	

		CW.09.10.2024PM
ARDS AND NORTH DOWN BOROUGH COUNCIL

A hybrid meeting of the Community and Wellbeing Committee was held at the Council Chamber, Church Street, Newtownards, and via Zoom, on Wednesday 9 October 2024 at 7.00 pm. 

PRESENT:		

In the Chair:	Alderman Brooks  

Alderman:	Adair
	McRandal
			
Councillors:	Ashe	Hollywood 
	Boyle	S Irvine 
	Chambers 	W Irvine  
	Cochrane 	Kendall
	Douglas 	McClean 
	Harbinson 	Moore 

Also in Attendance: Alderman P Smith 
	
Officers in Attendance: Director of Community and Wellbeing (G Bannister), Head of Environmental Health, Protection and Development (A Faulkner), Head of Community and Culture (N Dorrian), Head of Leisure Services (I O’Neill), Head of Parks and Cemeteries (S Daye) and Democratic Services Officer (H Loebnau) 

1.	Apologies

Apologies had been received from Alderman Cummings.   

NOTED.

2.	Declarations of Interest

The following declarations of interest was notified:
Councillor Douglas – Item 10 - Arts and Heritage Annual Summary 2023-2024

NOTED.
[bookmark: _Hlk165630040][bookmark: _Hlk165630093][bookmark: _Hlk176775335][bookmark: _Hlk163724217] 
3.	Consultation response to The Public Health Act 2024 (FILE CW174)
	(Appendix I – II)

[bookmark: _Hlk179280545][bookmark: _Hlk161127560]PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Community and Wellbeing detailing that this report was originally considered by Community & Wellbeing in September. At the Council meeting in September, it was agreed to refer this matter back to the Community & Wellbeing Committee for reconsideration. The amendments suggested at Council were attached for members information.  The original proposed response was also attached.

Officers could confirm that the response date had been extended to the 14 October 2024, and Council had granted delegated authority to the Community & Wellbeing Committee to approve the final response on its behalf.

Background
The Public Health Act (Northern Ireland) 1967 was reviewed in March 2016 by the Department of Health (DoH) to ascertain whether it was still fit for purpose.  The work on scoping policy proposals that would underpin a new health protection legislative framework for Northern Ireland was paused due to other work pressures and the Department’s emergency response to the Covid-19 pandemic.  

Current position
In May 2022 the work on this area resumed and DoH were now consulting on proposals which would underpin a new health protection legislative framework for Northern Ireland, and which were based on the recommendations of the 2016 Review of the 1967 Act and learning from recent public health emergencies.  The overarching principle of the draft Bill was to protect the population against various forms of infection and contamination including biological, chemical and radiological, in addition to infectious diseases, which was the focus of the 1967 Act.

The draft response
A draft response to the consultation has been prepared by Environmental Health Northern Ireland (EHNI), a group comprising of all the heads of Environmental Health in the 11 Councils.  The response, which was attached, generally welcomed the Act and the principles it was aiming to achieve.  However, clarity was needed on the expectations on local government and its role in enforcing this legislation and the associated resources to do so.  

Members would wish to give consideration to the proposed changes outlined at September’s Council meeting, attached.

RECOMMENDED that Council agrees and approves the final proposed response.  

The Director began by giving clarity to the decision before Members.  He explained that there were two documents attached to the report, the first of which was the officers’ original proposed response, and a second attachment (Appendix 2) suggested amendments which had been made at the Council meeting in September.   At that meeting it was proposed to refer this discussion back to the October meeting of the Community and Wellbeing Committee for further consideration.   

Proposed by Councillor McClean, seconded by Councillor Cochrane, that the recommendation be adopted and that the amendments in Appendix 2 be incorporated.   

Councillor McClean thanked Councillor Irwin for suggesting that the matter should be discussed further by the Community and Wellbeing Committee and he thought that had been useful.    

He considered that there were two parts to think about when the Council was making its response;

· The Council understood the need to protect the public in the present and for future pandemics and that the current law needed to be updated.   
· At the previous Community and Wellbeing Committee the Consultation document had not been included.   It was 79 pages in length and the Council had provided a response on those areas pertaining to its powers.  It was only when the full Consultation was examined could the more alarming suggestions be noted such as those under restrictions and emergency powers which included mandatory vaccination and for the seizure and destruction of property.    

On the point of mandatory vaccination, he agreed with the Health Minister that that was extreme and he did not think that the Council should consent to that.    

Secondly, he thought the Council should also write to the Health Minister asking for the Consultation to be withdrawn.   He thought it extraordinary to take as the lesson from the Covid pandemic and the global response that the public needed even more coercion.   One outcome of the western governments’ response was more distrust of those governments leading to reduced uptake of the vaccine and he thought it was harder to think of a better way to further erode the public’s bottomed-out trust of their governments than by introducing such radical suggestions.

As a result of that he believed that the Consultation was now damaged and had further eroded public confidence to the point where it was unlikely to pass through the Assembly in its current form and should be withdrawn.  That would allow a rework that was more precise with greater detail on suggested interventions and the specific circumstances in which they might be deployed.   In this way civil liberties would be protected and for now the Council needed to ensure that the Minister was mindful of the Council’s position. 

Seconding the recommendation Councillor Cochrane thought that the Council should reflect the position of local constituents who were fearful of it.  He viewed these as draconian measures, and he failed to see how the Consultation would benefit anyone and was further baffling when the Minister himself could not stand over aspects of the Consultation.  He sought reassurance that the public would not be affected negatively by such extreme measures.   

Councillor S Irvine shared that view and supported the proposal having been inundated with comments and words of concern at the extreme suggestions outlined in the Consultation.      

Alderman McRandal thanked officers for the work which had gone in to compiling a response and while the Alliance Party also had some reservations about the freedoms of individuals, he could not agree with Councillor McClean’s proposal.   He thought that the response had been drafted according to how it affected the Council operationally but did not think a Council wide response was necessary and rather shared Councillor Irwin’s comments at the September Council meeting that each Party should submit individual responses to the Consultation.   

Councillor W Irvine rose to support the proposal that had been made by Councillor McClean.  He too had concerns about the language and the possible wide-ranging effects of the Consultation and thought it was important that the Council make its position clear to ensure that people’s rights and freedoms were protected against overreaching control by government which he believed would negatively impact on wider society.    

Councillor Kendall appreciated the opportunity to discuss this matter further and stressed the need for public health and information to be open, transparent and evidence based and if vaccinations were required evidence was needed.   She agreed absolutely with the need to protect vulnerable people but expressed some concern about the Consultation as it was presented.  What worried her was that there were a lot of things which were not fully explained even if they may be well meant and throughout the pandemic the public had showed a willingness to comply with restrictions to their lives in the interests of wider society and to protect the most vulnerable.  She agreed to support the amendment and thought that there was a need to lead people and provide more evidence and for that reason she suggested that the Consultation go back to the drawing board.    

Councillor Boyle referred to the mix of views within the Chamber and that the proposed Bill was intended to update the current dated legislation to allow for the better response to public health emergencies. However, everyone was aware that there were elements of the proposed Bill that were a cause for concern, particularly in relation to its potential impact on personal freedoms.    

His Party’s Health spokesperson, Colin McGrath, had already raised concerns to that effect, particularly around the proposed scope of powers that would be given to individual Ministers.  The Bill had not been published yet but he would expect its passage to be at least six months through the Assembly.  He said that his Party would engage at every step to ensure that any forthcoming public health legislation enabled an effective response to help protect people against public health emergencies while upholding important personal freedoms.   Referring back to Alderman McRandal’s point he shared the view that it was for Parties to make their own decisions and was aware that local Councillors were not the ultimate decision makers anyway.   He said he would not support the recommendation but would abstain at this time and see what came further down the line.     

Councillor Chambers expressed some concern in respect of the over-reaching into people’s liberties, but leaned towards Alderman McRandal and Councillor Boyle that Parties should make their own responses rather than as a Council attempt to collapse the process.   He knew that decisions would have strong scrutiny within the Executive and Assembly and thought it was always important to consider wider public protection.  He gave the example of a person with a highly infectious disease being given the freedom to walk freely among a local population and that was in no one’s best interest. 

Alderman Adair supported the proposal and thought for the future it would be good practice to have Consultation documents attached for the information of Members.   He believed that what was under discussion was an issue bigger than politics and affected every single person within Northern Ireland and that was why as a local Elected Member he wished to speak up for those within his constituency.  Elected Members were the face of local government and heard the views, issues and concerns directly from those within their communities.  At the time of the election, he had promised a strong constituent representation for all the people who lived on the Peninsula so he intended to speak up within the Council Chamber and not leave decisions up to MLAs at Stormont.  He pointed to the fact that the Health Minister himself could not stand over the Consultation so asked why the Council sat silently when it could defend freedom and liberty for all.  He stated that he might only be a humble Alderman but he would never shy away from using his voice to represent those who had elected him to represent them.

He read out a statement from the Democratic Unionist Party calling for balance and objecting to sweeping powers being handed to the Health Minister when those could lead to social and economic destruction.  The Party also rejected any form of mandatory vaccination and believed that decisions should always be underpinned by the principle of consent.   He called for a recorded vote.       

Councillor Moore pointed out that the Consultation was still at a very early stage and gave options within it so it was important to encourage people and Parties to make their responses.   It was the view of the Alliance Party that the Council should make operational responses and that MLAs respond appropriately to the Bill.   As had been stated earlier in the debate the Alliance Party also had concerns but was reassured that there would be no fast track into law without proper scrutiny by all Parties who would be judged on their responses.    

Councillor McClean thanked Members for what had been a reasonable and fair debate over an issue about life and death.   He stressed this was not a request to kill the Bill but it was a fact that government had squandered public goodwill so the Consultation should be withdrawn.  He thought that all sorts of replies were appropriate to the regional government, from Councils and individuals and that this was not a political issue.

He clarified that the Council should seek to withdraw the Consultation since it had damaged public confidence, created alarm and hostility to any future necessary legislation.  Referring to those who had suggested that individual Parties respond the Member considered that it would be extraordinary for the Council to adopt a policy of avoiding issues with a moral element and to pass those higher up the Parties.   He also reminded Members that the Council had been asked to respond directly and it would be a partner to the Department of Health during any future pandemic so in his view it would be remiss not to respond on operational matters and defer decisions and views upward.  He put on record his view that mandatory vaccination would be an appalling and counterproductive measure and that he was utterly opposed to it.  

Before taking a vote the Director reminded Members that this decision had been delegated to the Committee by the full Council and would therefore not be a recommendation that would go to Council for consideration.    

On the proposal being put to the meeting with 7 voting For, 6 voting Against, 2 Abstained and 1 Absent it was declared CARRIED.

	FOR (7)
	AGAINST (6)
	ABSTAINING (2)
	ABSENT (1) 

	Alderman
Adair




Councillors
Cochrane
Douglas
S Irvine 
W Irvine
Kendall 
McClean 
	Aldermen
McRandal



Councillors
Ashe
Chambers 
Harbinson 
Hollywood 
Moore 


	Alderman 
Brooks 
Boyle 
	Alderman 
Cummings




AGREED, on the proposal of Councillor McClean, seconded by Councillor Cochrane, that the recommendation be adopted (with delegated authority on behalf of the Council), to the completed consultation response form except in relation to the following questions:

Q13 - should be undecided given the reasons outlined in the officer’s response. 
Q15 - should be undecided as officer are looking for further information.
Q26 - should be undecided as there is a request for clarity. 
Q27 - undecided as lacking in detail. 
Q28 - disagree due to concerns regarding impacts on the rights and freedoms of individuals. 
Q32a and b – disagree due to concerns regarding impacts on the rights and freedoms of individuals.   
Q43 – disagreed as there are concerns regarding the impact on the rights and freedoms of individuals.  It is the Council’s view that this document should have been subject to impact assessments before consultation. 

Furthermore, that the Council writes to the Minister to withdraw this consultation given the vagueness in the language used and the lack of impact assessment of what is proposed and expresses its concern that it contains proposals which adversely impact on the rights and freedoms of individuals which are excessive in a democratic society. 

4.	Hardship Funding 2024/25 (FILE CW159)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Community and Wellbeing detailing that Ards and North Down Borough Council had an underspend of £47,000 of Hardship Funding from the 2023/24 DfC allocated funding. 

The purpose of this fund was to address hardship due to the current cost of living crisis, particularly the increase in energy and food costs. The Hardship Funding Programme was developed in recognition of the difficult financial circumstances which existed for the community.

The call for applications was launched on 9 September 2024, with a deadline of 24 September 2024 at 12 noon for grants up to a maximum of £3,000 per group/organisation. The call was advertised on Council grants webpage, Council social media, sent to all contacts on the Community Development Database and also in the Chronicle and Spectator Newspapers.

31 applications were received by the deadline, totalling to a value of £92,751.00. The application and scoring process for this funding stream had been administered in accordance with the previous grants policy, as the new policy wasn’t approved by Council until 25th September 2024.  

The scoring panel consisted of the Community Development Manager, Assistant Regeneration Officer and Community Grants and Funding Co-ordinator.

The assessment panel met on 25 and 26 September 2024 to score the applications.  The pass mark was agreed by the panel as 60%. 22 applications met the pass mark which equated to the total value of £64,751.00.  As the successful applications were more than the overall budget of £47,000, it was recommended that the total remaining budget was proportionally allocated at 73% of the eligible awarded amount across all 22 of the successful applications, as detailed in table 1. Applications that did not reach the pass mark of 60% were detailed in table 2. There were 6 Applications that were not scored as they were deemed as ineligible.


	[bookmark: _Hlk178254218]TABLE 1 - Successful Hardship Fund Breakdown - Pass mark 60%

	#
	Name Of Group
	Score
	Eligible Amount
	Amount Awarded @ 73%

	1
	Ards Community Wellbeing Association
	64%
	£2,000.00
	£1,460.00

	2
	Bangor Foodbank and Community Support
	76%
	£3,000.00
	£2,190.00

	3
	Bowtown Community Development Group
	80%
	£3,000.00
	£2,190.00

	4
	Carrowdore & District Community Association
	68%
	£3,000.00
	£2,190.00

	5
	Clandeboye Village Community Association
	84%
	£3,000.00
	£2,190.00

	6
	Conlig Community Regeneration Group
	84%
	£3,000.00
	£2,190.00

	7
	Glenward Community Development Association
	96%
	£3,000.00
	£2,190.00

	8
	Holywood Family Trust
	60%
	£3,000.00
	£2,190.00

	9
	Kilcooley Women's Centre
	88%
	£3,000.00
	£2,190.00

	10
	Ladybirds Childcare
	92%
	£3,000.00
	£2,190.00

	11
	Millisle & District Community Association
	60%
	£3,000.00
	£2,190.00

	12
	Newtownards Foodbank
	60%
	£3,000.00
	£2,190.00

	13
	North Down Community Network
	84%
	£3,000.00
	£2,190.00

	14
	North Down Community Works 
	60%
	£3,000.00
	£2,190.00

	15
	Orchardville - North Down Service
	72%
	£2,800.00
	£2,044.00

	16
	Portaferry Community Collective
	88%
	£3,000.00
	£2,190.00

	17
	St Marys Primary School PSG
	92%
	£2,951.00
	£2,154.23

	18
	St Vincent de Paul - Portaferry
	68%
	£3,000.00
	£2,190.00

	19
	West Winds Development Association
	100%
	£3,000.00
	£2,190.00

	20
	Whitehill Community Association
	92%
	£3,000.00
	£2,190.00

	21
	Women’s Aid North Down & Ards
	80%
	£3,000.00
	£2,190.00

	22
	YMCA North Down & Ards
	72%
	£3,000.00
	£2,190.00

	 
	 
	Totals:
	£64,751.00
	£47,268.23




	TABLE 2 - Applications that didn't meet the 60% Pass Mark

	#
	Name Of Group
	Score
	Reason for Unsuccessful Application

	23
	Holywood Community Network
	28%
	Didn't reach the 60% pass mark

	24
	St Columbas College Portaferry
	56%
	Didn't reach the 60% pass mark

	25
	The Hygiene Bank
	48%
	Didn't reach the 60% pass mark




	TABLE 3 - Applications not scored as deemed ineligible

	#
	Name Of Group
	Score
	Reason for Unsuccessful Application

	26
	Donaghadee Community Development Association
	0%
	Capital equipment items not eligible

	27
	St Vincent de Paul - Ballyholme/Donaghadee
	0%
	As per guidance only 1 application per organisation

	28
	St Vincent de Paul - Bangor
	0%
	As per guidance only 1 application per organisation

	29
	St Vincent de Paul - Holywood
	0%
	As per guidance only 1 application per organisation

	30
	St Vincent de Paul - Kircubbin
	0%
	As per guidance only 1 application per organisation

	31
	St Vincent de Paul - Newtownards
	0%
	As per guidance only 1 application per organisation



Application and guidance notes stated that only one application would be allowed per group/organisation. St Vincent de Paul NDA (SVP) submitted 6 separate applications for different areas in ANDBC.  The scoring panel therefore only scored the first application to be received from SVP. 

RECOMMENDED that Council approve the 22 successful applications and award funding as detailed in table 1.

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

Councillor Kendall was encouraged to see the successful applications but was disappointed to note as detailed in another report that night the lack of a hardship budget coming from the Department for Communities.   That combined with the reductions to winter fuel allowance would leave many more homes facing very tough circumstances.  She asked if there was room in the Council’s budget to provide more help and was advised that there was no such budget for the 2024-25 year.       

Seconding the recommendation Councillor W Irvine welcomed the number of applications received and he knew the small amount of funding would be put to good use.       

An amendment was proposed by Alderman Adair and seconded by Councillor Cochrane;

That the Council defer the decision to full Council to give further consideration to the applications received from St Vincent de Paul.

Alderman Adair explained that the reason he disagreed with the officers’ recommendation was that in St Vincent de Paul each was a separate organisation with its own bank account and if this was passed those others would be excluded while Portaferry could go ahead.   He stated that St Vincent de Paul did fantastic work, they were professional and effective at reaching out to people in need so he asked that further consideration be given to this charity which was at the heart of the community.  If the decision could be referred to the full Council meeting at the end of the month other applications would not be delayed.    

Seconding that alternative recommendation Councillor Cochrane thought that it was fair that everyone got a fair share and agreed with the points that his party colleague had made in respect of each having a different bank account.    

Councillor Boyle stated that he was in regular contact with St Vincent de Paul and the reality was that it traded under one banner.  He questioned why this was being raised when it had been tested the year previously and also went against the Council policy.  Last year the questions had been answered and accepted as such and while many would have great sympathy for the work of the charity he feared opening up the issue again.   He stressed that either the Council had policies or it did not and if it did they should be adhered to.

Councillor S Irvine stated that there was no doubt that St Vincent de Paul did great work but the guidance had been tightened up the previous year to have only one application per organisation so he was in agreement with Councillor Boyle and did not think there was a question to be asked.   

Alderman McRandal and Councillor Kendall also supported the view of Councillor Boyle and it was confirmed by the officer that each of the separate branches had the same constitution included so while there was a degree of sympathy the Council could not change its rules to accommodate the alternative recommendation.    

There was dissent within the Committee so the amendment was put to a vote with a show of hands 4 voted FOR, 10 voted AGAINST, 1 ABSTAINED so the amendment FELL.     

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

5.	Beach of Dreams Our Siren Song Update (FILE ART 18-10/24)
	(Appendix III – V)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Community and Wellbeing detailing that Members would recall that an initial report on the ‘Beach of Dreams’ event was brought to Council through the Community and Wellbeing Committee in June 2024. As a reminder, it was a coastline-communities creativity and climate action programme 2024 - 2025 and UK-wide walking arts festival, 1 May–1 June 2025. 

Beach of Dreams was an exploration of the UK Coastline and its environment which began in June 2024 and will culminate in a UK wide walking arts festival from
1 May to 1 June 2025.  It was an opportunity for ANDBC to be a part of a spectacular international movement, that re-imagines our relationship with the coast and inspired positive climate action. Belfast-based Beat Carnival, the Northern Ireland partner in Beach of Dreams, would deliver local activity under the title ‘Our Siren Song’ including artistic commissions with communities. A budget was required in order for the Council to participate fully as follows.

A workshop programme would engage local people in creation of new artworks in response to the coastal environment and climate emergency.

The project would culminate in Our Siren Song – a festival that would take place at Millisle Beach on 17 May 2025 with smaller scale activity taking place in coastal communities Ballywalter, Ballyhalbert, Portavogie, Cloughey and Portaferry. 

Community research and consultation began at the end of August with beach walks and talks at Cloughey, Ballywalter, Kearney and Millisle and a visit to Beat Carnival Centre.  An information evening and consultation took place at Millisle Community Hub on Tuesday 3rd September and was attended by representatives from the Peninsula villages, Millisle Community Association and several interested local individuals.  This was the beginning a number of planned opportunities for engagement.  Creatively connecting with the coastline would enable all of us to understand it better, empowering people and their communities to take care of themselves, each other, and the local environment. 

The Objectives of this project were to:
· explore how we take care of the coastal environment, communities, and ourselves
· grow creative capacity in communities and support health, wellbeing, and happiness
· build stronger connections between participants, communities and with nature 
· celebrate lives along our coast, life and culture that exists because of the coast
activate climate awareness through shared creativity, ideas, inspiration and      pledges.

The project had 3 key strands: 
1: Workshops Programme - January to May 2025
The programme would be co-designed, directed and delivered with participating community groups with activity in keeping with the demographic and interests in each village. Inter-community sessions would address rural isolation and foster good relationships between villages in the borough.  Access and isolation issues would be addressed throughout, including beach / coast access.  Online seminars would also be provided, and all local education establishments would be engaged.

Local artists would be engaged to provide high-quality experience for participants and audiences and the programme would have an environmentally sensitive message.

Workshop activities would include carnival, storytelling and song writing (Our Siren Song), exploring our cultural heritage, pennant design & creation, beach site dressing, fabric painting and natural dyeing, construction with willow and other natural materials, puppet making, carnival drumming and dance, coastal ecology and climate awareness, place names and cultural connections and video, photography and documentation.

2: Our Siren Song Festival - Tuesday 13 to Friday 16 May 2025
A series of smaller-scale community events in villages along the peninsula would take place to celebrate achievements of participating groups and build awareness and anticipation for the finale event at Millisle on 17 May 2025. These village events built their sense of importance and inclusion in the overall festival production and communities would organise walks along their sections of the coast.
 
Tuesday 13 May:	Portaferry - Our Siren Song evening, outdoor event. The Siren sets off to journey through the villages to the Millisle finale event.
Wednesday 14 May:	Kearney, Cloughey and Portavogie - connecting coastal walk / row, beach activities and photoshoot.
Thursday 15 May:	Ballyhalbert and Ballywalter - connecting coastal walk / row, beach dressing and performance, photoshoot.
Friday 16 May:	Millisle site preparation, willow Sirens installation and rehearsal.

3: Our Siren Song Festival Finale - Saturday 17 May 2025

Millisle festival site would included the beach, lagoon, field and park.

Daytime Entertainment
Including but not limited to 500 decorated pennants displayed on beach; Sand art activities; Face painting; Drum and Dance workshops; Storytelling; Sea-themed dress competition, Pennant making; Photo boards; Ecology stalls; Food vendors and traders; Beach clean; Marine touch-tank; Lagoon Mermaid and other performance entertainers.

Procession
6.30pm carnival procession through Millisle to the shore, as the Siren finished her journey to the sea. The Siren Song would ring out, voiced by the accumulated choirs from along the peninsula. She would be accompanied by drummers, dancers and artists, showcasing skills they learned through the workshops programme.

Finale performance
The Siren would convey her message to the gathered audience through song, music and dance. She would call out across the waves, as we sent pennants and messages on their way to the next Beach of Dreams location in Scotland.

Partnerships
Beat Carnival was a Regional Partner in Beach of Dreams with 12 others from England, Scotland and Wales.  The Siren Song core partnered were the Council, Millisle Community Association; Ards Rural Project, Education Authority NI; Friends of the Earth NI; Climate Craic Festival; Queens University of Belfast, Sustainability, Equality & Climate Action department.

Budget and Funding 
Beat Carnival's budget target for the project was £100,000. 
£20,000 had been achieved initially, which enables the project to get underway.  An application had been submitted to the Arts Council of Northern Ireland’s Rural Funding Programme and other sources of support continued to be explored.  
[bookmark: _Hlk167200919]
RECOMMENDED that Council agree to participate in the above as described, subject to approval of the attached draft programme of activity and budget up to £40k being made available subject to the 2025/2026 rates setting process. 

Proposed by Alderman Adair, seconded by Councillor Ashe, that the recommendation be adopted.    

Alderman Adair said it gave him great pleasure to propose this recommendation and he had attended an information evening in Millisle outlining plans for it.  This was a UK wide event which would be exciting to have locally in the Borough and referred to the anticipation building locally.   With the Borough’s beautiful beaches and long coastline it was only fitting that the event came to these shores.         

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

6.	Ards and North Down Sports Forum Grants (WG September 2024) (FILE SD 151)
	(Appendix VI - X)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Community and Wellbeing detailing that Members would be aware that on the 26 August 2015, Council delegated authority to the Ards and North Down Sports Forum, in order to allow it to administer sports grants funding on behalf of the Council. £45,000 had been allocated within the 2024/2025 revenue budget for this purpose.

The Council further authorised the Forum under delegated powers to award grants of up to £250. Grants above £250 still required Council approval. In addition, the Council requested that regular updates are reported to members.

During August 2024, the Forum received a total of 22 applications: 1 Anniversary, 1 Coach Education, 1 Equipment, 7 Goldcard and 12 Individual Travel/Accommodation Grants.  A summary of the 21 successful applications are detailed in the attached Successful Coach Education, Successful Equipment, Successful Goldcard and Successful Individual Travel/Accommodation Appendices.

	2024/25 Budget £45,000

	Annual Budget
	Proposed Funding Awarded August 2024 

	Remaining Budget

	Anniversary
	£1,000
	£0
	-£2,749.90

	Coach Education
	£3,000
	*£500
	£1,638.75

	Equipment
	£14,000
	*£999.98
	£2,120.74

	Events
	£6,000
	£0
	£1,649.46

	Seeding
	£500
	£0
	£500

	Travel and Accommodation 
	£14,500
	*£1,790
	-£4,489.57

	Discretionary
	£1,000
	£0
	£1,000

	Schools/Sports Club Pathway
	£5,000
	£0
	£5,000

	7 Goldcards Awarded in August (33 Goldcards in total during 2024/25)



*The proposed remaining budget for Coach Education of £1,638.75 was based on a proposed award this month of £500 and withdrawn costs of £500.

*The proposed remaining budget for Equipment of £2,120.74 was based on a proposed award this month of £999.98.

*The proposed remaining budget for Travel and Accommodation of -£4,489.57 was based on a proposed award this month of £1,790 and withdrawn costs of £350.

The proposed remaining budget for 2024/25 was £4,669.48 (90% of the 2024/25 budget spent).

Noting the high volume of grant applications thus far in 2024/25, with 90% of budget proposed for approval in the first half of the financial year, officers carried out a forecasting exercise utilising expenditure to date in 2024/25 and expenditure in the last financial year, 2023/24. Resulting from this, officers estimate if the current trend persists, it was possible that an additional sum of circa £11,000 could be required above the £45,000 budget agreed for 2024/25 to meet the expected level of applications.

It was proposed that this funding was financed from within the 24/25 leisure budgets to ensure Council continues to support the success and work of our sporting sector. The leisure team were confident that sufficient additional income to cover all predicted applications would be available at year end based on the current income figures from ABMWLC in order to fund this. 

The alternative was that grants would not be available for the remainder of the year once the remaining 10% of funding was awarded.  A business case would be brought forward on next year’s AND Sports Forum Grants as part of the 2025/26 rate setting process to ensure that Council continue to provide assistance to our sporting community for club development as they represented the Borough on the sporting stage. 

RECOMMENDED that Council:

(a) notes the attached applications for financial assistance for sporting purposes; and 
(b) approves the allocation of funding to facilitate all eligible requests for the remainder of the year as described in this report.

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

Councillor Boyle knew that Members were used to him speaking on this subject and Ards and North Down Sports Forum was producing results and he put on record his thanks to the Head of Leisure and hoped he would be able to source more funding in the future.   He made a case for that within the Rate striking process in the coming year and congratulated the Forum for what it did to promote and support sporting activity across the Borough.  

Councillor S Irvine echoed those comments and hoped that more funding could be provided for the Sports Forum and the award of grants to groups and individuals.    He had received good news earlier in the day from Hayleigh Miskimmon who, with the help of Council, had been awarded a substantial amount through the Mary Peters King George VI Fund.   He remarked that this was the first time a Special Olympian had been awarded such funding.   

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Councillor Boyle, seconded by Councillor S Irvine, that the recommendation be adopted.

7.	North Down Coastal Path Working Group (FILE CW30)
	(Appendix XI)

[bookmark: _Hlk179281034]PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Community and Wellbeing detailing that the third meeting of the North Down Coastal Path Working Group was held on 17 July 2024 and the attached minutes of that meeting were approved by the Working Group at its September meeting 

RECOMMENDED that Council note the minutes. 

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

8.	Schools Growing Clubs Update (FILE PCA 111)

[bookmark: _Hlk179281811]PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Community and Wellbeing detailed as follows: 

Background
The purpose of this report was to provide an update to Council on the Schools Growing Clubs 2024/2025, the recent developments in the program, including the selection process, its potential contributions to the curriculum, and the positive impact it would have on students' growth. School's Growing Clubs was an initiative aimed at enhancing the educational experience, health, and wellbeing of children in the Borough. 

Selection Process and Participants
Primary schools across the Borough were once again offered the opportunity to apply to join the initiative and Council received a total of eleven applications from various schools that expressed interest in becoming a Growing Club. As per the agreed process, a selection panel comprised of Parks and Cemeteries Officers evaluated the applications and chose the most suitable schools to participate. After thorough review and consideration, the panel selected four schools to be part of the program.

The selection criteria included factors such as the school's commitment to sustainability and environmental education, the availability of space and existing infrastructure for gardening activities, the engagement level of teachers, PTA, and the potential for community involvement. The panel's objective assessment ensured a fair and transparent selection process, resulting in the choice of schools that were best aligned with the goals of the Growing Club initiative.

The four new schools selected were:
· Kircubbin Integrated Primary School
· Alexander Dixson Primary School, Ballygowan
· Killard Primary School, Donaghadee
· St Patricks Primary School, Holywood

The Development Officer (Engagement) would continue to support schools from the 2023/2024 cohort below:
· Towerview PS, Bangor 
· Andrews Memorial PS, Comber 
· Loughries PS, Newtownards 
· Holywood PS, Holywood 
· St Patricks PS, Portaferry 
· St Marys PS, Kircubbin 

Contributions to Curriculum and Development
The School's Growing Club had immense potential to enrich our children’s learning experiences and holistic development. By integrating gardening and horticultural activities into the curriculum, students would gain hands-on knowledge about plant life cycles, nutrition, ecology, and sustainability.

Furthermore, the Growing Club offered an avenue for interdisciplinary learning, connecting subjects such as science, mathematics, and even art. Students would be encouraged to observe, measure, and analyse various aspects of plant growth, fostering critical thinking and problem-solving skills. In addition, the club would promote teamwork, responsibility, and a sense of accomplishment as students worked together to tend to the garden and observe the fruits of their labour.

Health and Well-being Impact
Engaging in gardening activities had been proven to have positive effects on mental and physical well-being. The act of nurturing plants and being in nature could reduce stress, improve mood, and enhance concentration. The pupils would have the opportunity to disconnect from screens and engage in a more active and hands-on form of recreation, fostering a healthier lifestyle. Children would also have the chance to learn where their food came from and appreciate the process of growing your own food and how they could contribute to sustainable food production in their communities for the future.

Community Engagement and Education
The Growing Club would not only benefit the students directly involved but would also extend its impact to the broader community. As the garden flourishes, it could serve as a hub for workshops, events, and educational sessions, involving parents, community members, and other schools. This would promote a sense of unity and shared responsibility for environmental stewardship, further strengthening the tied between the school and the community.

In conclusion, the School's Growing Club was a valuable addition to our educational offerings, with the potential to enhance the curriculum and promote health and well-being. We were excited about the positive impact this initiative would have on the children and the community at large. Your continued support was instrumental in ensuring the success of this endeavour.

RECOMMENDED that Council note the above and continue to support the Schools Growing Club initiative.

Proposed by Councillor Kendall, seconded by Councillor Douglas, that the recommendation be adopted.  

Councillor Kendall had been pleased to see St Patricks Primary School, Holywood, and many others participating in this initiative.  She stressed the importance of engaging children with the environment through the growing of food and play and was happy to propose.   

Councillor Douglas seconded the recommendation and was encouraged to see the growing number of schools participating.   She pointed to a spelling mistake in the report which should be Alexander Dickson Primary School and asked for that to be amended.    

Councillor Boyle thought the schools in his area should be St Patrick’s Primary School, Ballygalget, and St Mary’s Primary School, Portaferry.     

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

9.	Hardship Funding 2024/25 (FILE CW 159)
	(Appendix XII)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Community and Wellbeing detailing that at the Council meeting held on 28 August 2024 it was agreed that this Council writes to the Department for Communities to highlight its  disappointment at its failure to provide Hardship Funding this year.  Furthermore, that this Council asks The Department for Communities to commit to use funding in future monitoring rounds to provide hardship funding in 2024-2025.  A letter was sent to that effect on 17 September. 2024,

A response dated 24 September 2024 had been received from Colum Boyle, Permanent Secretary of Department for Communities, stating that due to the financial constraints on the Department’s budget the Department was currently unable to provide any Hardship Funding for 2024-2025, and due to the continuing uncertainty in funding, it would not be possible to consider a recurrent funding model at this time.

RECOMMENDED that the Council notes the report.

Alderman McRandal asked to make an alternative proposal which was seconded by Councillor Moore.  

That Council write to the DfC Minister expressing disappointment to the response received to our letter dated 17th September. That Council make clear our ask is that DfC commits to seek funding in future monitoring rounds, should funding become available during 2024-25, to provide hardship funding. 

Alderman McRandal explained that the Minister had been asked to commit to funding this year and in future monitoring rounds but instead had answered a different question.  The Member said that some of the most vulnerable in society benefitted from this funding and there was real need in the community which would be discussed later in the Notice of Motion about winter fuel payments.  He felt that the matter was too important to let slide. 

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Alderman McRandal, seconded by Councillor Moore, that the recommendation be adopted and that the Council write to the DfC Minister expressing disappointment to the response received to our letter dated 17th September. That Council make clear our ask is that DfC commits to seek funding in future monitoring rounds, should funding become available during 2024-25, to provide hardship funding. 

(Having declared an interest in Item 10 Councillor Douglas left the meeting at 8.05 pm)

10.	Arts & Heritage Annual Summary 2023-2024
	(Appendix XIII)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Community and Wellbeing detailing that the Arts and Heritage Service had prepared an Annual Summary for 2023-2024 that offered a comprehensive overview of all the activity that took place and highlighted key successes throughout the year.

RECOMMENDED that the Council notes this report.

Proposed by Councillor Harbinson, seconded by Councillor Hollywood, that the recommendation be adopted.   

Councillor Harbinson was proud of the Borough’s artistic and cultural output and hoped that people would continue to be involved this year.   

Councillor Hollywood had enjoyed reading the report and the reminder of the benefits that this Council could deliver.   He noted some areas of concern in respect of both long and short-term staffing and asked for an update on that.

The Head of Community and Culture explained that the position was fine at the moment and funding had provided increased hours at the North Down Museum which had improved the access for more school groups.    

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

(Councillor Douglas entered the meeting at 8.07 pm)

11.	Summer Scheme Update 2024
	(Appendix XIV)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Community and Wellbeing detailing that in 2024 the Council led summer schemes were delivered by the Community Development Team in the following locations across a 2-week period:

· Alderman George Green Community Centre
· Ballygowan Village Hall
· Bowtown Estate: Movilla Abbey Church Buildings
· Donaghadee Community Centre
· Portavogie Community Centre
· Redburn Community Centre
· Westwind’s Community Centre

At 6 of these locations, there were 48 places provided per week, with one smaller centre (Westwind’s) having 32 places available per week.  That was a total of 640 places over two weeks.

Three Community Led Summer Schemes were delivered by Community Partners in the following areas:

· Bangor, Kilcooley Community Centre – Kilcooley Women’s Centre
· Millisle, Millisle Community Hub - Millisle Youth Forum
· Portaferry, Steel Dickson Avenue - Ballyphilip Youth Club

Kilcooley Women’s Centre attracted additional funding which allowed them to deliver across 4 weeks. They provided 65 places per week, which was a total of 260 places over 4 weeks. 

Millisle Youth Forum provided 34 places for Seniors in week one and 60 places for Juniors (2 groups of 30 children at 2.5 days for each group) in week 2.  They provided a total of 94 places over two weeks. 

Ballyphilip Youth Club provided 53 places in week one for Juniors and 34 places in week two for Seniors. They provided a total of 87 places over two weeks. 

[bookmark: _Hlk152072206]Table 1
	[bookmark: _Hlk152061070][bookmark: _Hlk177379186]Council Led locations per week
	Number of children 2023
	Number of children 2024

	Ards/Bowtown
	24
	48

	Ards/Westwinds
	24
	32

	Ballygowan
	24
	48

	Bangor/George Green
	48
	48

	Holywood/Redburn
	48
	48

	Portavogie
	48
	48

	Donaghadee
	48
	48

	[bookmark: _Hlk176777135]Total Per Week
	264
	320

	Total number for the full scheme (2 weeks) 
	528
	640



	Community Partner location
Per week
	Number of 
children 2023 
	Number of children 2024

	Kilcooley x 4 weeks 
	52
	65 x four weeks

	Millisle x 2 weeks
	29
	60 x week one, 
34 x week two

	Portaferry x 2 weeks 
	40
	53 x week one
34 x week two

	Total Per Week
	121
	Week one = 178
Week two = 133
Week three = 65
Week four = 65

	
	
	441



	Total Number of places in the 2024 summer schemes
	1081



Council Led Schemes: Numbers increased this year due to the Covid restrictions being totally withdrawn and allowing maximum capacity for staff: child ratios. The only exception to that was the Westwind’s location, due to the smaller floor space available within the centre.  Demand for Summer Scheme remained high, even with increased numbers across the board.  Overall, increased staff enabled teams to return to a more manageable breakdown of age groups and a higher quality play product in each centre’s bespoke programme. That had an increase of 112 places.

Community Partner Led Schemes: There was also an increase of 199 places across all community partner led schemes.  Kilcooley accounted for 130 of those places as they secured funding from another source.

Capacity was the crucial factor for both Council and Community led schemes.  Good Practice dictated that all should meet minimum adult:child ratios when working with children (1 adult to 8 children).  The Council employed agency staff for the two-week duration delivering all 7 schemes at the same time.  The Council staff compliment increased this year to ensure the higher number of spaces available, however, that had placed a strain on the budget.

Capacity for Community Led Partner colleagues was even more difficult, as they relied entirely on volunteer power to ensure delivery.  That was a crucial baseline for each Partner organisation and determined how many children each could register. Demand remained high every year.  Both Council and Community Partner Led Summer Schemes did their utmost, within both budgetary and people power constraints, to meet those demands.

Enrolment Process
An online registration process was maintained this year. The verification process for proof of address and Free School Meals (FSM) for concession rate worked well, for those who produced their documents.  For those parents/guardians who did not, the Community Development Team had to collect that information, which was very time consuming.  Not all the information was made available before the scheme started, which resulted in Summer Scheme staff collecting it on the first day.  The Community Development Team were considering options to streamline the process.

Staffing
The Council Led Schemes employed 56 agency staff.  This represented an increase of 11 staff, providing an enhanced adult:child ratio and had enabled the Council to provide more child places.

Summer Scheme Promotion
Registration for both Council and Community Partner schemes was advertised through the Council’s website, Council Facebook and sent out to Community Development Database.

Programme Delivery
The Programme delivered diverse activities. Dividing children into 2 age groups and devising programmes reflecting age, stage of development and ability to engage with play activities.  Part of the rationale was to sustain the Borough’s economy by utilising as many venues as possible.  Understandably there were certain activities children love, and which were outside the Borough.  Council destinations were: North Down Museum, Killinchy Play Park/MUGA, Ards Blair Mayne Wellbeing & Leisure Centre, Exploris, Seapark, Groomsport Beach and Cockle Row, Millisle Beach, and Portavogie Beach.  Summer Schemes also visited Airtastic, Ulster Folk and Transport Museum, Mount Stewart, Ark Farm, Happytown, Sir Samuel Kelly Lifeboat and Castle Espie. Visits beyond the Borough included W5 and Indianna Land.  The onsite programme was equally exciting, with facilitators and artists visiting children at community centre settings.  Those included: First Aid by Red Cross, Multi Sports Joe, Claire Leathem Music Bloom, Ulster Scots drummers and dancers, Eastwell Farm Alpacas, Puppet Show and Clayfull Minds.

This year summer schemes offered every child a breakfast in partnership with The Warehouse in Newtownards and Bangor Foodbank Community Support, which provided cereals, bread, fruit and yoghurts.  That worked well and was a good support and helped to tackle Holiday Hunger.

Cross Council Working 
Community Development worked closely with colleagues across the Council to deliver some educational input, which the Council ensured was different and more fun than school content.  That helped inform future adult citizens of their responsibilities and helped to embed good habits early.

Cross Council partners included:

· Community Safety
· Community Arts
· Heritage Education
· Recycling
· Leisure
· Good Relations
· Community Halls
Summer Scheme programming relied heavily on colleagues to provide “free” activities to enhance the programme.  Inflation and cost of living increases had shrunk the summer scheme budget, which although it had remained the same for several years, in real terms meant the programme similarly reduced year on year. 

Volunteering 
This year 3 young volunteers supported Summer Scheme at Bowtown, which provided an excellent opportunity for young people to get involved with their community, learn new skills and build confidence. 

Evaluations
Children’s Evaluation 
The children’s evaluations were conducted daily.  That involved asking children about their views on activities, programme, breakfast offering and their ideas for the future.  Although entirely qualitative data was collected, most children enjoyed the activities.

Table 3
	Question
	Yes
	No

	Did you have fun?
	88%
	11%

	Were the activities good?
	81%
	19%

	Did you like breakfast?
	74.5%
	25.5%

	Did you make new friends?
	70.5%
	29.5%



Where there were any deviations or negative comments it was generally linked to one of several “uncontrollable”: “it was too rainy”, “I was very tired walking around so much”. 
 
Parent/Guardian’s Evaluation 
There was a high response rate of 49% from parent/guardian’s evaluation.  Areas reviewed included: registration process, new location suggestions for Summer Scheme delivery, programme content, programme improvements, staff/volunteer rating, communication, value for money and further suggestions.

How did you find the online registration?
Table 4
	Option
	Total
	Percent

	Very Easy
	67
	40.85%

	Easy
	22
	13.41%

	Moderate
	33
	20.12%

	Difficult
	22
	13.41%

	Very Difficult
	20
	12.20%

	Not Answered
	0
	0.00%



In terms of programme improvement, 84.76% said no improvement was necessary. Suggestions offered tended to be more of an organisational or structural nature, which would be considered going forward.  Those who said there was room for improvement offered the following suggestions.

Table 5
	Only permit one week per child to ensure everyone gets a chance.
	Would pay extra for hot meal at lunchtime.

	Good value for money.
	Registration - very frustrating online – crash/lose place feels like potluck, go back to face to face.

	No show caretaker led to working parents being late for work. 
Co-ordinator did not let parents know what was going on/given assurances.
	Better prep with better comms between those running the scheme and those who organize it. Go back to face to face – perhaps at the weekend when less pressure on parents to get online. Stressful when site crashed.

	More variety RNLI trip was boring but liked making the craft boat.
	Registration process, daily check in very slow.

	Very good value for money.
	Trips to places families find expensive to go to – Exploris, Airtastic, Belfast Zoo, cinema, rather than Bangor Museum, football pitch.

	My work very strict with flexi – making it from 9.30-2.30 would be great.
	Readable timetables 4 other P/G’s I asked couldn’t read them either. Pics of staff and their roles.

	Somebody checked my docs which were emailed about 6 times.
	Great scheme but years ago we had one age in one centre and another age group at a different one in Holywood.

	My children were very hungry at 1pm lunch slot- break with fruit and drink would be great. Felt A&Cs were a bit young for my daughter at WW. Overall, first week better than second in WW.
	More places or run the entire summer.

	Bus was late on last day; parents didn’t know what was happening.
	First day very disorganized – I had had problem with my child with severe allergies, which was concerning, but later rectified.

	Disorganised last day.
	Things went missing and never turned up again.

	More people need to realise how hard it is looking after other people’s kids, especially teenagers, need more help for communities doing this.
	



New locations suggested for Summer Scheme delivery included locations listed in Table 6.

Table 6
	Glen Estate
	2
	Groomsport
	1

	Portaferry
	4
	Central Bangor/Conlig/Skip/Ballyholme/Ballycrochan
	9

	Cloughey
	2
	Ballywalter
	3

	Kircubbin
	5
	Millisle
	1

	Comber/Killinchy/Lisbane
	5
	SAINTFIELD*
	1

	Carrowdore
	3
	Seahill
	1

	Loughries
	1
	Newtownards town
	1

	KILLYLEAGH*
	1
	Ballyhalbert
	1

	All Villages
	1
	Rotate Portaferry and Portavogie
	1

	GLENGORMLEY*
	1
	
	


*Highlighted areas suggested were not in Borough


How do you rate the Summer Scheme programme content?
Programme content




Community Partner Evaluation
Community Partner Evaluation was conducted as a group exercise. A range of areas were reviewed: recruitment, training, venues and equipment, programme and programme delivery, food offering and evaluation.

Recruitment was crucial and provided the baseline from which Community Partners devised the numbers of child places they could provide.  Community Partners relied solely on Volunteer support for this role.  There were no issues this year, they met their adult: child ratios, however having a casual list of volunteers available as a backup remained difficult to achieve.

Volunteers 
It was essential to recognise the value volunteers brought to the delivery of community partners contribution.  Without their time and energy there would be no summer scheme in Kilcooley, Millisle and Portaferry.  Using the minimum number of volunteers required across those three schemes (25) and calculating the National Minimum Wage of £11 per hour over 10 days it equated to a value of £16,500.  It was important to recognise the contribution of volunteers through an event, certificates of achievement, volunteer expenses. 
 
Venues and equipment: Millisle and Portaferry used their own premises which made it more cost effective. 

Programme and delivery: programme content was well received by children and parents/ guardians alike.  Maintaining an interesting and engaging programme from year to year was a challenge, inevitably impacted by increasing year on year increased costs of admission and transport.

Food offering: food offering to meet Holiday Hunger was well received and much needed.  That was, in principle, what Partners wished to continue to offer, however, cost was the major factor in whether they could do that in the future. 

Evaluation: Partners used the same processes as Council led schemes and with similar outcomes – children enjoyed the activities and wanted to come back, parents/guardians had very high expectations regarding programme content and did not understand cost implications.  Varying rates of response from parents/guardians.

RECOMMENDED that the Council notes this report.

Proposed by Councillor Cochrane, seconded by Councillor Kendall, that the recommendation be adopted.   

Councillor Cochrane thanked officers for bringing the report and appreciated the work of the section in the provision of summer schemes.  However, he noted that there had been only one scheme in Bangor East covering the entire city and noted that Newtownards had had two.  While he was happy for Newtownards he hoped that Bangor would be more fairly represented in the future.   

Councillor Kendall had a question relating to registration and residents had expressed to her considerable frustration with the registration process and she queried if that was being considered.  The Head of Community and Culture confirmed that that was being considered with perhaps the use of a different system or a staggered launch to make the process more user friendly.  

Councillor Ashe welcomed the report and the spread but thought that the scheme in Comber was quite truncated and she asked if that could be improved in the future with more staff.   She also asked that if changes were being made to a local summer scheme could Members be given advance notice so that they could respond appropriately to their constituents.   The officer explained that for Comber there were discussions with leisure to get a joined-up approach using staff from both sections which was more efficient.       

Following on from Councillor Ashe’s comment Councillor Moore asked how broadly the Council was looking to address recruitment issues and pointed to the fact that the Council should be viewed as an employer of choice.  Agency staff were more flexible and she referred to the Labour Market Partnership which was being considered to have students for example employed well before the summer arrived.  The Head of Community and Culture explained that a review of the system was taking place between both her team and leisure services who provided schemes at the leisure centres and who also faced summertime temporary staffing challenges and would come before the Committee in due course.   

Councillor Douglas gave some feedback from a family in Comber who had three children of varying ages attending the scheme there.  The older child had not initially wanted to go alone but had been fully engaged by the programme and had thoroughly enjoyed the range of activities on offer.   The family also thought the scheme was reasonably priced.   

Councillor W Irvine welcomed the report and thought the schemes offered tremendous value for money and opened up attractions to young people that they may not have otherwise.  He referred to the scheme at Breezemount and if there had been any ongoing discussions there and protecting that for future years.  He was informed that that scheme was now community run and self-funding to a large extent with some support from Council which was positive and that the Council worked closely to support the scheme in that area.  It had been a community development success story.  

Councillor Boyle congratulated the Head of Community and Culture and the team for the positive report and remarked on the proven benefits of the schemes.   He asked if the scheme in Portaferry could be supported since it benefitted from volunteering but that had limits at times.  He was particularly pleased to see that the Foodbanks had supported the schemes ensuring that each child received breakfast each day and he put on record the Council’s thanks for that generosity.   

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

12.	Bookstart Update
	
PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Community and Wellbeing detailing that at the Council meeting in March 2024 the Council agreed to fund Bookstart for every newborn in the Borough in 2024/2025 and agreed to include an additional £7,000 funding to the Community Development budget for 2024/2025. 

The initiative was managed by the Community Development section and the books issued via the Registration section.  Approximately 120 books were being issued per month and the full stock of books would be allocated by the end of March 2025.

Staff approached Bookstart for pricing for next year to include in the 2025/2026 budget estimates and were informed that the Bookstart baby packs would now be given out universally via Health Visitors to all new parents, including those in the Borough, during their initial visits.  New funding was being made available from the Department of Education and therefore there was no longer any need for the Council to fund this initiative in the next financial year.

RECOMMENDED that the Council notes the report.

Proposed by Alderman Adair, seconded by Councillor Ashe, that the recommendation be adopted.    

Alderman Adair welcomed this valuable resource which was important to get children reading as early as possible in life. He was also pleased to hear that the Department for Education would now fund that and fully supported giving every child the opportunity to read and enjoy books.   

Councillor Boyle was in agreement and thanked the former Councillor Peter Martin for bringing it forward.   This was now a win/win position with the scheme in place and the Department funding it. 
       
AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Alderman Adair, seconded by Councillor Ashe, that the recommendation be adopted.

13.	Herbicide Reduction Policy Update
	
[bookmark: _Hlk179283122]PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Community and Wellbeing detailing that the purpose of this report was to update Members on the Herbicide Reduction Policy previously agreed by the Council in October 2021.

The policy aimed to address the concerns and impact of herbicide use.  The policy set out the basis for using alternative methods of vegetation management within the Parks and Cemeteries Service of the Borough.

Weed control within parks, cemeteries, play parks and other urban landscapes was currently achieved through a range of techniques which in most UK councils was based on the use of herbicide application, particularly glyphosate-based products. However, public and political interest in reducing weed control herbicides in amenity areas was increasing due to concerns about safety of those chemicals including glyphosate for human health and wider environmental safety.

The future of weed control should be based on weed prevention to enable in the long-term, fewer herbicide applications, and laborious weed control and surface repairs. 

This policy aimed to reduce the reliance on herbicides by:

· Applying a proactive approach in the design of new projects and facilities to remove the need for herbicide use.
· Designating herbicide free zones.
· Implementing alternative control methods, that included, but was not limited to hand weeding, burning, steam treatments, grubbing etc.
· Creating ‘wild’ areas where appropriate.
· Developing a communication campaign to raise awareness and encourage acceptance of alternative management techniques.
· Supporting resident/community groups carrying out clean ups in local areas.
· Promoting of the importance of pollinator insects; developing and promoting pollinator friendly areas and maintenance techniques. 

Where those alternative measures were adopted, they may not be as effective as conventional herbicide application therefore there would be a greater need to begin engaging with communities on acceptance of weed levels and a shift in perceived acceptability and weed control of the public realm. 

In managing sites for Green Flag Awards and Ulster in Bloom, there was an emphasis on reduced herbicide usage. That had been reflected in the success this year in adding two additional sites to Councils Green Flag portfolio in 2024.  Seven sites were now accredited with Green Flag status.

By working within this policy statement, the Council could demonstrate its commitment to a sustainable management approach.  That approach was also supported within the Councils ‘Roadmap to Sustainability’ and agreed ‘Local Biodiversity Action Plan’.

Upon the inception of the policy, there were two sites in the Borough which were managed herbicide free. Those were Kiltonga Wildlife Reserve and Hunts Park.  In adopting a management regime free from herbicide, the following techniques were trialled:

· Identify areas left uncut to encourage natural vegetation
· Reduced cutting frequencies
· The use of mechanical brushes
· Manual weed removal

Following the creation of a ‘Herbicide Reduction Task and Finish Group’ consisting of Parks and Cemeteries operational staff, the effectiveness of the above techniques on the herbicide free sites was evaluated in terms of control success and also public perception.  Each site had differing levels of success.  Kiltonga experienced no negative impact and indeed benefited greatly from that approach.  In the case of Hunts Park, the ageing infrastructure reduced the effectiveness of the alternative methods.  That was being reviewed and a project for path refurbishment was being implemented.  That would enable a more sustainable herbicide free approach to the site.  Funding had been secured for Hunts Park and concept plans had been developed for engagement and delivery, a future report would be brought to the Council for consideration on Hunts Park.  Additional sites being managed herbicide free were Linear Park and Clandeboye Cemetery.

The Task and Finished Group identified several key areas for the further reduction in the use of herbicide. Those included:

· The cessation of treating kerb lines and greater use of mechanical cleaning.
· Not spraying mature tree bases as appropriate.
· Allowing boundary edges to naturalise.
· Increased used of weed suppressant mulching.
· Localised herbicide free zones within selected areas.

Overall, the above measures had led to a significantly reduced reliance on chemical weed control since 2021. 

To achieve a further increase in the use of chemical weed control, Members were advised that funding had been secured for two mechanical sweeping units and a non-herbicide weed control system.  The procurement for those items was currently underway and they would be deployed in the programmed maintenance for 2025.

Going forward and to reduce the use of herbicide further, the following techniques were being explored:

· Additional non-herbicide-based products trialled for use on hard surfaces.
· Electrical Weed Control - eWeeding

Where appropriate, and following further industry research, officers would be developing additional business cases for consideration in future budget rate setting process to further enhance the Council’s commitment for become less herbicide reliant.

It was important to note that the Policy did not apply to the management of invasive species, sports pitches, or fine turf areas such as bowling greens where chemical control was the most appropriate control option currently available.

RECOMMENDED that the Council note the progress achieved by the application of the Herbicide Reduction Policy as outlined in the report.

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

Councillor Kendall was happy to propose the recommendation and it was good to see a reduction of harmful chemicals being put in to the environment.  She appreciated the efforts officers had made to look at alternatives.    

Seconding the recommendation Alderman McRandal was supportive generally and was aware that it had taken a lot of resilience and he referred to boundary edges which if left could start to look untidy and begin to cause upset within communities.  He asked how that could be balanced.   The Head of Parks and Cemeteries said these areas were not treated with chemicals any longer, but not abandoned and strimmers were being used instead to keep areas tidy.   

Councillor Boyle reported that he had regular complaints about weeds and wondered if what the Council was doing was beneficial in keeping the Borough as tidy as possible.  The officer was confident that the Council could continue to improve on what it was doing and pointed to the balance that needed to be struck in keeping areas looking well maintained.  He also pointed out that it was important to say that the Council was not reducing its maintenance programme and that the new policies if anything were slightly more labour intensive.  An example of that would be more regular sweeping of paths and roads to reduce weeds forming in the first place.  He was content with the resources to do the work that was needed and the workforce were behind the Council’s goals.   

Councillor W Irvine referred to the balance that was needed and the public engagement on what the Council was trying to do to reduce its use of chemicals within the environment.  

Councillor McClean also referred to that and to the Bryansburn / Brunswick Road roundabout.  The Head of Parks and Cemeteries explained that there had been perennial planting in that place for many years and those beds were removed every year at the end of the season so additional seed could be added. Peat was no longer added, and the area was planted with native seed which looked very attractive. It was simply a matter of changing the way the Council did such things in order to be more sustainable.   

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

14.	notices of motion

14.1 	Notice of Motion received from Alderman Smith, Councillor Wray and Councillor W Irvine

This Council strongly opposes the UK Government's recent Winter Fuel Payment policy change. We resolve to write to the Prime Minister, urging the Government to reverse this harmful decision, which will have a far-reaching and devastating impact on pensioner households across the UK. Furthermore, we seek assurance that, at the very least, the Pension Credit minimum income guarantee will be increased, ensuring that more low-income pensioner households, particularly those who narrowly miss out, become eligible for pension credit.

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

Alderman Smith began by stressing the need to send a strong message to the Prime Minister and the Chancellor of the Exchequer.  He went on to say that on 29th July the Chancellor of the Exchequer announced significant changes to the Winter Fuel Payment Scheme, which would affect pensioners in England, Northern Ireland, Scotland, and Wales.  
 
Historically, the Winter Fuel Payment, valued up to £300 per annum, had been available to all individuals above State Pension age.  That had recently included those born on or before 24th September 1957.

However, with this new Eligibility Criteria, starting from this winter, the payment would be restricted to those who were: 

1. Over State Pension age; AND 
2. Receiving one of the following benefits: - Income Support - Income-based Jobseeker's Allowance - Income-related Employment and Support Allowance - Pension Credit - Universal Credit (including joint claims)

While the United Kingdom government initially announced that this would apply in England and Wales, the devolved administrations in Northern Ireland and Scotland had also adopted those changes due to an inability to fund universal delivery.
 
The Department for Communities, Northern Ireland's responsible authority for social security, including the Winter Fuel Payment, had indicated that the estimated additional cost to the Block Grant of maintaining universal entitlement for winter 2024/25 was £44.3 million, which did not include any additional delivery or staffing costs. 

The new restriction would exclude many pensioners who were not receiving the specific benefits listed but still needed help financially.  Pensioners who narrowly missed qualifying for Pension Credit due to the current income thresholds were particularly concerned.  As of now, the thresholds stood at:
• £218.15 per week for single pensioners. 
• £332.95 per week for couples.
Estimates indicated that up to 40% of pensioners eligible for Pension Credit in England, Scotland, and Wales were not claiming it.  In Northern Ireland, 28% of potentially eligible families were not receiving Pension Credit.

Alderman Smith urged anyone unsure about whether they qualified to contact ‘Make the Call’ on 0800 232 1271 to ensure they are getting all the support they were entitled to.

He thought that the exclusion of pensioners who narrowly missed out on Pension Credit could leave many financially vulnerable individuals without crucial support during the winter months.  Adjusting the Pension Credit minimum income thresholds could help more low income households qualify for Winter Fuel Payments, thus protecting them from fuel poverty.

Enhancing awareness and encouraging take-up of Pension Credit could also mitigate some of the impact of those changes.  Those actions could help ensure that vulnerable groups continued to receive the assistance they needed to stay warm during the winter.
 
He was aware that there were some who would argue that the universal distribution of the Winter Fuel Payment was unsustainable, as it has been provided to individuals who may not need it.  However, the approach announced by the Chancellor, risks leaving many pensioner households— who relied on this payment to keep their homes warm—facing significant hardship. 

From a public health standpoint, suddenly removing the assistance had the potential to worsen health inequalities and increase pressure on the NHS, as older people unable to afford sufficient heating faced greater health risks. 

Such outcomes were both socially and economically detrimental, particularly when reducing health disparities should be a top priority.

He concluded by stating that it was unusual that a government policy could unite all parties in opposition.  Especially so when even the Labour Party voted against their own government at their recent conference.  He hoped that all Members would be able to support this Motion and send a message to Downing Street that the decision was opposed by Ards and North Down and that the Council urged action to mitigate its impact on the most vulnerable in society.

Seconding the Motion Councillor Hollywood agreed wholeheartedly with his party colleague stating that the cuts to the Winter Fuel Allowance were not just an economic or political issue as had been alluded to – they were also a matter of human dignity.  The country’s pensioners, who had contributed much to society throughout the course of their lives, deserved to live out their later years in warmth and comfort. 

Northern Ireland’s ageing population was growing - costs, rents, bills and even Rates were ever increasing and without proper support, many more pensioners would face similar hardships in the years to come.  He noted there was growing demand for the Labour government to revisit its policy on the Winter Fuel Allowance. Many advocacy groups and local political leaders across Northern Ireland were calling for the reinstatement of previous funding levels, as well as targeted support for those most in need. This was not just a financial issue in his opinion but a moral obligation to ensure that no elderly person had to suffer through another freezing winter without adequate support.

Councillor Hollywood went on to say that the issue had other far-reaching effects across communities within the Borough – charities would likely be inundated over the winter as financial struggles began to bite amongst the most vulnerable.  Organisations like his own in CAAND, Agenda, KWC, Trussell Trust, Warehouse and many others may well struggle to cope with the scale of demand on their services. 
The winter months should not be a time of fear and uncertainty for pensioners so it was important to ensure that the most vulnerable citizens were protected.   

Alderman Adair believed that this was a matter that the entire Council could support and particularly since it was brought in with no consultation and he thought that this Labour government was becoming more and more out of touch with the average person daily.   He felt that it was important that the Council raise its voice for the oldest members of the population since the decision would affect many constituents.  He also saw the benefit of writing to every other Council within Northern Ireland to lend a stronger voice of opposition and Alderman Smith said that he would be happy to include that in addition to the Motion.   

Councillor Boyle stated that the two Members of Parliament from his Party had already spoken out against the decision, the consequences of which would be devasting for thousands of vulnerable households who had come to rely on the payment to cover heating costs during the winter months.  It would lead to more pensioners experiencing health issues related to the cold, such as hypothermia and chronic illnesses, which would place further strain on our healthcare system.  Every winter 290 people died across Northern Ireland due to cold homes and that number was likely to rise among the elderly population without access to fuel support.    

He explained that individuals who received the full state pension worth £220.20 per week would not qualify for Pension Credit and therefore, under those changes would not be entitled to a winter fuel payment.   It was ludicrous that a household entitled to a meagre yearly income of £11,450.50 was not deemed worthy of support.   Many pensioners were already struggling to make ends meet, forced to choose between heating and other necessities and that was with the winter fuel payment.     

For too long pensioners have been treated with flagrant disregard by government, left without the support and dignity they deserved to enjoy their golden years in relative comfort.   They should not be facing a battle to keep their homes warm and food on the table.  The move would have a disproportionate impact in Northern Ireland which had the highest rates of fuel poverty in the United Kingdom and would hit harder for pensioners living in areas of high deprivation so in his view it was clear that a separate approach to the winter fuel payment was required in Northern Ireland.

Councillor Kendall felt disgust at the governments decision and knew that most of the elderly population would be significantly affected.   She said that the Labour government appeared not to support those who had worked and paid taxes during their lives.  She thought it a grim position that community groups would be relied upon to provide hot meals to the elderly during the winter where they would be given advice on how to apply for Pension Credits.  She encouraged everyone to oppose the changes.    

Alderman McRandal expressed his support for all the comments that had been made in the meeting and stated that Alderman Smith had called it correctly when he said there was unlikely to be dissention within the Chamber.  His Alliance Member of Parliament had already spoken on the matter and that no one had voted for Austerity.       

Councillor W Irvine had put his name to the Motion and was encouraged that there would be a collective voice in opposition to the proposal.  There had not been an equality impact assessment carried out and if reform was needed why put the most vulnerable in society at risk.   There was still uncertainty about energy prices as we went into the winter and the elderly were at home normally for the majority of the day and that is one reason that the payments had been given at the start.  He called for this proposal to be withdrawn.   

Alderman Smith in summing up all thanked Members for their support and contribution to the debate.  

RECESS 9.04 pm

RECOMMENCED 9.14 pm

15.	any other notified business

There were no items of Any Other Notified Business.

Exclusion of Public/Press 

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

16.	Social Supermarket Ards, Comber, Ballygowan, Killinchy and Peninsula

**IN CONFIDENCE**

NOT FOR PUBLICATION 

SCHEDULE 3 – EXEMPTION RELATING TO THE FINANCIAL OR BUSINESS AFFAIRS IF ANY PARTICULAR PERSON.

A report was presented to Community and Wellbeing providing details of advice received from the Council’s procurement service which stated that as the market had been tested, direct approaches could be made to potential suppliers of the Social Supermarket service for the remaining part of the Borough.  A number of suppliers have been approached over the last few months.  

The report recommended Council approves the remaining allocation of funding to the approved supplier.

The recommendation was agreed.

17.	Supplier contract Extension Ards Blair Mayne Wellbeing and Leisure Complex

[bookmark: _Hlk179285232]**IN CONFIDENCE**

NOT FOR PUBLICATION 

SCHEDULE 3 – EXEMPTION RELATING TO THE FINANCIAL OR BUSINESS AFFAIRS IF ANY PARTICULAR PERSON.

A report was presented to Community and Wellbeing providing details of the Supplier contract currently in place for ABMWLC.

It was recommended that Council agreed to granting the second one-year extension to the current contract at the Council managed leisure facilities from April 2025 to March 2026.

The recommendation was agreed.

18.	Tender for Provision of Arboricultural Services

[bookmark: _Hlk179285457]**IN CONFIDENCE**

NOT FOR PUBLICATION

SCHEDULE 3 – EXEMPTION RELATING TO THE FINANCIAL OR BUSINESS AFFAIRS IF ANY PARTICULAR PERSON.

In line with the ongoing service delivery model for Parks and Cemeteries, a report was presented to Community and Wellbeing providing details of how specialist services were procured to support the wider Parks and Cemeteries team.  As such a tender procurement exercise was initiated for a framework for the provision of Arboriculture Services.

It was recommended that Council approved the appointment of the companies to the call off framework for the provision of Arboriculture Services as outlined in the report.

The recommendation was agreed.

19.	Comber Greenway Alternative Route
	(Appendices XVI - XVII)

[bookmark: _Hlk179286100]**IN CONFIDENCE**

NOT FOR PUBLICATION 

SCHEDULE 3 – EXEMPTION RELATING TO THE FINANCIAL OR BUSINESS AFFAIRS IF ANY PARTICULAR PERSON.

[bookmark: _Hlk165978320]In May 2024, Council considered a report concerning the route of an extension to the Comber Greenway.  The report submitted to Community and Wellbeing on 9 October 2024 dealt with the feedback from the engagement after the initial report and subsequently provided Members with options.

It was recommended that Council agrees to way forward and writes to the landowner.

The recommendation was agreed. 

[bookmark: _Hlk177111898]20.	Comber Greenway A21 Section Update
	(Appendix XVII)

**IN CONFIDENCE**

NOT FOR PUBLICATION 

SCHEDULE 5 – EXEMPTION A CLAIM TO LEGAL PROFESSIONAL PRIVILEGE 

Members were made aware that a planning application for the second phase of its proposed Bangor to Comber Greenway, which ran from Newtownards to Comber, was subject to an ongoing discussion in order to reach an agreed route.

It was recommended that Council notes the report and attachment.

The recommendation was agreed.

Re-admittance of public/press 

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

Termination of meeting 

The meeting terminated at 9.24 pm.


Programme content	Adequate	Good	Very Good	Excellent	2	6	36	120	
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