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[bookmark: _Hlk129687430]ARDS AND NORTH DOWN BOROUGH COUNCIL

A meeting the Corporate Services Committee was held at the Council Chamber, Church Street, Newtownards on Tuesday 12th March 2024 at 19:00.

PRESENT: 

In the Chair:  	Councillor Moore

Aldermen:	Brooks 		McIlveen
			Graham (19:12)	Smith (19:12)
			McAlpine

										
Councillors:	Chambers		W Irvine
			Cochrane		Irwin
			Gilmour (19:04)	McCracken
			Kennedy		McRandal
			S Irvine		
					 						 
Officers: 	Head of Administration (A Curtis), Head of Finance (S Grieve), Head of Communications and Marketing (C Jackson), Chief Executive (S Reid) (from 20:00) and Democratic Services Officer (S. McCrea)

Also Present: Councillor Boyle

1.	Apologies

Apologies were received for Alderman P Smith for lateness, Councillor MacArthur and the Director of Corporate Services (M Steele) for absence.

NOTED.

2.	Declarations of Interest

No Declarations of Interest were made.

NOTED.

3.	Deputation – northern ireland water
[bookmark: _Hlk121734890]
The Chair (Councillor Moore) invited NI Water representatives, Dr Steve Brockwell (Head of Investment Management, Engineering and Sustainability Directorate) and Mr Mark Consiglia (Wastewater Assets Area Manager, Customer & Operations Directorate) to speak on their deputation, advising they had ten minutes to speak followed by a fifteen minute period of Q&As.

Dr Brockwell presented the deputation to Members. NI water had been formed in 2007, transformed from a government department to a standalone company with a Board of Directors in similar fashion to other utility regulators. Money was derived from business companies and the Department for Infrastructure. 

(Councillor Gilmour entered the meeting at 19:04.)

NI Water operated on a six year business plan, commonly referred to as Price Control Plans of which NI Water was amidst the 2021-27 plan (named PC21). 605 million litres of water were supplied and 362 million litres of waste collected to and from businesses daily. 

NI Water was the largest consumer of electricity in Northern Ireland and most of its assets were legacy which remained a challenge with modern needs. They had been working with Councils across Northern Ireland on their Development Plan and knew of Council ambitions relating to housing and jobs which in turn, informed needs in relation to supply and collection needs of water and waste. Period PC21’s capital expenditure included a target costs reduction of £953m.

The next slide provided an overview of deliverables over the next six years with some examples of projects delivered such as Ards North Wastewater Treatment Project and a range of works and upgrades such as Kinnegar and Killinchy with investment values totalling over £160m. Water supply reinforcing had occurred in locations like Whitespots and Greyabbey to provide more resilience during times of high demand. 

The effects of legacy underfunding were becoming more prominent. The PC21 price controls were designed to reduce pollution but in turn affect decisions with regard to connections for maximising infrastructure. Applications would be supported through NI water’s three-stage planning process that consisted of a pre-development enquiry (PDE), impact assessment and planning permission whilst refusals were recommended where the PDE had not been followed.

(Aldermen Smith & Graham entered the meeting at 19:11 and 19:12 respectively)

In Impact Assessments, 51 Solutions Engineering Reports had been sent to developers whilst 26 occasions had been closed off due to like-for-like development with 23 impact assessments were being progressed at the time of writing. 

An overview of planning applications was shown to Members with 67 refusals, usually caused by developers who did not go through the PDP process. Conversely, 2019 applications were approved with standard conditions and 58 with specific conditions. 

NI Water had also begun a campaign called F.O.G; Fats, Oil and Grease and the effects on local wastewater infrastructure which Councils could support. An example photo of Portrush harbour was shown where a buildup of fat in wastewater infrastructure had resulted in constriction of waste runoff pipes. 

In summary, the shareholder, the Department of Infrastructure had signalled a move away from the agreed plan and that, for the benefit of Northern Ireland and Councils, it was essential that the plan was funded and NI water remained hopefully that further funding would be forthcoming.

With the end of the deputation, Councillors were invited to a fifteen minute Q&A with NI Water representatives. Alderman McRandal asked what the ramifications would be due to of a lack of funding in regard to Kinnegar Treatment Works and what risks existed due to sewage overspills. Dr Brockwell explained that without funding, there would be no further connections and alternatives would be explored. If the works were at capacity and causing pollution, NI Water would also be unable to allow further connections and could be prosecuted if such an issue was ignored. Multiple treatment works existed around Belfast loch that were regularly monitored to ensure they stayed within consent. Dr Brockwell did not believe Kinnegar was a major source of pollution in this regard. Mr Consiglia added that it was unwise to look at a singular treatment works on its own. Kinnegar was not only pivotal to Ards & North Down Borough Council but also Castlereagh. Sydenham had been a source of issues in recent times with flooding having occurred. As it was an integrated sewer network, one site could not be upgraded without the other.

Councillor W Irvine asked if any works would be carried out to alleviate flooding caused by heavy rainfall such as at Ballyholme. Mr Consiglia advised that Ashley Pumping station had struggled with flow but that it had been the river that surcharged in Ballyholme. The Cotton Pumping station was listed for upgrade by increasing the size of the well to hold more water before overflow occurred to the adjacent river. 

Councillor McCracken asked for an update in relation to waterworks for Central Bangor such as waste connections required by developers. Mr Consiglia explained that drainage studies had been carried out including upgrading of stations and Brompton and Stricklands, Clandeboye stream behind Abbey Primary School as well as works below the coastguard station at Bangor Marina. The latter included installation of large tanks to avoid CSOs discharging into the marina or the Long Hole. Part of this work involved identifying other areas that would require upgrading.

Councillor Chambers referenced NI Water’s budget cuts and asked how they would constrain development in Donaghadee which had over recent years undergone vast expansion. Dr Brockwell explained that NI Water had been underfunded for many years and that even if full funding was granted, it would take twelve to eighteen years to fully address issues. If the treatment works were overloaded, the whole catchment would be closed due to biological load which would lead NI Water to seek alternative processes to find storm hole separation opportunities. Mr Consliglia added that Donaghadee had been lucky to have a state of the art water works facility but that the infrastructure in the surrounding areas was of such an age that the issue often lies with water reaching the site as opposed to the site’s ability to deal with the volume of wastewater. Some local issues were being investigated such as flooding at Cannyreagh Road and both High and Main Street. 

REPORTS FOR APPROVAL


4.	abf 80th anniversary – royal irish concert, waterfront hall 6 april 2024
	
PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of  Corporate Services advising that a letter had been received from the Army Benevolent Fund (ABF) inviting a group of Councillors and staff to an Anniversary Concert scheduled for 6 April 2024 in the Waterfont Hall.  The concert had been intended to celebrate ABF’s 80 Years as a service charity and was a salute to His Majesty the King in the second year of his reign.  The concert would raise funds for soldiers, army veterans and their families in need.  ABF had extended an invitation to a group of Councillors and staff at a cost of £66pp and had asked that the date of the concert be added to the Councils scheduled of events for 2024.

RECOMMENDED that the Council that Council considers the invitation and nominates Councillors to attend the Concert if desired.

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Alderman McIlveen, seconded by Councillor Cochrane, that the recommendation be adopted and Alderman Cummings, Veteran’s Champion be nominated to attend the concert. Additionally, Alderman Graham proposed, seconded by Councillor Cochrane that the Mayor be nominated to attend the concert also. 

[bookmark: _Hlk129096376]5.	CIVIC EVENT POLICY

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of  Corporate Services which explained that the Council had agreed a Civic Events Policy in October 2016.  It was considered prudent to review the Policy given that a reasonable period of time had elapsed and in response to an increasing number of requests having been received. 

Officers had been considering levels of recognition, given the differing requests that were received.  In an effort to address the volume of requests, they had proposed a tiered approach of recognition, to better manage the limited budget.  In the financial year at the time of writing, the Civic Events budgets was £20,000.  Civic receptions ranged in cost from £1,000 to £3,500 each. 

Additions/changes to the attached draft policy were indicated in red text (Appendix 1). 

RECOMMENDED that Council adopt the draft Civic Event Policy. 

Alderman McIlveen asked what the practical difference would be to the Civic Event Policy as he believed it operated on a tiered approach already. The Head of Administration explained that currently when a request came in, it was considered as a civic event and Officers would work their way down through the tiers to a less formal event dependent on circumstances. The draft Civic Event Policy would allow for the approach to work from the bottom tier to the top. Going forward when a request for a Civic Event was being considered, Members should consult with Democratic Services in advance and they could advise if another option should be considered first. Only if an event was deemed appropriate for a full Civic event would it require three Members’ signatures and a report taken to Committee for approval. 

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

6.	SCHEME OF ALLOWANCES
	(Ref: FIN23)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of  Corporate Services which explained that the background requirements outlined Regulation 3 of the Payments to Councillors regulations required district councils to prepare and publish a scheme of allowances payable to its Members for each year.

SCHEME OF ALLOWANCES

Following the recent National Joint Council (NJC) pay agreement for staff, the Department for Communities (DfC) had issued Circular LG 23/2023 (attached in Appendix 1), which set new limits on all allowances for the financial year at the time of writing and for dependant carers allowance for the 2024/25 financial year.  The Committee considered this circular when setting the budget for Members’ allowances for the 2024/25 financial year.

Appendix 2 set out a draft revised scheme of allowances for 2023/24. When the budget for this year was set, no provision was made to increase allowances as per column 1 (version 11.1). The additional cost of implementing version 11.2 in column 2 below would be in the region of £100k.

Appendix 3 set out a draft revised scheme of allowances for 2024/25. The budget for the next financial year was recommended to include an additional £100k to accommodate the increase proposed in version 12 (set out in column 4 below).

These were both substantially the same with only changes being in regard to the rates of allowance paid. The table below set out a comparison for Members’ convenience:

	
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	
	Current 2023/24
Version 11.1
	Draft
2023/24
Version 11.2
	DfC Circular
	Draft 2024/25
Version 12
	DfC Circular

	Basic Allowance
	£15,071
	£17,030
	£17,030
	£17,030
	Note 1

	Special Responsibility 
	£51,040
	51,040
	£83,944
	£51,040
	Note 1

	Dependant Carers Allowance - Std
	£10.42
	£10.42
	£10.42
	£11.44
	£11.44

	Dependant Carers Allowance - Specialist
	£20.84
	£20.84
	£20.84
	£22.88
	£22.88

	Mileage (max rate)
	£0.45
	£0.45
	£0.65
	£0.45
	Note 2

	Subsistence - Accommodation
	£152.00
	£152.00
	£122.45 + inflation
	£158.00
	Note 2

	Subsistence - Meals
	£68.00
	£68.00
	£50.65
+ inflation
	£72.00
	Note 2



Note 1 - The maximum payable for basic and special responsibility allowances for the 2024/25 financial year were to be issued once the NJC pay agreement for staff had been published, which the DfC used as a benchmark for makings its determination.

Note 2 – The maximum payable for mileage and subsistence will be published at the same time as for basic and special responsibility allowances but these amounts had not changed in a number of years and were unlikely to for the foreseeable future.

Both the scheme of allowances and the statutory guidance issued by the Department for Communities form Part 5 of the Council’s constitution and therefore need updating following approval of the new schemes.

RECOMMENDED that Council:

1. Considers version 11.2 of the Scheme of Allowances to replace the previous version 11.1 with effect from 1 April 2023;
1. Considers version 12 of the Scheme of Allowances with effect from 1 April 2024; and
1. Updates its constitution accordingly.

Councillor S Irvine proposed an amendment to the recommendation, seconded by Councillor W Irvine.

That Council approves:

1. Version 11.2 of the scheme of allowances, aligning the mileage rates to the Department’s determination, with effect from 1 April 2023 and this be funded from in-year salary underspends.
2. Version 12 of the scheme of allowances, aligning mileage rates to the Department’s determination, with effect from 1 April 2024.
3. The updating of its constitution.

Councillor S Irvine explained that the proposal did not incur additional costs, had no impact on Council reserves and complied with Council reserves and budgeting policies as well as Department for Communities Guidance. It would also bring the Council into line with all other Councils across Northern Ireland. 

Councillor Gilmour was unable to support the proposal to backdate pay to 1 April 2023, explaining that last year, Councillors took the decision to not increase the last pay award due to a difficult rate setting process. She believed reneging on that decision was disingenuous to the ratepayer. However, it was always expected that realigning allowances would be investigated again. Today onward provided the opportunity for realignment but retrospective realignment was not the right choice. With regard to mileage the Council had decided to agree of £0.45 per mile as that was the level proposed by HMRC and the same figure doctors and nurses were entitled to. Councillor Gilmour felt it would be wrong for Councillors to be able to claim a higher mileage rate than those individuals, advising that she did not claim any mileage and disputed the argument of no cost to the ratepayer as the money had to come from somewhere. 

Alderman McIlveen agreed with Councillor Gilmour, citing the democratic vote taken in 2023 to freeze Councillor allowances. Any change to that decision would be breaking a promise to ratepayers. He also disagreed with changing mileage rate allowances. The opportunity to realign now was appropriate, as if it were left any longer, the pay increase between a frozen allowance and realignment would only become a more stark change in the future.

Alderman Brooks regarded the report’s mention of monies being found from an underspend fund, wanting to know how much money there was as there had been many occasions where Members had been told there was no budget. The Head of Finance advised that a budgetary control report was regularly provided to the committee, most recently in January 2024. The underspend was in excess of £2m and Members were advised in January that Ards and North Down Borough Council had the lowest percentage of reserves out of all Councils in Northern Ireland in comparison to expenditure. As had been suggested in the estimates process, underspend was used to bolster the general fund and strategic funds for transformation, sustainability and tax-based development. This would remain in the Officer’s proposal in order for Council to modernise and meet its obligations under the Climate Change Act. The underspend was regularly reported to Council which had also recently agreed the reserves and budgeting policies. It was important for Members and Officers to maintain financial discipline even though it was inevitable that changes would occur during each financial year through both Officer and Member proposals. Without adequate reserves, the Council would have nothing to fall back on when it met financial challenges.

The report before Members covered the current year as well as 2024-25. Option one (version 11.2) would be in-year and backdated whilst Option 2 (version 12) was in connection with next year and that had been budgeted for as part of the estimates. The 2024-25 Council allowances were generally tied to increases in staff salaries through NJC pay settlements, the next of which may not be for quite a few months.

Councillor McRandal agreed with other Councillors that the concept of backdating was not appropriate and so would not support it. 

Alderman Smith advised that Ards and North Down Councillors had the lowest allowances across Northern Ireland for many years. The decision to freeze them was just but to leave realignment any longer would, as Alderman McIlveen stated, only create a larger pay gap to be filled in the future. The thought of increasing mileage rates to £0.65 was overly generous, and Alderman Smith believed the solution was not for Councillors to increase their mileage allowance but for all other areas to lower theirs. 

Alderman Graham also agreed that it would be improper for Councillors to backdate and thanked his colleagues for keeping rates down.

Given the opposing nature of comments by other Committee Members, Councillor S Irvine advised that he was happy to withdraw the amendment.

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Alderman McIlveen, seconded by Alderman P Smith, that Council approve Option 2, version 12 of the scheme of allowances, with effect from 1st April 2024 and Option 3, updating of its constitution. 

7.	FINANCE POLICIES 
	(REF: FIN58)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of  Corporate Services stating that Section 1 of the Local Government Finance Act required Councils to “make arrangements for the proper administration of its financial affairs”. For a number of years, the Finance Service had been operating under legacy policies and had therefore been working on a programme to reviewing and updating current practice. To date following policies had been approved:

1. Anti-fraud, bribery and corruption v3 (March 2023)
1. Asset Management v1 (March 2023)
1. Reserves v1 (July 2023)
1. Charging and Income v1.1 (July 2023)
1. Budgeting v1 (November 2023)

The next two policies for approval were the draft Purchasing and Payments Policy and the draft Inventories Policy. Corporate Leadership Team, Heads of Service and Service Unit Managers had all been consulted on during the drafting process and their responses considered.

The main points of both documents are set out below:

Purchasing and Payments:

Chapter 1: Purchasing and Payments Policy Statement
Setting targets of paying 95% of invoices within 30 days and 85% within 10 working days. In addition, the draft policy required the use of electronic purchase orders for most purchases, puts in place numbering system for grant payments, standardises delegated authority thresholds for approving purchases and puts special delegations for repayment of loans.
Chapter 2: Overview of Responsibilities
Chapter 3: Suppliers and Payees Database
Chapter 4: Ordering of Goods and Services
This chapter sets out the arrangements for purchase orders and provided details on when they were not required and indicated that invoices not quoting a purchase order number would be returned to the supplier.
Chapter 5: Receipt of Goods and Services
Chapter 6: Internal Payments
Chapter 7: Non-Purchase Order Payments
Chapter 8: Completing the Weekly Authorisation Report
Chapter 9: Credit Card Controls
Chapter 10: Transitional Arrangements
As the new policy moved away from a paper-based purchasing ordering system, transitional arrangements were required to move to an interim system before the implementation of a new corporate financial management system.
Appendix 1: Chief Executive Credit Card Conditions of Use
Appendix 2: Performance Accountant Credit Card Conditions of use

Inventories:

Chapter 1: Inventories Policy Statement 
Introduction, Policy Objectives, Policy Statement and Related policies
Chapter 2: Holding Stock
Need for stock, Service Unit Procedures, Finance Service Responsibilities and Importance of Maintaining Internal Controls
Chapter 3: Security and Records
Security, Records, Stock takes and Returns to Finance Service

Chapter 1 in each policy document is the formal policy and as such was subject to Council approval. The remaining chapters were procedural in nature and therefore subject to periodic management review.

RECOMMENDED that Council approves the Purchasing and Payments Policy and the Inventories Policy.

Alderman Graham proposed, seconded by Councillor McCracken, that the recommendation be adopted.

Councillor McCracken referred to Chapter 1 Policy Objectives and asked what local purchasing policies existed, if any and how Council would try to spend money in the borough to help local businesses. The Head of Finance explained that it was covered in the procurement policy within which provisions existed in line with current regulations to buy local if possible. A new Procurement Act was coming into force that may have some implications but these would be considered by the Strategic Transformation Service. Councillor McCracken asked that Council be mindful of small businesses who found it difficult to engage due to Council processes and procedures. The Head of Finance advised that the Procurement Manager and their team did engage and provided assistance in that regard. 

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

REPORTS FOR NOTING
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8.	REVENUE RAISING CONSULTATIONS

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of  Corporate Services which advised that a letter had been received from The Northern Ireland Local Government Association (NILGA) in relation to the Revenue Raising Consultations initiated by the Secretary of State for Northern Ireland and NILGA in turn had written to the Land and Property Services and the Chief Executives of the Northern Ireland Councils.  Copies of the letters are attached.

RECOMMENDED that Council notes the letters.

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

9.	QUARTERLY REPORT ON EQUALITY AND GOOD RELATIONS
	(REF: EQ33)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of  Corporate Services which advised that, in accordance with the Council’s Equality Scheme, a progress report was required to be submitted to the Council's Corporate Services Committee every quarter.  This ensured that the Council complied with its obligations to meet its equality and good relations duties and responsibilities, as identified in Section 75 of the Northern Ireland Act 1998.

This report lists the actions of Council officers to meet the statutory duties since 1 January 2024.

Consultative Panel

A meeting of the consultative panel was held on 5th March 2024 in Alderman George Green Community Centre, all members were invited to come along a meet with the panel.  The panel members reviewed Council policies, and suggestions were taken on board and added to the screening forms.

Screening of Council policies

The Internal Screening Panel met in January 2024 and again in March 2024.  Officers from across the Council directorates screened 11 Council policies.  This enabled comments to be received, considered, and addressed.  All Heads of Service and Service Unit Managers had been issued a reminder of the Council's screening obligations and instructions on completing the Jot Form.  

Quarterly Consultations

The Council had a requirement within the Equality Scheme to publish the outcome of screened policies quarterly.  A quarterly report was uploaded onto the Council’s website on 25th January 2024. 

Equality Action Plan

[bookmark: _Hlk2760742][bookmark: _Hlk157420931]The Compliance Officer (Equality and Safeguarding) continued to review and ensure that items outlined in the plan were in place and on track.  Officers were reminded of their responsibilities during the quarterly Screening Panel meetings.  A review of the EAP was required and a new EAP for 2025 – 2030 is underway.

Disability Forum

The Disability Forum met in March 2024.

At the meeting, Linda Doherty from the Patient and Client Council gave a presentation on their services.
The Compliance Officer (Equality and Safeguarding) updated members regarding the review of the Disability Action plan.  A number of parking issues and concerns had been identified by both the Over 50s Council and Disability Forum members. As a result, a workshop was to be facilitated on Wednesday 13 March 2024, 2pm – 4pm at Londonderry Park, Newtownards. The aim of the workshop was to develop key messages for an awareness campaign that would help people to understand the consequences of their actions and to alter their parking habits.

Disability Confident Scheme

Ards and North Down Borough Council signed up to the Disability Confident scheme, level 1 in January 2024.  The scheme had 3 levels 
· Level 1 to become a Disability Confident Committed
· Level 2 to become Disability Confident Employer
· Level 3 to become Disability Confident Leader

The Disability Confident scheme developed by CIPD supported employers to make the most of the talents disabled people can bring to the workplace.
whilst
· challenging attitudes towards disability
· increasing understanding of disability
· removing barriers to disabled people and those with long-term health conditions
· ensuring that disabled people have the opportunities to fulfil their potential and realise their aspirations.

Together with Councils Human Resources department, the Compliance Officer (Equality and Safeguarding) would work towards achieving level 2.

Disability Action Plan

The Compliance Officer (Equality and Safeguarding) continued to work to deliver the Disability Action Plan.   This was reported through the Internal Screening Group and the Disability Forum.  At these meetings, any identified concerns may have been added to the plan to ensure appropriate actions were identified and undertaken promptly to enable the Council to remain compliant with the relevant legislation. A review of the DAP was required and a new DAP for 2025 – 2030 was underway.

Disability Employment and Support Day

In conjunction with the Labour Market Partnership Manager the Compliance Officer (Equality and Safeguarding) held a Disability Employment and Support Day In February 2024.  The programme was aimed at those who self-identify as having a disability or a neurodiverse condition as well as parents, carers, or guardians of someone with a disability or neurodiverse condition. Local exhibitors who offer programmes and support packages for those with a disability were in attendance, to give advice on training, employment options and offer help and assistance. 

Complaints

During this period, no Section 75 complaints had been received.  

Safeguarding 

Employee training had been developed in line with the Keeping Safe initiative, which aimed to raise awareness of the issues concerning Safeguarding Children and adults at risk.  Between November 2023 and March 2024, the Council had trained 170 employees across all directorates.

The Compliance officer (Equality and Safeguarding) continued working together to safeguard and promote the welfare of children and young people and prevent and protect them from risk and harm.

No Safeguarding referrals had been made in this reporting period.

It Takes All Sorts

The It takes all sorts events 2023/2024 were very successful and gave staff and members of the public a wide variety of information ranging from Money advice to suicide prevention advice.

It is envisaged that another 4 events will take place from September 2024 through to January 2025, which was to be reported in the next quarterly report.

RECOMMENDED that Council notes this report.

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

10.	LOCAL GOVERNMENT STAFF COMMISSION FOR NORTHERN IRELAND CONTINUING OPERATIONS BEYOND 2024

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of  Corporate Services which advised that a letter had been received from the Local Government Staff Commission for Northern Ireland in relation to their continuing operations beyond 2024.  The letter indicated that Department of Communities had advised the Commission that their operations were to be extended to March 2027.  The Commission had advised that once the schedule detailing the Estimated Penny Rate Product for Rates Support Grant for the incoming financial year was forwarded by the Department for Communities that they would advise Ards and North Down Borough Council of the Councils apportioned contribution for the financial year 2024/2025. 

RECOMMENDED that Council notes the letter.

Alderman Graham proposed, seconded by Councillor Gilmour, that the recommendation be adopted.

Councillor Gilmour had in the past questioned why the Council had paid into the service but after having engaged with the services in recent times, now understood their purpose and asked if payments were an obligation. The Head of Finance explained that it had been intended for the Commission to be wound up at re-organisation but this had failed to happen and though not a priority, Council had an obligation to pay. 

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

11.	CHARTER PLUS AWARD FOR MEMBER DEVELOPMENT

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of  Corporate Services which explained that, on 29 January 2024, NILGA assessed the Council under the Charter Plus Framework (attached) for Member Development. Over 30 councillors and officers were interviewed as part of the day long assessment process, which was successful. 

The Charter Framework helped councils to support councillor development and recognised those that had built an effective approach. The Elected Member Development Steering Group led the work involved and provided a comprehensive menu of development opportunities across a 4 year period after each election. 

RECOMMENDED that Council note the information contained in this report.
Alderman Graham proposed, seconded by Alderman McAlpine, that the recommendation be adopted.

Alderman Graham found the assessment encouraging and wished to thank the enthusiasm of Samantha Rea who had been a driving force throughout the process. 

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

12.	RESIDENTS SURVEY
	(REF: CJ/2024RS)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Chief Executive’s Office which explained that Council had committed to undertaking a formal survey of residents every two years to gain an insight into satisfaction levels with the organisation and the services delivered.  The information gathered was shared across all service areas and used to inform a number of performance improvement measures including our annual service plans, performance improvement plan and financial statements.     

A procurement exercise was undertaken to secure a market research company to deliver a survey that would provide:

an insight into how the Council is perceived by the community it serves
satisfaction with the local area
satisfaction with ‘key’ Council services
the responsiveness of the Council
how informed residents feel
their perception of the value for money the Council provides.

Social Market Research Ltd (SMR) was successful in the procurement exercise and commissioned to undertake the survey.  The research was conducted in line with ISO20252 of which Social Market Research (SMR) is fully accredited.

The survey was based on a representative sample of 1,004 residents aged 16+, with quotas applied for age, gender, social class and location within the Borough.

The survey was conducted using Computer Assisted Telephone Interviewing (CATI).  
All interviews were conducted by telephone with interviewers fully briefed before the commencement of fieldwork.

A summary of the headline findings is attached in Appendix A and the full report in Appendix B

It was encouraging to note that residents report a high level of overall satisfaction with the Council – 83%.  The comparative figure for all GB Councils in June 2021 was 60%.  

The findings had been considered by Corporate Leadership Team and Heads of Service and as referenced previously, would be used to inform a number of our performance improvement publications.   

RECOMMENDED that Council notes the results of the 2023 Resident Survey, which will be shared across all service areas and used to inform a number of performance improvement measures including our annual service plans, performance improvement plan and financial statements.     

Alderman Smith proposed, seconded by Councillor McCracken, that the recommendation be adopted.

Alderman Smith found the report positive, noting 83% satisfaction compared to the benchmark of 60% with only a 5% dissatisfaction. 97% had used at least one Council service which allowed for an informed opinion. 78% had said that the Council kept them informed whilst 67% believed there was good value for money which, when compared to the 55% benchmark was positive. Unfortunately, there had been a decrease in contributing to recycling which was down from 67% in 2021 to 58%. He hoped that the information gleaned from the survey would allow officers to develop policies. Alderman Smith noted however that satisfaction rates appeared to be quite different in DEAs with the former North Down area appearing to be more satisfied than the former Newtownards area. He believed it was possible this may have been attributable to announcements of investments over the past two years that may have led some ratepayers to believe Council acted more favourably to some areas. 

Councillor McCracken offered congratulations to the team especially in the increase for value for money opinions from 49% to 69%.

Councillor W Irvine agreed with his colleagues and hoped the information on the HRC booking system would be passed onto the Environment team.

Councillor Gilmour thought the feedback was useful for shaping future agendas whilst also pointing towards areas that needed to be targeted and also noted the difference in satisfaction by DEA areas, as did Councillor Moore. 

Alderman McIlveen reminded Members that Comber was once an area that was considered as significantly dissatisfied with issues such as dog fouling and flags. There was perhaps an underlying current of seeing millions of pounds of investment in Bangor as opposed to Newtownards but likely, such undercurrent was fuelled by social media and newspapers. The survey provided some evidence of disparity which would require investigating.

Councillor Cochrane queried if the sample size could be increased given that it was less than 1% of the total population and the frustrations some ratepayers may have with not being involved. The Head of Communications and Marketing advised that each survey interview took between twenty to thirty minutes, which was resource intensive, making the exercise expensive for Council to undertake.  Sample size could be increased but costs need to be factored in.  She reminded Members that additional service specific surveys were ongoing throughout the year allowing further exploration of satisfaction in particular areas of Council’s work.  She invited Donal McDade, Managing Director SMR Research, to comment on the validity/ representation of the sample size.   

Mr McDade explained that the sample size of 1000 was determined with consideration of managing the ‘margin of error’.  It delivered a 95% confidence rate that the sample was representative across the Ards and North Down population.  It was the number used by most councils in NI.  He commented that Belfast City Council had used a 1500 sample size last year in their survey, but this was because they wanted more detailed geographical breakdown.  The sample size could be doubled but the margin of error would only increase by 1%, which would be hard to justify in terms of the additional costs.  

Alderman Graham was encouraged by the survey results and agreed with other Members that dissatisfaction should be investigated further in the hopes of identifying and improving any issues such as the apparent HRC dissatisfaction. He noted that certain social media pages would make one believe that the borough was very dissatisfied and was happy to see this was not actually the case before thanking officers and staff for their efforts. 

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

13.	PRUDENTIAL INDICATORS & TREASURY MANAGEMENT – 2023/24 QTR 3
	(REF: FIN161)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of  Corporate Services which explained that, in February 2023, Council approved its annual Capital and Treasury Management Strategies, including the setting of Prudential Indicators (PIs) for the financial year at the time of writing that was to end 31 March 2024.  These were 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 at the end of quarter 3 of the financial year, as required by the CIPFA Codes.  The figures presented in this report were based on knowledge and information held at 31 December 2023.

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 would be affordable, prudent and sustainable.  Updates to these PIs are set out below.

	
	Original Forecast
	Revised Forecast

	Table 1.11
	£m
	£m

	Capital Expenditure 2023/24 (Current Year)
	17.406
	7.788



The original estimate of £17.406m had been revised to £7.533m, reflecting the capital expenditure that was then expected to be incurred by 31 March 2024. The reduction in the forecast was primarily due to programme slippages in the planned major capital schemes, particularly
· Greenway Schemes – Comber to Newtownards and Newtownards to Bangor, due to delays in the planning process, including awaiting responses from statutory consultees;
· Bangor Aurora Pool Floor – currently undergoing a detailed assessment of business needs;

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

	
	Actual
	Revised Forecast

	
	2022/23
	2023/24
	2024/25
	2025/26

	Table 1.12
	£m
	£m
	£m
	£m

	Capital Expenditure
	5.187
	7.788
	19.406
	30.593

	Financed by:
	
	
	
	

	Loans
	2.427
	4.901
	10.341
	17.520

	Grants
	1.384
	1.983
	7.309
	11.725

	Capital Receipts
	1.080
	0.895
	1.346
	0.953

	Revenue/Reserves
	0.296
	0.009
	0.409
	0.395



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 increases 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

	
	2022/23
	2023/24
	2024/25
	2025/26

	Table 1.2
	£m
	£m
	£m
	£m

	Capital Financing Requirement (CFR)
	76.328
	75.853
	79.784
	90.301

	External Gross Borrowing
	63.725
	59.651
	61.226
	72.574

	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 (£14.6m 23/24 forecast) and indicated that historic capital expenditure had 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 had been similar for several years 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 was 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 at 31/03/24 was £59.7m (table 1.2).  The Council was therefore forecast to remain well within both the Authorised Limit and the Operational Boundary set for the year as follows:

	Table 1.3
	2023/24 

	Authorised limit – borrowing
	£ 86.235m

	Operational boundary – borrowing
	£ 81.235m









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
	2022/23 Actual
	2023/24 Forecast
	2024/25 Forecast
	2025/26 Forecast

	Financing costs (£m)
	8.158
	7.782
	8.781
	9.712

	Proportion of net revenue stream (%)
	14.0%
	12.4%
	13.9%
	14.1%



The forecast financing costs for 2023/24 of £7.8m were in line with the budget set for the year.

2.1 Treasury Management – Debt Activity

The following table summarises the position on long-term borrowings at 31/12/2023.

	Table 2.1
	
	
	
	

	Lender
	Balance 01/04/23
	New Loans
	Repayments 
	Balance 31/12/23

	Dept of Finance
	£ 56.450m
	£       -
	(£ 1.604m)
	£ 54.846m

	Banks (LOBOs)
	£   7.275m
	£       -
	(£ 1.000m)
	£   6.275m

	Totals
	£ 63.725m
	£       -
	(£ 2.604m)
	£ 61.121m



The Council, at the time of writing did not 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 £75.8m by 31 March 2024.  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 were anticipated before 31 March 2024.  

Therefore, after further repayments on existing long-term loans are made in February 2024, the level of external borrowings at 31 March 2024 was forecast to be £59.65m.

2.2 Treasury Management - Debt Related Treasury Activity Limits

The table below shows the position of all debt related treasury activity limits.  
	Table 2.21
	

	Interest rate exposures
	Limit 2023/24
	Actual at 31/12/23

	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 2023/24
	Upper Limit 2023/24
	Forecast 2023/24

	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 investment climate at the time of writing continued to be one of overriding risk consideration, particularly that of counterparty risk.  In line with advice provided by treasury management consultants, officers continued to implement an operational investment strategy of placing short-term investments with approved high-quality counterparties.  

For the period from 1 April to 31 December 2023, Council had earned interest of £463k 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
	£2.7m
	Call A/c
	4.89%
	£103,187

	Invesco Investment Mgt Ltd
	£2.6m
	Call A/c
	5.02%
	£86,489

	State Street Global Advisors
	£2.7m
	Call A/c
	4.86%
	£101,285

	Barclays Bank
	£1.7m
	Call A/c
	4.80%
	£53,357

	Bank of Scotland
	£2.0m
	Call A/c
	4.85%
	£77,029

	Santander
	£1.1m
	Call A/c
	2.91%
	£10,060

	Other Local Authorities
	£3.0m
	3 mths
	4.20%
	£31,414

	Totals
	£462,821



This compared favourably to the budget set for the year of £220k.  The forecast investment interest income for the financial year is expected to be circa £600k, which will result in a favourable variance of £380k.  

The total balance of funds held in investment accounts at 31 December 2023 was £11m.  The table below shows the risk and return metrics on these investments against other NI Councils.
	Table 2.3
	Counterparties
	Investments

	Table 2.32
	Credit Rating 
	Liquidity
	Rate of Return (%)

	ANDBC
	A+
	100%
	5.31%

	NI Council Average
	A+
	74%
	5.17%


Source: Arlingclose Ltd Local Authority Quarterly Investment Benchmarking report Dec-23

The Council’s limit for total principal sums invested for periods longer than 364 days is £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 Alderman McRandal, that the recommendation be adopted.

14.	RESPONSES TO NOTICES OF MOTION
	
(a)	NOM 164 – EVENT MANAGEMENT

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of  Corporate Services stating that the following Notice of Motion was agreed by Council at its meeting in March 2023:
 
‘That this Council acknowledges the exceptional work which community and voluntary groups carry out, often staging events which were previously run by this Council. Risk Management and Event Management Plans should assist the planning and the safe running of these events.  However, many voluntary groups find the process arduous and inflexible, especially when trying to organise events on Council owned land. This Council therefore requests that a full review of this process takes place in consultation with community groups to ascertain their concerns, ensuring that Health and Safety expectations are realistic and meet the necessary requirements.  Groups should be more actively supported as part of the process and that, if necessary, a wide range of supporting materials should be provided for a range of events; thereby ensuring that voluntary groups are more robustly assisted in their work rather than hindered by the current burdensome process.’
  
A report was brought to Corporate Services Committee in June 2023, detailing the review that officers had carried out in relation to the process that organisers of events on Council Land were required to follow to secure approval for the event to proceed, with a particular focus on the health and safety evidence requirements that formed part of the approvals process.   

It was accepted that health and safety, in particular Risk Assessments and Event Management Plans, could be a complex area to navigate therefore, to further support event organisers, officers intended to hold an Event Organisers workshop. Officers wrote to 59 event organisers to seek feedback on the aspects of event management that caused them the most difficulty or concern, in order that these issues could be factored into the design of the workshop and it was recommended that Council noted that officers had undertaken a review of the process and that the Notice of Motion had been addressed.  It was further agreed that officers would report back to the committee after the Event Management Workshop had taken place.  

The Events Management Workshop took place on Saturday 20th January 2024 at Ards Blair Mayne Wellbeing and Leisure Complex and the details are summarised below:

· The workshop was led by an external facilitator, Vanessa Mawer, who has spent many years working with agencies and event organisers, advising, educating and implementing event safety.
· Officers sent an invitation to attend to all Elected Members, 59 stakeholders and relevant officers.  
· Attendees: 1 Elected Member, 7 officers and 14 stakeholders.  
· The aim of the workshop was to enable attendees to plan their events and to ensure (so far as is reasonably practicable) the events take place safely.  The objectives were to explain relevant legislation and guidance for events, to understand what a landowner needs to allow their land to be used and considerations for the content of event documentation.  
· Information was provided at the event by Council’s Head of Environmental Health on Safety Advisory Groups (SAG) – the rationale and benefits of attending and Council’s terms of reference for SAG, details of which can be found at Appendix 5 of the Council’s Land and Property policy Council land and property | Ards and North Down Borough Council
· A follow up email was sent out to all attendees providing further support including relevant links and documents – see Appendix 1.  

The attendees were asked to evaluate the workshop on a feedback form with a score between 1 (lowest) and 4 (highest) and the responses were as follows: 

1. Workshop objectives were stated clearly and met - 100% scored a 4/4 

1. The workshop was well organized – 100% scored 4/4

1. [bookmark: _Hlk158887671]The information presented was relevant and useful – 83% scored 4/4, 17% scored 3/4

1. The facilitator and officers provided adequate time for questions and answered them satisfactorily – 100% scored 4/4   

1. This workshop increased my understanding of Health & Safety, Event Management and Risk Assessments – 50% scored 4/4, 50% scored 3/4

1. The workshop gave me a good understanding of the Council’s responsibilities as landowner – 83% scored 4/4, 17% scored 3/4

1. The presenter(s) suggested ways to follow up the training and provided information on where further information could be accessed – 67% scored 4/4, 33 % scored 3/4

1. The physical arrangements were adequate – 100% scored 4/4   

1. How would you rate this workshop? (Please check one) – 100% scored 4/4   

Comments from attendees:  

“Really enjoyed the workshop, especially as someone not very au fait with event management topics. Topic was very interesting, and Vanessa was a great presenter. The catering was also very good.”

“The Workshop was extremely useful and explained the Landowners responsibilities well.”

“Event was a great opportunity to match faces to names. Some content not directly relevant to our operations (e.g. Bouncy Castle requirements), but still useful background information. Have previous experience of Health & Safety and Risk Assessment process in a work context. Standardised template will be helpful for future submissions. Vanessa’s extensive knowledge base and practical application was particularly helpful. Overall, a great Council initiative that will be mutually beneficial to both Council and land users – well done to all involved.”

“Very well organized, excellent speaker, ideal venue, and very enjoyable lunch.” 

“It was useful to see just how seriously the Council took their responsibility to ensure health and safety arrangements at events. I came away with a clear appreciation of the organizers’ equally demanding responsibility. The facilitator was excellent.”

[bookmark: _Hlk160714727]RECOMMENDED that the Council notes the review that officers have undertaken, that an Event Management Workshop has taken place, the feedback from attendees and agrees that the Notice of Motion has been addressed.

Alderman McIlveen proposed, seconded by Councillor W Irvine, that the recommendation be adopted.

Councillor W Irvine asked if any practical steps had changed from the first policy or feedback taken on board from attendees, stating that volunteer groups attempting to organise events had been onerous. 

The Head of Administration advised that Terms and Conditions for 3rd parties using Council Land remained the same, however a notable change was that people were engaging with the Council earlier in the process now which was positive. She felt that the workshop had been positive and all had come to the understanding that risks were both the responsibility of the Council and organisers. A schedule of Safety Advisory Groups (SAG) had now been scheduled with dates aligning to grants. This was a multidisciplinary internal and external group which organisers may have been asked to attend, depending on the nature and scale of the event.

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

15.	NOTICES OF MOTION

(a)	NOTICE OF MOTION SUBMITTED BY COUNCILLOR W IRVINE AND COUNCILLOR S IRVINE

[bookmark: _Hlk160714775]That this Council in recognition of the 70 years of service rendered by the late her Majesty Queen Elizabeth ll gives consideration to the erection of a permanent memorial of Queen Elizabeth ll at the redeveloped marine gardens.  A report to be brought back to Council to include options on the commissioning and costings of the memorial.

Councillor W Irvine proposed, seconded by Councillor S Irvine, that Council bring back a report to include options on the commissioning and costings of a memorial.

Councillor W Irvine explained that the memorial would be very fitting to commemorate the longest reigning monarch in a lasting tribute. He recounted key moments in Queen Elizabeth’s life and her unwavering commitment to duty which led to her being seen as a beacon of hope. 

Councillor S Irvine shared his fellow proposer’s sentiments and spoke of the Queen’s dedication over seventy years. The erection of a permanent memorial would commemorate her legacy with the gardens being a cherished public space in the community offering future generations a reminder of her commitment to duty and service. 

Alderman McIlveen explained that Council had taken a decision previously to name the gardens in her memory and that it would be interesting to see public feedback on what kind of memorial would be most fitting. He recalled that Councillor Cathcart had initially brought a proposal forth for an area in the borough to be named after Queen Elizabeth II and that this Notice of Motion complimented that decision. 

Alderman P Smith thought a memorial was appropriate to highlight the naming of the gardens in what would be a fitting and practical statement. 

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Councillor W Irvine, seconded by Councillor S Irvine that Council bring back a report to include options on the commissioning and costings of a memorial. Any decision arising from this will be subject to an EQIA.

16.	ANY OTHER NOTIFIED BUSINESS

There were no items of notified business.

EXCLUSION OF PUBLIC/PRESS

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

REPORTS FOR APPROVAL (IN CONFIDENCE)

17.	REQUEST FROM PANORAMIC WHEEL CO. LTD TO USE COUNCIL LAND AT MCKEE CLOCK ARENA, BANGOR

***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)

A report was provided to Members with regard to the Panoramic Wheel Co. Ltd using Council land at the McKee Clock Arena in Bangor during allotted times, subject to various terms and conditions as laid out by the Council. 

The recommendation was adopted.

[bookmark: _Hlk129096524]18.	RENEWAL OF LEASE – MILLISLE LAGOON AND BEACH PARK
[bookmark: _Hlk138080484]	(Appendix IV)

[bookmark: _Hlk138080761]***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)

A report was provided to Members outlining the renewal of a lease in relation to Millisle Lagoon and Beach Park subject to a review of costs. 

The recommendation was adopted..

19.	SPFG MINUTES 26 february 2024

***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)

A copy of SPFG minutes from 26th February 2024 was presented to the Committee for noting.

The recommendation was adopted.

Re-admittance of Public/Press 

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

Termination of meeting 

The meeting terminated at 20:33.
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