		ITEM 

		CS 11.03.2025PM
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 March 2025 at 7.00 pm. 

PRESENT:		

In the Chair:	Councillor Irwin

Alderman:	Brooks (Zoom) 		McRandal 
	Graham  		McIlveen 
	McAlpine (Zoom) 		Smith 
			
Councillors:	Chambers (Zoom) 		McCracken 
	Cochrane		Moore
	Gilmour		Thompson  
	Irvine, S 		
		
Officers in Attendance: Director of Corporate Services (M Steele), Head of Finance (S Grieve), Head of Administration (A Curtis), Head of Human Resources and Organisational Development (R McCullough), Democratic Services Officer (H Loebnau)

1.	APOLOGIES

Apologies were received from Councillor W Irvine. 

NOTED.

2.	Declarations of Interest

There were no declarations of interest.

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

[bookmark: _Hlk184739711][bookmark: _Hlk161127560]3.	PROMOTING POSITIVE ENGAGEMENT AND MANAGING UNACCEPTABLE BEHAVIOUR POLICIES 
(Appendices I & II)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Corporate Services detailing that to effectively and consistently handle persistent and unacceptable behaviour, it was essential that the Council had a corporate Promoting Positive Engagement and Managing Unacceptable Behaviour policy in place both for internal  and external use. 

Those policies aimed to help managers and employees promote positive engagements with service users, including in difficult situations, and to appropriately manage any challenging behaviour when it presented itself.

Those polices had been developed in accordance with NIPSO guidance and the Council’s Policy Development Process. 

Once approved they would be communicated to all employees and available to the public on the Council website.

RECOMMENDED that the Council approve the following policies:
· Promoting Positive Engagement and Managing Unacceptable Behaviour policy (External) 
· Promoting Positive Engagement and Managing Unacceptable Behaviour policy (Internal) 

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

Alderman Smith referred to the length of the document which he felt made it difficult to retain and asked if there was a plan to have a synopsis for staff.   The Head of Administration said that had not been the plan but it could be provided if it increased accessibility for users.  The document gave the expectation for staff conduct in terms of good behaviour both from them and towards them and set out measures if that behaviour was not met.  The Alderman did not believe that a further version needed to be considered but did feel that there was a lot of information to be retained.   

Councillor McCracken thought that the policies had been well written and covered many issues in a professional way.  He added that there may be a mismatch in the  tone of the document and the employee experience and had a slight concern about training and how the information would be embedded within the organisation.   The Head of Administration stated that there was absolutely a plan for training through both e-learning and face to face teaching through workshops.   

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

4.	SERVICE PLANS
	
[bookmark: _Hlk193275986]4 (a) 	Finance 
(Appendix III) 

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Corporate Services detailing that Members would be aware that the Council was required, under the Local Government Act 2014, to have in place arrangements to secure continuous improvement in the exercise of its functions.  To fulfil that requirement the Council approved the Performance Management Policy and Handbook in October 2015.  

The Performance Management Handbook outlined the approach to the Performance Planning and Management process as:

· Community Plan – published every 10-15 years
· Corporate Plan – published every 4 years (Corporate Plan 2024 - 2028 in operation)
· Performance Improvement Plan (PIP) – published annually 
· Service Plan – developed annually 

The Council’s 18 Service Plans outlined how each respective Service would contribute to the achievement of the corporate objectives including, but not limited to, any relevant actions identified in the PIP.

Attached was the 2025-26 Service Plan for the Finance Service in accordance with the Council’s Performance Management Policy and Handbook.

Plans were intended to:
· Encourage compliance with the new legal, audit and operational context.
· Provide focus on direction.
· Facilitate alignment between Corporate, Service and individual plans and activities.
· Motivate and develop staff.
· Promote performance improvement, encourage innovation and share good practice.
· Encourage transparency of performance outcomes.
· Better enable us to recognise success and address underperformance.

The attached Plan:

· Had been developed to align with the objectives of the Big Plan (2017 – 2032) and the Corporate Plan 2024 – 2028 and had been developed in conjunction with staff, officers and management, and in consultation with key stakeholders where relevant.

· Set out the objectives for the Service for 2025-26 and identified the key performance indicators used to illustrate the level of achievement of each objective, and the targets that the Service would try to attain along with key actions required to do so.

· Was based on the agreed budget.  It should be noted that, should there be significant changes in-year (e.g. due to Council decisions, budget revisions or changes to the PIP), the Plan may need to be revised.

· Would be reported to the Committee on a six-monthly basis as undernoted.

	Reference
	Period
	Reporting Month

	Quarter 1 and Q2
	April – September 
	December

	Q3 and Q4
	October – March
	June



RECOMMENDED that the Council approve this Service Plan.

Referring to the Finance Service Plan there was a query about the SWOT analysis where a weakness was stated as poor prioritisation of core finance work due to overly ambitious Council aspirations.  The Head of Finance explained that this went back to issues discussed as part of the Estimates Process and the Council’s ambition in respect of capital.  The concern was that the Council get a grip on making progress on its Reserves and general fund balance and indeed it had made progress on that over the last number of years and was embedded in the long-term planning.  

Councillor McCracken referred to the outdated financial systems within the Council and indeed that was a weakness in the wider public sector generally and swift changes were taking place in terms of technology and Artificial Intelligence.  He asked if the Council had a plan to address that since the situation looked critical.

The Head of Finance explained that there was already a business case approved and the Council had started to implement a new system that would be a significant piece of work.  The software itself would largely do what it said but with new systems would require a cultural change and reengineering and receptiveness to new technologies.   That was challenging when added to the volume of work already being carried out, keeping up with the required regulations and increased complexity of the work.  The Member hoped that the Senior Management Team would provide the support needed and he asked that the Corporate Committee be kept updated on the progress being made. 

[bookmark: _Hlk192750694]AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Alderman Smith, seconded by Alderman Graham, that the recommendation be adopted.   

4(b) 	Community Planning 
(Appendix IV)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Members would be aware that the Council was required, under the Local Government Act 2014, to have in place arrangements to secure continuous improvement in the exercise of its functions.  To fulfil that requirement the Council approved the Performance Management Policy and Handbook in October 2015.  The Performance Management Handbook outlined the approach to the Performance Planning and Management process as:

· Community Plan – published every 10-15 years
· Corporate Plan – published every 4 years (Corporate Plan 2024 - 2028 in operation)
· Performance Improvement Plan (PIP) – published annually 
· Service Plan – developed annually 

The Council’s 18 Service Plans outlined how each respective Service would  contribute to the achievement of the corporate objectives including, but not limited to, any relevant actions identified in the PIP.

Attached was the 2025-26 Service Plan for Community Planning Service in accordance with the Council’s Performance Management Policy and Handbook.

Plans were intended to:
· Encourage compliance with the new legal, audit and operational context.
· Provide focus on direction.
· Facilitate alignment between Corporate, Service and individual plans and activities.
· Motivate and develop staff.
· Promote performance improvement, encourage innovation and share good practice.
· Encourage transparency of performance outcomes.
· Better enable us to recognise success and address underperformance.

The attached Plan:
· Had been developed to align with the objectives of the Big Plan (2017 – 2032) and the Corporate Plan 2024 – 2028 and had been developed in conjunction with staff, officers and management, and in consultation with key stakeholders where relevant.
· Set out the objectives for the Service for 2025-26 and identified the key performance indicators used to illustrate the level of achievement of each objective, and the targets that the Service would try to attain along with key actions required to do so.
· Was based on the agreed budget.  It should be noted that, should there be significant changes in-year (e.g. due to Council decisions, budget revisions or changes to the PIP), the Plan may need to be revised.
· Would be reported to the Committee on a six-monthly basis as undernoted.

	Reference
	Period
	Reporting Month

	Quarter 1 and Q2
	April – September 
	December

	Q3 and Q4
	October – March
	June



RECOMMENDED that the Council approve this Service Plan.

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

4 (c) 	Communications and Marketing 
(Appendix V)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Chief Executive detailing that Members would be aware that the Council was required, under the Local Government Act 2014, to have in place arrangements to secure continuous improvement in the exercise of its functions.  To fulfil that requirement the Council approved the Performance Management Policy and Handbook in October 2015.  

The Performance Management Handbook outlined the approach to the Performance Planning and Management process as:

· Community Plan – published every 10-15 years
· Corporate Plan – published every 4 years (Corporate Plan 2024 - 2028 in operation)
· Performance Improvement Plan (PIP) – published annually 
· Service Plan – developed annually 

The Council’s 18 Service Plans outlined how each respective Service would  contribute to the achievement of the corporate objectives including, but not limited to, any relevant actions identified in the PIP.

Attached was the 2025-26 Service Plan for Communications and Marketing in accordance with the Council’s Performance Management Policy and Handbook.

Plans were intended to:

· Encourage compliance with the new legal, audit and operational context.
· Provide focus on direction.
· Facilitate alignment between Corporate, Service and individual plans and activities.
· Motivate and develop staff.
· Promote performance improvement, encourage innovation and share good practice.
· Encourage transparency of performance outcomes.
· Better enable us to recognise success and address underperformance.

The attached Plan:

· Had been developed to align with the objectives of the Big Plan (2017–2032) and the Corporate Plan 2024–2028 and had been developed in conjunction with staff, officers and management, and in consultation with key stakeholders where relevant.
· Set out the objectives for the Service for 2025-26 and identified the key performance indicators used to illustrate the level of achievement of each objective, and the targets that the Service would try to attain along with key actions required to do so.
· Was based on the agreed budget.  It should be noted that, should there be significant changes in-year (e.g. due to Council decisions, budget revisions or changes to the PIP), the Plan may need to be revised.
· Would be reported to the Committee on a six-monthly basis as undernoted.

	Reference
	Period
	Reporting Month

	Quarter 1 and Q2
	April – September 
	December

	Q3 and Q4
	October – March
	June



RECOMMENDED that the Council approve this Service Plan.

Referring to a weakness identified in the SWOT analysis Alderman Smith referred to the centralisation within the service and asked for clarification on that.   The Director explained that the vast majority of the Council’s communications activity was done centrally through the Communications team but examples of where it was not, were in Leisure, which did most of its own and tourism which also did not report directly to the central Council team.     

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



4 (d) 	Administration 
(Appendix VI)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Corporate Services detailing that Members would be aware that the Council was required, under the Local Government Act 2014, to have in place arrangements to secure continuous improvement in the exercise of its functions.  To fulfil that requirement the Council approved the Performance Management Policy and Handbook in October 2015.  

The Performance Management Handbook outlined the approach to the Performance Planning and Management process as:

· Community Plan – published every 10-15 years
· Corporate Plan – published every 4 years (Corporate Plan 2024 - 2028 in operation)
· Performance Improvement Plan (PIP) – published annually 
· Service Plan – developed annually 

The Council’s 18 Service Plans outlined how each respective Service would contribute to the achievement of the corporate objectives including, but not limited to, any relevant actions identified in the PIP.

Attached was the 2025-26 Service Plan for Administration in accordance with the Council’s Performance Management Policy and Handbook.

Plans were intended to:

· Encourage compliance with the new legal, audit and operational context.
· Provide focus on direction.
· Facilitate alignment between Corporate, Service and individual plans and activities.
· Motivate and develop staff.
· Promote performance improvement, encourage innovation and share good practice.
· Encourage transparency of performance outcomes.
· Better enable the Council to recognise success and address underperformance.

The attached Plan:
· Had been developed to align with the objectives of the Big Plan (2017 – 2032) and the Corporate Plan 2024 – 2028 and had been developed in conjunction with staff, officers and management, and in consultation with key stakeholders where relevant.
· Set out the objectives for the Service for 2025-26 and identified the key performance indicators used to illustrate the level of achievement of each objective, and the targets that the Service would try to attain along with key actions required to do so.
· Was based on the agreed budget.  It should be noted that, should there be significant changes in-year (e.g. due to Council decisions, budget revisions or changes to the PIP), the Plan may need to be revised.
· Would be reported to the Committee on a six-monthly basis as undernoted.

	Reference
	Period
	Reporting Month

	Quarter 1 and Q2
	April – September 
	December

	Q3 and Q4
	October – March
	June



RECOMMENDED that the Service Plan is approved.

Alderman Smith referred to Climate Change and Sustainability as being a Council wide responsibility and expressed concern about the limited resources to roll that out since it was not a small piece of work.   The Head of Administration reported that as of the previous week the Council had appointed a Sustainability Officer who would work cross departmentally to give support.  The service was growing and it was hoped that the position could be sustained at the present time.        

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

4 (e) 	Human Resources 
(Appendix VII)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Corporate Services detailing that Members would be aware that the Council was required, under the Local Government Act 2014, to have in place arrangements to secure continuous improvement in the exercise of its functions.  To fulfil that requirement the Council approved the Performance Management Policy and Handbook in October 2015.  

The Performance Management Handbook outlined the approach to the Performance Planning and Management process as:

· Community Plan – published every 10-15 years
· Corporate Plan – published every 4 years (Corporate Plan 2024 - 2028 in operation)
· Performance Improvement Plan (PIP) – published annually 
· Service Plan – developed annually 

The Council’s 18 Service Plans outlined how each respective Service would  contribute to the achievement of the corporate objectives including, but not limited to, any relevant actions identified in the PIP.

Attached was the 2025-26 Service Plan for Human Resources in accordance with the Council’s Performance Management Policy and Handbook.

Plans were intended to:

· Encourage compliance with the new legal, audit and operational context.
· Provide focus on direction.
· Facilitate alignment between Corporate, Service and individual plans and activities.
· Motivate and develop staff.
· Promote performance improvement, encourage innovation and share good practice.
· Encourage transparency of performance outcomes.
· Better enable us to recognise success and address underperformance.

The attached Plan (Appendix 1):

· Had been developed to align with the objectives of the Big Plan (2017 – 2032) and the Corporate Plan 2024 – 2028 and had been developed in conjunction with staff, officers and management, and in consultation with key stakeholders where relevant.
· Set out the objectives for the Service for 2025-26 and identified the key performance indicators used to illustrate the level of achievement of each objective, and the targets that the Service would try to attain along with key actions required to do so.
· Was based on the agreed budget.  It should be noted that, should there be significant changes in-year (e.g. due to Council decisions, budget revisions or changes to the PIP), the Plan may need to be revised.
· Would be reported to the Committee on a six-monthly basis as undernoted.

	Reference
	Period
	Reporting Month

	Quarter 1 and Q2
	April – September 
	December

	Q3 and Q4
	October – March
	June



RECOMMENDED that the Service Plan is approved.

Alderman McRandal referred to the lack of buy-in on corporate matters and the Director advised that in managing absence some improvement had been made but the Council was not where it wanted to be and that threat would be kept under review.   

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

4 (f) 	Strategic Transformation and Performance
(Appendix VIII)
	
PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Corporate Services detailing that Members would be aware that the Council was required, under the Local Government Act 2014, to have in place arrangements to secure continuous improvement in the exercise of its functions.  To fulfil that requirement the Council approved the Performance Management Policy and Handbook in October 2015.
 
The Performance Management Handbook outlined the approach to the Performance Planning and Management process as:

· Community Plan – published every 10-15 years
· Corporate Plan – published every 4 years (Corporate Plan 2024 - 2028 in operation)
· Performance Improvement Plan (PIP) – published annually 
· Service Plan – developed annually 

The Council’s 18 Service Plans outlined how each respective Service would  contribute to the achievement of the corporate objectives including, but not limited to, any relevant actions identified in the PIP.

Attached was the 2025-26 Service Plan for Strategic Transformation and Performance in accordance with the Council’s Performance Management Policy and Handbook.

Plans were intended to:

· Encourage compliance with the new legal, audit and operational context.
· Provide focus on direction.
· Facilitate alignment between Corporate, Service and individual plans and activities.
· Motivate and develop staff.
· Promote performance improvement, encourage innovation and share good practice.
· Encourage transparency of performance outcomes.
· Better enable the Council to recognise success and address underperformance.

The attached Plan:

· Had been developed to align with the objectives of the Big Plan (2017 – 2032) and the Corporate Plan 2024 – 2028 and had been developed in conjunction with staff, officers and management, and in consultation with key stakeholders where relevant.
· Set out the objectives for the Service for 2025-26 and identified the key performance indicators used to illustrate the level of achievement of each objective, and the targets that the Service would try to attain along with key actions required to do so.
· Was based on the agreed budget.  It should be noted that, should there be significant changes in-year (e.g. due to Council decisions, budget revisions or changes to the PIP), the Plan may need to be revised.
· Would be reported to the Committee on a six-monthly basis as undernoted.  

	Reference
	Period
	Reporting Month

	Quarter 1 and Q2
	April – September 
	December

	Q3 and Q4
	October – March
	June



RECOMMENDED that the Council approves this Service Plan.

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



[bookmark: _Hlk184739885]5.	Periodic review of anti-Fraud, Bribery and Corruption Policy 
	(Appendix IX)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Corporate Services detailing that the Finance Service had a suite of 11 policies in place and a further 2 in development.  As part of the periodic review process the anti-fraud, bribery and corruption policy had been examined. In order to address a recommendation from the external auditors the latest draft version had been amended to include fraud training for key individuals within the Council. Those changes were highlighted in orange on pages 2 and 12 of the attached draft.  Other minor changes were also tracked.

RECOMMENDED that the Council approve version 4.0 of the Anti-fraud, bribery and corruption policy.

Proposed by Alderman Graham, seconded by Alderman Smith, that the recommendation be adopted.   

Alderman McAlpine referred to the appendix on the Nolan principles where the word honesty had been repeated twice and asked for that to be amended in the published version.   The Head of Finance assured her that it would be.   

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

6.	scheme of allowances 2024-25 
(Appendices X - XII)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Corporate Services detailing that the report was to consider three issues with respect of the scheme of allowances for Members:

1. Department for Communities circular increasing the maximum basic and special responsibility allowances. 
2. The need to claim special responsibility allowance (SRA).
3. Classification of the Mayor’s and Deputy Mayor’s Allowances. 

Members should note that a broader review of Councillor allowances had been undertaken by the Department for Communities.  At the time of writing this paper, no determination in respect of the review had been communicated to the Council.

Increase in Maximum allowances
Members would be aware that the Council approved an increase in the basic allowance (BA) for the current financial year to the maximum set for the 2023/24 year.  That was the first increase in four years. 

Following the National Joint Council agreement for staff towards the end of 2024, the Department for Communities had now issued a further determination to increase the maximum BA and SRA that may be paid, in line with usual practice.

Consequently, the basic allowance had been increased from £17,030 to the new maximum of £17,456.

Special Responsibility Allowance
The policy of claiming SRA was introduced a number of years ago to allow for the recognition of Members (generally vice chairs) who were not committee chairs, but on occasion chaired meetings and did not receive any recompense for that responsibility.

A number of Members had raised an issue that as a result of needing to claim special responsibility allowance some Councillors were not doing so and therefore not getting what it owed to them. Officers reviewed the payment information which bore that out, with the average number of SRAs paid each month during the current financial year being 11. 

The policy would therefore appear to be disadvantaging more Members than it was helping and therefore the revised scheme of allowances proposed reverting to the previous policy of paying Committee chairs an SRA each month automatically.  As a result, no other Members may claim an SRA for chairing a meeting, in order not to breach the statutory limit of 20 members receiving an SRA.

Mayor and Deputy Mayor’s Allowances
Under the current scheme the Mayor and Deputy Mayor received an SRA, and the Council paid for expenses of the Mayor’s office under the Mayors’ Allowance heading.  By doing so, the Council was technically in breach of the statutory limit for payments of SRA.  However, when publishing payments made to Councillors, those SRAs were classified as Mayor’s and Deputy Mayor’s Allowances.

In order to rectify that situation, it was proposed in the new draft Scheme of allowances that the Mayor’s and Deputy Mayor’s allowance were moved to the appropriate section of the scheme, which would therefore be made up of 3 parts: 

· Mayor’s Allowance
· Deputy Mayor’s Allowance
· Expenses of Mayor’s Office.

Budgets would be moved to the appropriate headings, and that would not result in any additional cost to the Council but would ensure that the Council met its obligations in respect of the number of Councillors who received an SRA.

All proposed changes to the scheme had been highlighted in the attached version.

A further report would be presented to the Committee to approve the scheme of allowances for the new 2025/26 financial year.

RECOMMENDED that Council:

1. consider the revised maximum allowances from the DfC 
2. approve the revised scheme of allowances for 2024/25 (v 12.1) and
3. pay all Members for unclaimed SRAs in respect of the current financial year as appropriate.

Proposing the recommendation Alderman McIlveen asked that the Item be noted and that no action be taken.  That was seconded by Councillor Cochrane.   

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Alderman McIlveen, seconded by Councillor Cochrane, that the Item be noted and that no action be taken.
  
7.	scheme of allowances 2025-26  
(Appendices XIII & XIV)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Corporate Services detailing that every year the Council must approve a scheme of allowances for Councillors before any payments could be made to Members.

The latest version 13 only had minor changes from version 12.1 considered earlier in the meeting. The revisions were in respect of the maximum rates of dependant carers’ allowance and subsistence. Those were highlighted in orange on pages 4 and 5. 

A further version would be brought to the Council should the Department for Committees issue updated maximum rates or any other changes to administrative arrangements.

RECOMMENDED that the Council approve the scheme of allowances for 2025.26.

Proposed by Alderman McIlveen that the recommendation be adopted except in relation to the payments for chairing meetings where the Council would continue with the current arrangements.  That was seconded by Alderman Smith.   

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Alderman McIlveen, seconded by Alderman Smith, that the recommendation be adopted except in relation to the payments for chairing meetings where the Council will continue with the current arrangements.   

8.	REVIEWED LEARNING, TRAINING AND DEVELOPMENT POLICY APRIL 2025 – MARCH 2028 
 (Appendix XV)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Corporate Services detailing that the reviewed Learning, Training and Development Policy ensured that relevant learning, training and development was in place so that employees provided a high-quality, cost-effective service to the public.  That enabled the Council to achieve its strategic aims and objectives and comply with all legal and statutory requirements.

The primary purpose of the policy was to set out the parameters governing employee led requests for training.

As part of the Policy Review Procedure, consultation occurred with management, trade union partners and the Staff Consultative Committee.  Consultation with trade union partners was scheduled for 12 March 2025.  Full Council would be advised of any significant edits requested.

RECOMMENDED that the Council approve the revised Learning, Training and Development policy.

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

[bookmark: _Hlk190161152][bookmark: _Hlk184740195]9.	ORGANISATIONAL DEVELOPMENT STRATEGY, ACTION PLAN AND PEOPLE PLAN (INTERIM REVIEW) APRIL 25 TO MARCH 26  
	(Appendix XVI)	

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Corporate Services detailing that the Organisational Development Strategy, Action Plan and People Plan (Interim Review) was a planned approach to becoming a higher performing Council by way of improving employee engagement. The aim was to positively influence how employees approached their jobs, their careers and ultimately the communities served.  Importantly, the document was based on the Investors in People (IIP) high performance framework. 

The document served as an interim update before preparation for the next IIP assessment in December 2025. 

[bookmark: _Hlk190755653]As part of the Policy Review Procedure, consultation occurred with management, trade union partners and the Staff Consultative Committee.  Consultation with trade union partners was scheduled for 12 March 2025.  Full Council would be advised of any significant edits requested.

RECOMMENDED that the Council approve the Organisational Development Strategy, Action Plan and People Plan (Interim Review) for the period 01 April 2025 to 31 March 2026.

Proposed on the recommendation of Alderman Smith, seconded by Councillor McCracken, that the recommendation be adopted.   

Proposing Alderman Smith thought that this presented well and he praised officers for the work involved.  As seconder Councillor McCracken noted that the report had indicated that some managers felt demoralised in respect of inconsistent management of performance and he felt that was discouraging to those managers who were performing well.   He asked how that was being addressed to ensure that across the organisation the Council was managed to the same high standard consistently.  

In response the Head of Human Resources and Organisational Development said that the section did its best to ensure consistency with regular training on all of the policies and provide advice to managers and review progress.  She admitted that the Council was a very diverse and varied organisation and it was difficult to ensure consistency at all times.   

Councillor McCracken agreed and thought that leadership was required by the Senior Management Team.  The Director of Corporate Services referred to the nature of the Council and different people would have different needs and require different types of intervention particularly in respect of the work they undertook and whether it was office or externally based.  While consistency was important it was also essential to reflect on the inbuilt differences and the Council was not a one stop shop so arrangements were made to suit the needs of those in different roles across the organisation.   

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

[bookmark: _Hlk184740211]10.	LEARNING AND DEVELOPMENT STRATEGY, APRIL 25 TO MARCH 26 
	(Appendix XVII)
	
PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Corporate Services detailing that the Learning and Development Strategy was developed following a Training Needs Analysis process.  It included the following;

· Corporate priorities for improving employee capabilities, skills and competencies.
· The Plan for Essential Training

As part of the Policy Review Procedure, consultation occurred with management, trade union partners and the Staff Consultative Committee.  Consultation with trade union partners was scheduled for 12 March 2025.  Full Council would be advised of any significant edits requested.

RECOMMENDED that the Council approve the Learning and Development Strategy and Plan for Training.

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

11.	LIVING WAGE EMPLOYER ACCREDITATION
	(Appendix XVIII)	

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Corporate Services detailing that Members would be aware that the Council agreed, following a Notice of Motion and subsequent paper, to progress accreditation to become a Living Wage Employer.  Officers could now confirm that the Council were accredited as a Living Wage Employer by the Living Wage Foundation on 18th February 2025. 

The attached letter confirmed that, Ards and North Down Borough Council met the standards set by Citizens UK and the Living Wage Foundation by committing to the ‘UK Living Wage Employer’ Licence agreement and requirements. The accreditation was valid for one year and would be renewed annually.

As a Living Wage Employer, Ards and North Down Borough Council had committed to: 
· Pay the real UK Living Wage to all of its directly employed staff over the age of 18. 
· Ensure all its third-party contracted and sub-contracted regular staff were paid the real UK Living Wage. 
· Increase the wages of those employees and contracted staff to the Living Wage, if appropriate, within six months of any rise in the calculated Living Wage rates (Reviewed annually).

A communications plan would be developed to publicise the Accreditation. 

RECOMMENDED that the Council notes the above report.   

Proposed by Councillor McCracken, seconded by Councillor Thompson, that the recommendation be adopted.   

Councillor McCracken considered this to be very good news and offered congratulations to everyone on the Council team for bringing such a positive report.  
Ards and North Down Borough Council had previously been on a low tier for low pay across the Borough and that needed to be addressed.   This was an example of civic leadership and would also set a benchmark for suppliers.   He believed that it was important that the news was communicated to residents via multiple channels to demonstrate the Council’s leadership and he asked officers to outline the plans for that.   

The Director of Corporate Services explained that the communication had gone live today and Belfast had done this too successfully, it would be tied in to the Council’s broader message to businesses and investors.  

As seconder Councillor Thompson welcomed the comments made by Councillor McCracken and hoped the right messaging would be sent out to the public.   

Alderman McRandal agreed that this was a very positive development and a good news story.  He noted that the requirement would also apply to companies which did business with the Council and he asked how the Council could ensure compliance.  In response the Committee was informed that it would be required as part of the contract in a tendering process that staff working directly with the Council should be paid the Living Wage.   

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Councillor McCracken, seconded by Councillor Thompson, that the recommendation be adopted.



12.	EQIA REQUIREMENT FOR REQUEST TO HOLD ORANGE VICTIMS’ DAY SERVICE OF COMMEMORATION AT THE WARD PARK CENOTAPH  (Appendix IXX)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Corporate Services detailing that the Council had received a request from the Bangor District LOL 18 to hold an Orange Order Victims’ Day service of commemoration at the Ward Park Cenotaph on Sunday 7th September 2025. 

That would be a religious service at the cenotaph to commemorate the life of all Orangemen/Women lost during the Troubles with 50 – 100 in attendance consisting of members of Bangor District LOL 18 and band. 

Section 10.2 in The lands Policy stated: Permission granted under this policy to use Council land or property is without prejudice to any planning, building control, environmental or other legislative or regulatory requirements. 

Screening 
Section 75 of the Northern Ireland Act 1998 (the Act) required public authorities, in carrying out their functions relating to Northern Ireland, to have due regard to the need to promote equality of opportunity and regard to the desirability of promoting good relations across a range of nine categories outlined in the Act.

That request had been screened and it had been determined that the request would  require an EQIA before the Council could consider the request fully. 

Consultation process
Public consultation would include an online questionnaire, which would be available through the Council's Citizen Space portal; alternative paper copies and alternative languages could be requested through EQIA@ardsandnorthdown.gov.uk. The ECNI recommended that for an EQIA, public authorities allowed a minimum consultation period of 12 weeks. The Council would engage with affected individuals and representative groups to identify how best to consult or engage with them and would ask consultees what their preferred consultation methods were and would give consideration to those. 

The EQIA would be advertised in The County Down Spectator, The Newtownards Chronicle, and on the Council's Social Media Platforms, as well as being emailed to all consultation groups within Equality and Good Relations Sections.

A special meeting of the Ards and North Down Consultative Panel would be held in line with the Equality Scheme and within the agreed constitution. 

Due to the urgency of the request, the EQIA would be commenced following the call-in period of this committee.  After the 12-week consultation, an EQIA Final Decision Report would be written and presented to the Council. That was anticipated to be July 2025.

Budget
It was recommended that by using an independent external facilitator the Council could ensure impartiality.  That would include each of the seven steps of the EQIA along with the twelve-week public consultation.  The cost for the EQIA exercise would be approximately £6,000.  There was no budget set aside for the work, so it would require cost management within the Head of Administration’s budget throughout the year to accommodate. 

RECOMMENDED that the Council note the report.

Proposed by Councillor Cochrane, seconded by Councillor Thompson, that the report is noted.   

Proposing Councillor Cochrane recognised that this was the next stage of the process and he commended Bangor District for its cooperation with the process.   Referring to the approximate £6k figure that seemed significant and he hoped that this would be a one off payment and the District would not need to go through the process again.   

As seconder Councillor Thompson had no further comment.   

Alderman McRandal put on record that the Alliance Party supported the event taking place and also acknowledged the suffering at the loss of innocent lives.   He believed that recognising and remembering the past was part of the ongoing journey of reconciliation and peacebuilding.  The Council and other public authorities needed to be mindful of the Equality requirements under the Northern Ireland Act and those were in place to protect everyone so the Council had a duty to uphold that.   

Alderman Smith viewed the process as taking a sledgehammer to crack a nut and it seemed crazy to spend so much money on something that would be so straightforward and uncontentious.   He queried the outcomes of ‘major’ impact and questioned if other organisations seeking to do something in Ward Park would have to go through this and if an independent review was really necessary.   

The Director of Corporate Services informed him that this was the first time for an EQIA for this event and all applications were screened and most of those were screened out.  The commemoration in relation to the Somme was referenced as being of a long-standing nature and no previous complaints had been made against that historically.  The commemoration was a comparatively new event and the rationale for screening it was outlined in the appendix.  The figure of £6k was an estimate of the costs needed such as advertising, hiring of venues, collation of data and the preparation of reports.  Every new event would go through this process if it was screened in.  Other events had been screened in or not permitted to go ahead on the potential impact on good relations.  Alderman Smith replied that screening was highly subjective so in terms of determining if the impact was major or not was in the eye of the beholder.  The Member accepted that even though he did not agree with it.         

Alderman McIlveen’s point was also in relation to the subjective nature of the screening required and he did not agree with the interpretation since this was a short moment in time which would be held once a year and could not be described as major.  It was being held simply to commemorate innocent victims.  He also disagreed with the comment in the report that stated that there would be a negative impact on the Roman Catholic community and if anything it would have a neutral impact.  The spend required on the assessment could not be justified.  Responding the Head of Administration confirmed that the Equality Commission was consulted as well as internal and external screening and was a group decision with multiple channels who determined it as screened in.  Alderman McIlveen stressed there was no objective standard and he added that as a former Equality Commission commissioner that the organisation was not infallible.  

Councillor Gilmour echoed a number of the Alderman’s comments and agreed that the Equality Commission was not infallible and gave the example when it had taken Ashers Bakery to Court and in that case had been found toad be on the wrong side of the law.  The interpretation that the Orange Order only welcomed Protestant members was incorrect since one of the core principles supported by the organisation had been established by the 1688 Revolution which enshrined civic and religious liberties for all.  She was not sure how anyone could take offence and the decision did not sit easily with her.   

Alderman Graham expressed concern about the amount of money needed to be spent and noted that this was a good example of taking a sledgehammer to crack a nut.  He had appreciated the attitude shown in the Committee to the event and Members were prepared to allow this commemoration.  He imagined when innocent victims had been murdered during the Troubles that Roman Catholic neighbours would have been supportive and he pointed a finger directly at the Equality Commission and felt this was mischief making and that when the event did take place the modest numbers attending would give offence to no one.   

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Councillor Cochrane, seconded by Councillor Thompson, that the report is noted.

13.	NOTICE OF MOTION
	
a) Notice of Motion submitted by Councillor Wray and Councillor McLaren 
· Postponed to April Corporate Services Committee 

14.	ANY OTHER NOTIFIED BUSINESS 

There were no items of Any Other Notified Business.

EXCLUSION OF PUBLIC/PRESS

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




15.	RENEWAL OF TENDER FOR PRINTING SERVICES 
(Appendices XX & XXI)

***IN CONFIDENCE***

NOT FOR PUBLICATION 

SCHEDULE 6:3 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 contract for the provision of printing services for a 12-month period following a satisfactory service review.

The recommendation was adopted.

16.	RENEWAL OF TENDER FOR EMPLOYEE ASSISTANCE PROGRAMME 

***IN CONFIDENCE***

NOT FOR PUBLICATION 

SCHEDULE 6:3 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 contract for the provision of an Employee Assistance Programme for a 12-month period following a satisfactory service review.

The recommendation was that Council approves the extension of the Employee Assistance Programme contract for a further 12-month period under the existing Tender Option.

The recommendation was adopted.

17.	RENEWAL OF TENDER FOR OCCUPATIONAL HEALTH SERVICES 

***IN CONFIDENCE***

NOT FOR PUBLICATION 


SCHEDULE 6:3 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 contract for the provision of Occupational Health Services for a 12-month period following a satisfactory service review.

The recommendation was that Council approves the extension of the Occupational Health Services contract for a further 12-month period under the existing Tender Option.

The recommendation was adopted.

18.	LEASE TO ORIGIN GYMNASTICS 
(Appendix XXII)

***IN CONFIDENCE***

NOT FOR PUBLICATION

SCHEDULE 6:3 INFORMATION RELATING TO THE FINANCIAL OR BUSINESS AFFAIRS OF ANY PARTICULAR PERSON (INCLUDING THE COUNCIL HOLDING THAT INFORMATION)

Council was asked to provide consent for installations as required under the Lease to Origin Gymnastics.  It was recommended that the Council acceded to the request.  

The recommendation was adopted.

19.	REQUEST FROM DFI TO USE PART OF KENNEL LANE CAR PARK, NEWTOWNARDS AS A SITE COMPOUND 
(Appendix XXIII)

***IN CONFIDENCE***

NOT FOR PUBLICATION

SCHEDULE 6:5 – INFORMATION IN RELATION TO WHICH A CLAIM TO LEGAL PROFESSIONAL PRIVILEGE COULD BE MAINTAINED IN LEGAL PROCEEDINGS. 

The Council was asked to consider a request from DfI to use Council Land at Kennel Lane car park, Newtownards for a site compound. 

The recommendation was adopted. 



20.	YEAR END 2024/25 OUTTURN FORECAST 

***IN CONFIDENCE***

NOT FOR PUBLICATION

SCHEDULE 6:4 INFORMATION RELATING TO ANY CONSULTATIONS OR NEGOTIATIONS, OR CONTEMPLATED CONSULTATIONS OR NEGOTIATIONS, IN CONNECTION WITH ANY LABOUR RELATIONS MATTERS ARISING BETWEEN THE COUNCIL OR A GOVERNMENT DEPARTMENT AND EMPLOYEES OF, OR OFFICE HOLDERS UNDER, THE COUNCIL.  

Council was asked to consider a year end 2024/2025 forecast outturn report and consider how any surplus derived may be used to improve the Council's financial position.

The recommendation was adopted.

21.	ABSENCE MANAGEMENT 
(Appendices XXIV - XXVI)

***IN CONFIDENCE***

NOT FOR PUBLICATION

SCHEDULE 6:4 INFORMATION RELATING TO ANY CONSULTATIONS OR NEGOTIATIONS, OR CONTEMPLATED CONSULTATIONS OR NEGOTIATIONS, IN CONNECTION WITH ANY LABOUR RELATIONS MATTERS ARISING BETWEEN THE COUNCIL OR A GOVERNMENT DEPARTMENT AND EMPLOYEES OF, OR OFFICE HOLDERS UNDER, THE COUNCIL.  

Council were provided with an update on absence and the Council's absence management action plan.  

The recommendation was adopted.   

[bookmark: _Hlk191994495]RE-ADMITTANCE OF PUBLIC/PRESS

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

TERMINATION OF MEETING

The meeting terminated at 8.40 pm.
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