication and promotion of the new version of the Big Plan, a morning event was being planned for 7 May 2025.  The Big Community Planning 10-year summit would reflect on 10 years of community planning in Northern Ireland. 

The purpose of this event was to communicate about initiatives that had taken place to help deliver the Big Plan outcomes. It would also look forward and start a conversation with stakeholders about the next 10 years. 

Six new community planning animations have been commissioned. These would highlight some of the initiatives that had been undertaken under the umbrella of community planning. Alongside the new Big Plan publication, the animations would be used throughout 2025 to help communicate the positive impact community planning was having on communities (people, businesses, visitors, partnerships etc.) across Ards and North Down. 

RECOMMENDED that Council notes this report.

Proposed by Councillor W Irvine, seconded by Alderman Graham, that the recommendation be adopted.

Councillor W Irvine queried the successes and challenges of the plan to date. He noted that the Labour Market Partnership had been successful and asked the Community Planning Manager for her thoughts.

In terms of successes, the officer referred to the outworkings of the Rapid Covid Response work which had resulted in strong partnerships. There had been success around the health and wellbeing initiatives and the officer pointed to the Here to Help app which had worked well. 

The officer explained the process of the Big Conversation initiative which had enabled Community Planning to gather evidence from residents and help improve some of the mental health service provision in Ards and North Down. It had been an opportunity to gain an understanding of the data in relation to people who lived and worked in Ards and North Down and delve much deeper into the findings rather than accept headline figures. That approach had provided insight into poverty and hardship within the Borough for example, which was not often reported.

In terms of the challenges, the officer felt that much more could be done to improve the coordination of public sector organisations and she advised that some of the established working relationships ended when an individual from another organisation moved on, so that could cause a setback.

Alderman McRandal referred to a climate resilient communities workstream covered on page 4 of the report. He asked who would be involved and how community groups would feed into that workstream.

The officer explained that the approach towards climate change had evolved since the Big Plan was first completed in 2017 so officers had reviewed that particular workstream and the initiative looked at how communities could prepare for the effects of climate change such as adverse weather conditions. The thinking was that if you could make a community resilient against climate change you were also making it resilient against many other factors too. Community Planning would seek to work alongside the Council’s Climate Change and Sustainability Manager and Emergency Planning and engage with members of the community’s third sector hub to develop this. She expected it to come forward within the next couple of months once the resources were confirmed to progress it.

Alderman McAlpine referred to the level of economic inactivity which she noted was on the high side in Northern Ireland. She raised concern around the barriers faced by people who did not have a Level 2 qualification in English and Maths which prevented them undertaking a Level 4 course. She wondered if there could be a more targeted approach in terms of who Council tried to help in getting basic qualifications in order to increase the level of employability and prosperity for those families concerned.

The officer felt that the LMP was a good example of a targeted approach to get people furthest away from the labour market in to training. She felt that there was no quick and easy solution and she recalled a recent meeting of the Strategic Partnership to look at education, skills and employability in terms of identifying gaps and barriers. She felt that it was possibly a case of pushing higher up due to the limitations of the Strategic Partnership in that area, particularly around policies. Colleagues from SERC had felt it important to ensure that people were encouraged to undertake qualifications that were needed for employment and that people were not just recycled around lower-level qualifications. This was being looked at by the Strategic Partnership and it was aware of different programmes such as Raise and Multiply.

Alderman McAlpine asked about start-ups and support that could be offered for those but the officer did not have that information to hand and would ask her colleague in Economic Development to provide that information. She agreed that it was important to increase the number of start-ups in this Borough for many reasons.

Alderman McAlpine felt that support for start-ups would be a good way to bring prosperity to families and the Borough.

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Councillor W Irvine, seconded by Alderman Graham, that the recommendation be adopted.
6.	BUDGET REPORTS:

A)	STRATEGIC BUDGET REPORT Q3
	(Appendix IV)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- The Strategic Budget Report Quarter 3

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Alderman McRandal, seconded by Alderman Graham, that the recommendation be adopted. 

B)	PRUDENTIAL INDICATORS & TREASURY MANAGEMENT 2024/25 Q3 (FILE FIN165)
	
PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Corporate Services detailing that in February 2024, Council approved its annual Capital and Treasury Management Strategies, including the setting of Prudential Indicators (PIs) for the current financial year ending 31 March 2025.  These are statutory requirements in accordance with the Local Government Finance Act (NI) 2011, the CIPFA Prudential Code and the CIPFA Treasury Management Code.  

The purpose of this report was to provide Members with an update on the PIs and treasury management activity as required by the CIPFA Codes, at the end of December 2024. 

1.1 Capital - Expenditure & Financing

The PIs for capital expenditure and financing should ensure that, within a clear framework, the capital investment plans of the Council were affordable, prudent and sustainable.  Updates to these PIs were set out below.
	
	Original Forecast
	Revised Forecast

	Table 1.11
	£M
	£M

	Capital Expenditure 2024/25 (Current Year)
	19.41
	10.41



The original estimate of £19.41M had been revised to £10.41M, reflecting the capital expenditure that was now expected to be incurred by 31 March 2025. This was consistent with the deliverability risks outlined in the 2024/25 budget strategy, where it was reported that capital ambition was not being matched by delivery due to reasons including Officer resource, business readiness and planning and funding delays. The main schemes impacted by such risks for this reporting period were Bangor Waterfront, Greenways, Ward Park Redevelopment, 3G Pitches and the Digital Innovation Hub.

The revised capital expenditure forecasts for the three-year plan, together with the capital financing implications and previous year activity are summarised below.

	
	Actual
	Revised Forecast

	
	2023/24
	2024/25
	2025/26
	2026/27

	Table 1.12
	£M
	£M
	£M
	£M

	Capital Expenditure
	6.51
	10.41
	26.26
	36.27

	Financed by:
	
	
	
	

	Loans
	 4.20
	3.99
	14.91
	21.16

	Grants
	             1.36
	5.33
	8.75
	14.55

	Capital Receipts
	 0.62
	1.07
	1.95
	0.46

	Revenue/Reserves
	 0.33
	0.02
	0.65
	0.10



1.2 Capital – Capital Financing Requirement and External Borrowings
The Council’s cumulative outstanding amount of debt finance was measured by the Capital Financing Requirement (CFR).  This increased with new debt-financed capital expenditure and reduces with MRP (minimum revenue provision).  See section 1.4 for further information on MRP. 

Statutory guidance was that debt should remain below the capital financing requirement, except in the short term.  The Council had complied and expected to continue to comply with this requirement in the medium term as shown below.

	
	Actual
	Revised Forecast

	
	31/03/24
	31/03/25
	31/03/26
	31/03/27

	Table 1.2
	£M
	£M
	£M
	£M

	Capital Financing Requirement (CFR)
	75.07
	76.78
	83.90
	96.96

	External Gross Borrowing
	(59.65)
	(56.88)
	  (60.92)
	(75.43)

	External Gross Debt (Leases)
	-
	  (4.14)
	    (3.79) 
	    (3.46)

	Under/(Over) Borrowing Requirement
	15.42
	15.76
	19.19
	18.07

	Gross Borrowing within CFR
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes



The difference between the CFR and the Gross Borrowing figures represented the Council’s underlying need to borrow (£15.76M 31/03/25 forecast) and indicated that historic capital expenditure has been temporarily financed from internal revenue resources.  This had been made possible due to an increase in the Council’s cash reserves in the current and previous years.  The position has been similar for several years now with the Council last taking out long-term borrowings in November 2018.

1.3 Capital - Debt and the Authorised Limit and Operational Boundary
The Council is legally obliged to set an affordable borrowing limit each year, known as the ‘Authorised Limit’.  In line with statutory guidance, a lower ‘operational boundary’ was also set as a warning level should debt approach the limit.

The revised forecast for external gross borrowing (including leases) at 31 March 2025 was £61M (table 1.2).  The Council is therefore forecast to remain well within both the Authorised Limit and the Operational Boundary set for the year as follows:

	Table 1.3
	2024/25 

	Authorised limit – borrowing
	£ 88.93M

	Operational boundary – borrowing
	£ 83.93M








1.4 Capital - Revenue Budget Implications
Capital expenditure was not charged directly to the revenue budget. Instead, interest payable on borrowings and MRP (minimum revenue provision), together known as capital financing costs, were charged to revenue. These financing costs were compared to the net revenue stream i.e. the amount funded from District Rates and general government grants, to show the proportion of the net revenue stream which was made up of capital financing costs.
	Table 1.4
	2023/24 Actual
	2024/25 Forecast
	2025/26 Forecast
	2026/27 Forecast

	Financing costs (£m)
	£7.9M
	£9.06M
	£10.11M
	£11.08M

	Proportion of net revenue stream (%)
	12.7%
	13.7%
	14.7%
	15.4%



The forecast financing costs for 2024/25 was in line with the budget set for the year.  The increase in the proportion of financing costs to the net revenue stream was due to the inclusion of ‘right of use’ assets in the financing costs from 1 April 2024 following a change in accounting rules.  These costs were previously treated as operating leases and accounted for as revenue rental charges.
 
2.1 Treasury Management – Debt Activity
The following table summarises the position on long-term borrowings as of 31 December 2024.

	Table 2.1
	
	
	
	

	Lender
	Balance 01/04/24
	New Loans
	Repayments 
	Balance 31/12/24

	Dept of Finance
	£ 53.38M
	£       -
	(£ 1.42M)
	£51.96M

	Banks (LOBOs)
	£   6.27M
	£       -
	£       -
	£   6.27M

	Totals
	£ 59.65M
	£       -
	(£ 1.42M)     
	£ 58.23M



The Council did not currently hold any short-term borrowings.
The revised capital financing requirement (table 1.2) showed that the Council could increase its level of external borrowings to £76.78M by 31 March 2025.  However, an assessment of the Council’s cashflow position forecasts that there would be adequate cash reserves to temporarily finance capital expenditure for the remainder of the current year and therefore no further borrowing was anticipated before 31 March 2025.  

After repayments on existing long-term loans were made during the remainder of 2024/25, the level of external borrowings on 31 March 2025 is forecast to be £56.9M.
The average interest rate for the Council’s total debt portfolio was 3.87%.

2.2 Treasury Management - Debt Related Treasury Activity Limits
The tables below showed the position of all debt related treasury activity limits.  
	Table 2.21
	

	Interest rate exposures
	Limit 2024/25
	Actual at 31/12/24

	Quantity of debt held at variable interest rates - upper limit
	30%
	2%

	Quantity of debt held at fixed interest rates - upper limit
	100%
	98%


  
	Table 2.22
	

	Maturity structure of fixed interest rate borrowing 
	Lower Limit 2024/25
	Upper Limit 2024/25
	Forecast 2024/25

	Under 12 months
	0%
	15%
	4.7%

	12 months to 2 years
	0%
	15%
	6.0%

	2 years to 5 years
	0%
	20%
	13.8%

	5 years to 10 years
	0%
	30%
	27.2%

	10 years and above
	30%
	90%
	48.3%



2.3 Treasury Management - Investment Activity
The objectives of the Council’s investment strategy were safeguarding the repayment of the principal and interest on its investments on time, with the investment return being a secondary objective. The current investment climate continued to be one of overriding risk consideration, particularly that of counterparty risk.  In line with advice provided by treasury management consultants, officers continue to implement an operational investment strategy of placing short-term investments with approved high-quality counterparties.  

For the period from 1 April to 30 September 2024, Council had earned interest of £321K on investment deals with approved financial institutions as summarised below:  

	Table 2.31
	Average Deposit Size
	Average Term
	Average Interest Rate
	Interest Earned

	CCLA Public Sector Deposit Fund
	£3.02m
	Call A/c
	5.04%
	£114,802

	Invesco Investment Mgt Ltd
	£2.97m
	Call A/c
	5.04%
	£113,007

	State Street Global Advisors
	£3.02m
	Call A/c
	5.02%
	£114,471

	Barclays Bank
	£1.66m
	Call A/c
	4.82%
	£57,888

	Bank of Scotland
	£2.31m
	Call A/c
	4.94%
	£78,756

	Santander
	£1.10m
	Call A/c
	3.13%
	£4,862

	Totals
	£483,786



That compared favourably to the budget set for the same period of £397K, resulting in a favourable variance of £87K.  

The total balance of funds held in investment accounts at 31 December 2024 was £11.5M.  

The table below showed the risk and return metrics on the Council’s investments held at 31 December 2024 against other NI Councils.

	Table 2.3
	Counterparties
	Investments

	Table 2.32
	Credit Rating 
	Liquidity: (< 7 days)
	Rate of Return (%)

	ANDBC
	A+
	100%
	4.71%

	NI Council Average
	A+
	49%
	4.66%


Source: Arlingclose Ltd Local Authority Quarterly Investment Benchmarking report Dec-24

The Council’s limit for total principal sums invested for periods longer than 364 days was £500k.  The Council had not entered into any such investments. 

RECOMMENDED that Council notes this report.

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Alderman McIlveen, seconded by Councillor Moore, that the recommendation be adopted.

7.	RESPONSES TO NOTICES OF MOTIONS 

A)	NOTICE OF MOTION 643 – RISE IN NATIONAL INSURANCE PAYMENTS (FILE NOM 643)
	(Appendix V – VI)	

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Corporate Services detailing that a Notice of Motion was discussed and agreed by Council at their meeting on 18 December 2024.

“That Council notes the recent changes to National Insurance made by the Chancellor of the Exchequer Rachel Reeves that increased employer’s contributions
from 13.8% to 15% and also reduced the threshold at which NI is paid from £9,100 to £5,000. This increased tax on jobs will have a detrimental impact on all areas of
the economy. The implication for this Council is an unbudgeted £1.2 million increase in our cost base which works out at a potential 2% increase for ratepayers.”

A letter was sent from the Chief Executive to the Department of Finance on 2 January 2025.   A reply was received on 23 January 2025 and a copy was attached.  

[bookmark: _Hlk190161217]RECOMMENDED that Council notes the response.

Proposed by Alderman McIlveen, seconded by Alderman McRandal, that the recommendation be adopted.

Alderman McIlveen commented that this was not good news for the Council and this was still a period of uncertainty. It was now important to keep the pressure on through the Northern Ireland Assembly.  

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Alderman McIlveen, seconded by Alderman McRandal, that the recommendation be adopted.

B)	NOTICE OF MOTION 642 - PROPOSED CLOSURES OF NEWTOWNARDS AND BANGOR POST OFFICES
	(Appendix VII)	

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Corporate Services detailing that the following Notice of Motion was agreed by Council at its meeting in November 2024:

“That this Council expresses its concern at the decision of the post office to propose to close its branches in Main Street, Bangor and Frances Street, Newtownards as part of a widened UK overhaul.  We would call on the Post office to reverse this decision and meet with Council at the earliest opportunity to discuss the proposal and the impact it will have on staff and customers.  This Council notes how important post office services are to our communities and the huge role it plays in serving constituents.”

On 27 January 2025 the Chief Executive met with Mr Gibson, External Affairs Manager of the Post Office. 

Currently across the UK the Post Office owned and directly ran 108 Post Offices with a further 11,400 privately franchised, owned and operated by Post Masters.  Bangor and Newtownards Post Offices were within the 108 owned and operated by the Post Office, two of only a small number in Northern Ireland. The buildings from which Bangor and Newtownards Post Offices operate were leased by the Post Office from Royal Mail.  (Full list of Post Offices in the Borough as provided by Mr Gibson is included in Appendix 1.)

Bangor Post Office had seven staff and operated a 46-hour week.  There were two other franchised Post Offices within a 1-mile radius. Usage of the Bangor Post Office had experienced a 40% decline in recent years. Newtownards Post Office had seven staff and operated a 46-hour week, with four other franchised Post Offices within a 1-mile radius.  It reported 44% decline in usage.

The Post Office was undertaking a company review on the provision of its Post Office services. Their key objective was for Post Masters to have a bigger say in day-to-day operations and a future £120m remuneration to be found, raising to £250m by 2050, to further support Post Masters. The Post Office hoped to make an announcement on this review mid-March, which would include any decisions on the future of Newtownards and Bangor Post Offices.  

The Chief Executive outlined the importance of the Post Offices in Bangor and Newtownards, both in terms of the provision of the services they provided to local residents and businesses, as well as the role they placed in driving footfall and the regeneration of our town and city.  

Depending on the decision made by the Post Office, there may have been an opportunity for Council to meet with both the Post Office and Royal Mail (owner of the building) to understand what the potential solutions may be to encourage investment / additional uses for the buildings, which could potentially include a franchised post office service, and the Chief Executive intends to reach out to both organisations in this regard.  Mr Gibson had also offered to attend a future Council meeting to give an explanation to any future decisions.  A further report would be brought to Council following the Post Office review decision. 

RECOMMENDED that the Council note the report.

Proposed by Councillor W Irvine, seconded by Councillor S Irvine, that the recommendation be adopted.

Councillor W Irvine welcomed the engagement from the Post Office and noted it planned to make a decision around mid-March though he was not hopeful of it changing its position. He welcomed that there had been a meeting with the Chief Executive and hoped that it would also meet with the Council in the future. He felt it was important that Post Offices were strategically placed within Bangor and Newtownards city/town centres and added that their future was crucial.

The seconder, Councillor S Irvine was not surprised at the report but wanted to see Mr Gibson attend a future meeting to explain any future decisions and to keep everything transparent going forward. 

Alderman McIlveen agreed that it would be useful for Mr Gibson to attend a meeting, recalling that he had met him previously with Jim Shannon MP. There were possible conversations that could be had with the Unions in terms of securing the two important sites. He had found the appendix to be useful showing where all services were across the Borough but it was important to preserve them within our town centres. The banks had withdrawn from town centres and the Post Office had stepped in to offer counter services so losing those would be a big blow. Ultimately the Council needed to know what the Post Office’s proposals were going to be and it was important to ensure that Council contributed to that discussion.

[bookmark: _Hlk190161283]AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Councillor W Irvine, seconded by Councillor S Irvine, that the recommendation be adopted.

8.	ANY OTHER NOTIFIED BUSINESS

The Chairman advised that there were no items of Any Other Notified Business.

NOTED.

Circulated for information

(a) UK National Risk Register

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Alderman Graham, seconded by Alderman McRandal, that the item be noted.

EXCLUSION OF PUBLIC/PRESS

AGREED,  on the proposal of Alderman McIlveen, seconded by Councillor Gilmour, that the public/press be excluded during the discussion of the undernoted items of confidential business.

[bookmark: _Hlk190161152][bookmark: _Hlk184740195]9.	RENEWAL OF LICENCE TO ULSTER BANK AT THE PARADE, DONAGHADEE
	(Appendix VIII – IX)	

***IN CONFIDENCE***

NOT FOR PUBLICATION 

SCHEDULE 6 – INFORMATION RELATING TO THE FINANCIAL OR BUSINESS AFFAIRS OF ANY PARTICULAR PERSON (INCLUDING THE COUNCIL HOLDING THAT INFORMATION)

Council was asked to consider renewing the licence to the Ulster Bank for the Mobile Banking Unit at the Parade, Donaghadee.  It was recommended that the Council acceded to the request. 

[bookmark: _Hlk184740211]The recommendation was agreed.

10.	REQUEST FROM QMAC CONSTRUCTION LIMITED TO USE PART OF HIBERNIA STREET SOUTH CARPARK- EXTENSION OF LICENCE
	(Appendix X – XI)
	
***IN CONFIDENCE***

NOT FOR PUBLICATION

SCHEDULE 6 – INFORMATION RELATING TO THE FINANCIAL OR BUSINESS AFFAIRS OF ANY PARTICULAR PERSON (INCLUDING THE COUNCIL HOLDING THAT INFORMATION)

Council was asked to consider extending the licence in relation to land at Hibernia Street carpark. It was recommended that the Council acceded to the request. 

The recommendation was agreed.

11.	RENEWAL OF LEASE - MILLISLE LAGOON AND BEACH PARK- MAP REVISION
	(Appendix XII – XV)	

***IN CONFIDENCE***

NOT FOR PUBLICATION 

SCHEDULE 6 – INFORMATION RELATING TO THE FINANCIAL OR BUSINESS AFFAIRS OF ANY PARTICULAR PERSON (INCLUDING THE COUNCIL HOLDING THAT INFORMATION)

Council was asked to consider a revision to the mapping as part of renewal of the Lease from The Crown Estate of Millisle Lagoon and Beach Park.  It was recommended that the Council approved the revised map.   

The recommendation was agreed.
[bookmark: _Hlk190862776]12.	CIVIC OFFICE SITE SELECTION PROCESS (FILE PCU08)
	
**IN CONFIDENCE**

NOT FOR PUBLICATION 

SCHEDULE 6 – INFORMATION RELATING TO THE FINANCIAL OR BUSINESS AFFAIRS OF ANY PARTICULAR PERSON (INCLUDING THE COUNCIL HOLDING THAT INFORMATION)

The Council was asked to consider various potential commercial models, and were further asked to consider the immediate procurement of an Integrated Consultancy Team to carry out site specific feasibility studies. 
 
The recommendation was agreed.

13.	SALE OF LAND HAMILTON ROAD, BANGOR
(Appendix XVI)
	
**IN CONFIDENCE**

[bookmark: _Hlk190861458]NOT FOR PUBLICATION

SCHEDULE 6 – INFORMATION RELATING TO THE FINANCIAL OR BUSINESS AFFAIRS OF ANY PARTICULAR PERSON (INCLUDING THE COUNCIL HOLDING THAT INFORMATION)

Council was provided with an update with regards to the sale of the Hamilton Road site.  Officers will bring a report back to Council to recommend the next steps.  
The recommendation was agreed.
RE-ADMITTANCE OF PUBLIC/PRESS

AGREED, on the proposal of Alderman McIlveen, seconded by Councillor Gilmour, that the public/press be re-admitted to the meeting.

TERMINATION OF MEETING

The meeting terminated at 9.18pm.  
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