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[bookmark: _Hlk95984423]ARDS AND NORTH DOWN BOROUGH COUNCIL

A virtual meeting of the Community and Wellbeing Committee was held via Zoom on Wednesday 21 June 2023 at 7:00 pm.  

PRESENT:		

In the Chair:	Councillor Martin 

Aldermen:	Adair 		  Cummings 
	Brooks 		  Douglas 
	 		
Councillors:	Ashe 		   Douglas  
	Boyle 	  Holywood  
	Chambers 	S Irvine 
	Cochrane 	W Irvine  
	Creighton 	Moore  
	 
Officers: 	Director of Community and Wellbeing (G Bannister), Head of Community & Culture (N Dorrian), Head of Leisure Services (I O’Neill), Head of Parks & Cemeteries (S Daye), Head of Environmental Health, Protection & Development (A Faulkner) and Democratic Services Officer (H Loebnau)

In Attendance:	Chris Kelly, Contract Manager, 
Northern Communities Leisure Trust.

1.	Apologies

The Chair, Councillor Martin, welcomed everyone to the meeting, particularly those Members who were new to Council and the Community and Wellbeing Committee.
He asked for apologies and those were noted from Councillor Woods.   

NOTED.

2.	Declarations of Interest

The Chairman asked for any Declarations of Interest and the following declarations were made:

Councillor W Irvine – Item 26, Northern Community Leisure Trust Quarter 4 2022/23
Councillor Chambers – Item 26, Northern Community Leisure Trust Quarter 4 2022/23
Councillor Boyle – Item 4, Caravans Act (NI) 1963 Response to Department of Infrastructure 

NOTED. 

3.	Environmental health protection and development Q4 performance  

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

· Community Plan – published every 10-15 years 
· Corporate Plan – published every 4 years (Corporate Plan Towards 2024 in operation)
· Performance Improvement Plan (PIP) – published annually (for publication 30 September 2022)
· Service Plan – developed annually (approved April/May 2022)

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

Reporting approach
The Service Plans would be reported to relevant Committees on a quarterly basis as undernoted:

	Reference
	Period
	Reporting Month

	Quarter 1 (Q1)
	April – June
	September

	Q2
	July – September
	December

	Q3
	October – December
	March

	Q4
	January - March
	June



The report for Quarter 1 2022-23 was attached.

Key points to note:
· Staff absence rates were now on target with a number of staff on long term sick returning to work.  
· The Q4 target for PTO inspections was not met as during this period officers worked to complete property inspections that were delayed as a result of Covid lockdowns. That backlog had now been cleared and should not impact future achievement of targets. There was confidence that the property inspection service had now recovered to pre-Covid levels of performance and that would be indicated positively on future reports.

Key achievements:
· The Service had generally performed well against the KPI’s for Q4 

Emerging issues:
· None

Action to be taken:
· None

RECOMMENDED that the Council notes the report.

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

(Having declared an interest in Item 4 Councillor Boyle was removed from the meeting at 7.04 pm) 

4.	caravans act (ni) 1963 response to department of infrastructure 
	(Appendix I)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED: - Report from the Director of Community and Wellbeing detailing that the purpose of the report was to seek Council agreement to a response to the Department of infrastructure in relation to a proposed change to the Caravans Act (NI) 1963, to provide an exemption to licences being required for Traveller sites on land owned by the Northern Ireland Housing Executive.

Background 

The Department for Infrastructure (DfI) had written to Chief Executives requesting a response to a proposal to adopt one of the recommendations from the summary report issued following the 2021 Review of the Caravans Act (NI) 1963 by the Department for Communities (DfC).

The recommendation was in respect of Irish Travellers and stated:

“DfC on behalf of the Housing Executive, will pass to DfI for its consideration proposals for an amendment to the 1963 Act seeking exemption to licences being required for sites on land owned by the Housing Executive”.

DfI currently held responsibility for the Caravans Act (NI) 1963.  Under the 1963 Act, the development of caravan sites including residential sites and their physical standards were controlled through planning permission granted for the use of a caravan site and the 1963 Act’s site licensing scheme.

The licensing scheme under the 1963 Act was administered by District Councils who were responsible for the issuing and enforcement of Site Licences.

The Northern Ireland Housing Executive (NIHE) had been responsible for the provision of serviced sites for the Irish Travelling Community since 2003 and were not exempt from the requirement to hold a site licence.  Prior to 2003 such sites did not require a licence as District Councils were responsible for their provision, and a site licence was not required for the use as a caravan site of land occupied by a District Council. That had resulted in a difference in the licensing arrangements between Northern Ireland and the other UK jurisdictions.  Elsewhere Traveller sites did not require a site licence.

Having agreed to consider the request, the DfI was now seeking the views of the Council on the proposal to exempt the NIHE from the requirement to hold a site licence for its Traveller’s sites.

The DfI had stated that even if a decision was made to exempt the NIHE they would still be required to have regard to the Department’s Model Licence Conditions and the Northern Ireland Fire and Rescue Service Fire Safety Guide for Caravan Site Operators when providing appropriate sites. They had also declared that any subsequent proposals to amend the 1963 Act to exempt the NIHE would be subject to public consultation, the agreement of an incoming Minister and Executive, as well as the availability of a suitable legislative vehicle.

It should be noted that if NIHE were to be exempt from the requirement to hold a site licence for its Traveller sites, District Councils would have no remit on those sites in relation to the 1963 Act.  The Health and Safety Executive NI was the enforcing Authority for the Health and Safety at Work (N) Order 1978 on residential sites.

Please note that the closing date to reply to this letter was 30th June 2023, therefore the Council’s response would be submitted before that date with Committee endorsement, with a note that it was subject to Council ratification.

RECOMMENDED that the Council agree that, whilst at this time there were no sites provided by the NIHE for the Irish Travelling Community within the Borough, the Environmental Health Protection and Development Service would recommend that a letter of response be sent from the Council making the following comments: 

· It was understood that while the current licensing regime did go some way to provide a safeguard to ensuring traveller sites in Northern Ireland were adequately habitable and serviced it had presented challenges to regulation and enforcement of sites provided by NIHE for members of the travelling community in other areas.
 
· The standards and protections on sites for the travelling community should be of no less than what was expected on a holiday/residential caravan site.  In its response to the ‘Consultation on New Model Licence Conditions for Caravan Sites’ (June 2019) Ards and North Down Borough Council welcomed the amalgamation of the current Model Licence Conditions for holiday caravan sites, residential sites and Traveller sites into one document, creating clarity and ease of reference. 

· Revised and updated Model Licence Conditions should be in place prior to the implementation of an exemption; and 

· Ards and North Down Borough Council welcomed the opportunity to respond to public consultation on the proposal in due course.

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

(Councillor Boyle returned to the meeting at 7.05 pm)

5.	affordable warmth update 
(Appendix II-IV)

[bookmark: _Hlk118815442][bookmark: _Hlk94885269]PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED: - Report from the Director of Community and Wellbeing detailing that the Affordable Warmth (AW) Scheme provided a package of energy-efficiency and heating measures, tailored to each household that met the assessment criteria in targeted areas.  Funded by the Department for Communities (DfC) and delivered by Councils and Northern Ireland Housing Executive (NIHE) in partnership, Council AW Officers made contact with occupants from a list of addresses provided by DfC in order to undertake an assessment and determine eligibility. The primary criteria was a household income less than £20k per annum and the AW Scheme therefore assisted some of the most vulnerable in the community to tackle fuel poverty.  It could, however, require as many as five letters/visits and numerous telephone calls in order to secure access to properties and examine the relevant documentation – the Borough experienced an extremely high contact to referral ratio compared to the majority of councils.  Not all assessments would result in a referral being made to the NIHE to complete the grant application, as would be expected within a means tested screening process.

It should also be noted that the role of Councils had changed considerably since the start of the Scheme in 2014.  Since December 2015 AW Officers had been responsible for undertaking income verification, which was previously carried out by NIHE.  As a result of that enhanced role, there had been a marked increase in staff time to complete the application process.  The benefit, however, had been the considerable reduction in those households dropping out of the scheme, which occurred when NIHE delivered that part of the service, therefore making the whole process more efficient, lower cost and better for the ratepayer. 

In addition, those households that did not meet the requirements of the scheme were directed, where possible, to other schemes, such as boiler replacement, thus assisting additional households in fuel poverty and helping to meet the objectives of DfC’s Fuel Poverty Strategy.  The AW Officers also provided a holistic service for the clients and made onward referrals to a wide range of other internal and external partners, including our Home Safety Team for accident prevention, Policing and Community Safety Partnership (PCSP) for home security and the Social Security Agency for benefit checks which nearly always resulted in an increase in benefits for the client.

Funding Proposals

Since the scheme started in 2015 there had been a decline in funding to the Council and despite contributions “in kind” (management and accommodation costs) it had been impossible to meet the targets within the DfC allocated budget, which was originally supposed to run the scheme at no cost to councils.  A report dated 23 February 2017 outlining those concerns was brought to Committee and Council in March 2017, and it was agreed that up to £30k of Council monies would be provided, and that was then included in the annual budget for Affordable Warmth. That recognised both the difficulties experienced in bringing referrals on board (thereby requiring more staff resource to meet targets than the grant allowed for); and the significant value of home improvements that the scheme brought into the Borough, addressing fuel poverty for some of the most vulnerable households.

Members were well aware of ongoing difficulties with operational requirements of the scheme (lack of committed funding, fluctuations in permitted referral rates affecting economies of scale, staff training and retention, adherence to an 80:20 targetted:non-targeted referral ratio etc) which had been reported to the Council in several reports, resulting in numerous written communications to DfC.  In July 2019, a cross party delegation of Elected Members, accompanied by Officers, met with the Permanent Secretary, Tracy Meharg, to discuss concerns and shortly afterwards confirmation was received that a 5 year business case to the Department of Finance (DoF) had been approved, which would provide greater certainty of budget.

Unfortunately, part of the stipulation of the DoF approval was that the Councils were funded on a “pay by referral” basis with an offer of £222.92 for the first 300 referrals and £186.25 per referral thereafter (in this year 52).  Whilst recognising the economies of scale in relation to the referral targets, Councils would contend that that was not a true reflection of the cost of providing the scheme, as they now contributed management and accommodation costs, which were initially covered, and had reminded DfC that this was supposed to operate at no cost to the councils.

The “pay by referral” stipulation had been unanimously rejected by council officials as historically the funding was issued as quarterly grants, based on the agreed referral numbers, and was not affected by performance.  That provided councils with some degree of financial security for employing staff as salaries could be covered.  

DfC stated that for 2020/21 “pay by referral” was the only option as it was a requirement of DoF.  They did, however, provide a one-off payment of £10,888.56 for Q1, because of the unique circumstances with Covid-19 preventing normal operation of service whilst DfC still required emergency cover provision – but the grant was only paid after much pressure from Councils.

DfC was now asking for 44 referrals per month to be delivered from August 2020 – March 2021 on a “pay by referral” basis and that had financial implications for the  Council.  To put into context, the table below showed DfC funding to the scheme since 2015, alongside referral targets, the financial summary and staffing levels.

	Year
	Referrals
	Grant provided
	Council provision*
	Value of Approvals
	Staffing

	15/16
	1000 Based on NIHE doing eligibility checks.  Target met.
	£153,000
	-
	£1,603,057.25
	1 Co-ordinator
3 X AW officers
1X Admin Officer 
= 5 FTE

	16/17

	506 Enhanced Council Role doing eligibility checks. Target met.
	£107,000 




	-
	£1,782,811.79
	1 Co-ordinator
2 x AW officers 6 mths.
3 X AW officers 6 mths 
= 3.5 FTE

	17/18
	405 Enhanced role. Target met.
	£73,305
	£19,096.18 
	£1,178,478.90
	1 Co-ordinator
2 x AW officers 11mths 
3 x AW officers 1 month 
= 3.08 FTE

	18/19
	337 Enhanced role. Target met.
	£68,780
	£3,881.87
	£1,043,366.86
	1 Co-ordinator
3 x AW officers 3 mths 
1 x AW officer 8 mths 
= 2.4 FTE

	19/20
	275 Enhanced role. 
255 referred –unable to submit remaining due to COVID 19.
	£55,965
	£17,614.73
	£939,749.24
	1 Co-ordinator
3.6 x AW officers 2 mths
2.2 x AW officers 1 mth
1 x AW officer 5 mths
= 2.2 FTE

	20/21
	No target Apr-Jul emergency referrals only

352 Aug-Mar


	£10,888.56


£76,561 if target met
	£1,450



To be determined
	£56,358.80 (Q1)
	1 Co-ordinator 
0.2 AW Officer (6weeks)


Funding, if target met, will pay for 3.5 FTE  




*Council provision did not include in kind contribution i.e. management costs and overheads.
The proposal for 2020/21 funding would allow the Council to pay for 3.5 staff but from experience it would take 4 staff to deliver 352 referrals in 8 months which would cost the Council up to £10,000 provided targets were met.  That would be in line with previous contributions but with a potentially higher return in terms of value of approvals than in recent years.  The concern would be if the team failed to achieve the set referral rate, the Council would also have to meet the resulting deficit in income at £222 per referral.  

If targets were not met and officers achieved the worst case scenario:
30 referrals per month = 240 referrals = £53,500.80 funding 
Therefore Council contribution required was £23.5k to maintain 3.5 staff or £33k to maintain 4 staff (budget is £30k).

The Council had to date always met targets, primarily due to the ability to access the existing Council contribution and it was felt that a return as low as 30 referrals per month was unlikely if 4 staff were employed.  

39 referrals per month = 312 referrals   = £69,111 funding 
Therefore Council contribution £8k to maintain 3.5 staff or £17.5k to maintain 4 staff  (£10k less than budget)   

44 referrals per month = 352 referral = £76,561
Therefore, no Council contribution to maintain 3.5 staff or £10k to maintain 4 staff. (£20k less than current budget)    

To date the Council contribution had been carefully managed and only utilised as and when required to meet targets, with less than £41k spent of an agreed £90k budget over 3 years.  Demand on budget was impacted by sudden increases in referral rates set mid-year, high staff turnover due to job insecurity, the need to recruit and train up new staff, difficulties in obtaining targeted area lists, etc which were all outside Council control.  Every effort had been made to ensure that staff numbers were appropriate and at the minimum level required to deliver service. 

Based on previous experience, 3.5 may struggle to achieve targets therefore 4 staff were now in place to deliver 44 referrals per month thereby maximising likelihood of obtaining full DfC payment with the smallest Council contribution. There was however the concern that the new requirements to ensure households were not shielding, to assist with arranging a technical inspection by the NIHE, may make obtaining normal referral rates more difficult.  Questions had also been raised with DfC regarding the implications for the service should a second wave occur and the need to provide guaranteed income rather than the “pay by referral” basis.
  
Letter to Chief Executives

On 14 August 2020 DfC wrote to the Chief Executive (attached “Letter to Council Chief Executives and Senior Officers August 2020 about delivery of Aws”) asking Councils to confirm their commitment to the scheme otherwise they would reserve the right to seek a different provider.  They continued to offer Councils a payment per referral (£222.92) but had relaxed slightly the 80:20 criteria stating that “As far as possible the majority (at least 60%) of those referrals should be from the targeted list however the Department is currently reviewing this requirement.”

Options:

1. Decline to continue with the scheme.
In view of the stipulation of DfC/DoF that the scheme was on a “pay by referral” basis, that placed the Council at greater financial risk should targets not be achieved.  Whilst to date, the AW team had always met targets, it had been assisted to do so by the ability to recruit additional manpower because of the up to £30k budget provision made available to manage the scheme - yet that was originally supposed to be a “no cost to council” scheme.  The increased uncertainty regarding ability to meet targets with the additional burden of having to ensure that clients were not shielding, coupled with the threat of a second wave, further increased the financial risk to the Council.

2. Agree to continue with the scheme as per the DfC proposed SLA.
Members were aware that the benefits on the scheme had resulted in over £6.6 million of home improvements in the past 5 years to some of the most vulnerable households in the Borough.  In additional, households had been assisted with signposting to other support services and undoubtedly Council involvement had resulted in an enhanced, more efficient, holistic service to clients.  Careful management had ensured the service was delivered on target and within budget and projections based on the experience, as detailed in this report, would be that we should be able to do so, albeit there was greater uncertainty regarding the ongoing impact of Covid- 9 on service delivery.

3. Agree to continue with the scheme but review after 4 months.
In recognition of the value of the scheme and previous past performance but tempered with the greater uncertainty on the current and future impact of Covid-19, the Council could agree to continue the service with the existing 4 staff but review both targets and the subsequent financial position after 4 months to determine future viability.  It would also provide a better indication of the additional challenges arising in relation to service delivery.  Further, the Council should continue to raise its ongoing concerns with DfC as to how the scheme was being rolled out and press for more positive responses to the Council’s concerns.

RECOMMENDED that the service should be able to meet the targets with 4 staff and operate within the existing Council budget if the future impact of Covid-19 did not significantly restrict service delivery.  It was therefore recommended that the Council chose Option 3 and agree to continue to provide the service but review progress in 4 months, in order to minimise the potential financial risk of continuing to support the scheme, should service delivery conditions become untenable.

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

Proposing the recommendation Councillor W Irvine considered it very disappointing to see the outworking of what had come back from the Department.  He stressed the importance of the project that the Council had taken a lead role in and was discouraged that DFC did not want work to be continued by the Council and wondered about the effect of that decision for the officers involved.   The Member felt that the Council should strongly challenge the decision.  

The Chair suggested that the staffing query should be discussed later in the meeting ‘In Committee’ due to the confidential nature of staffing matters, but invited the officer to comment on very general terms. She confirmed that there would be staffing implications and could address in further detail later if required.

Alderman Cummings was in agreement with those comments and wished to register his regret since it was his belief that local councils were best placed to identify areas of need.  He said that he would be keen for a robust response and continued dialogue with the Department to seek further clarification.  He wondered if either SOLACE or NILGA planned to make a collective response to the matter on behalf of the councils.   

The officer informed the Committee that SOLACE had been made aware of the decision but was not sure about NILGA and it was unclear if a collated response from them would be made.   She suggested that not all councils were of the same view so a collective response could prove to be difficult, and two councils had already withdrawn from the scheme.   

Alderman Adair proposed an amendment to the recommendation which would keep the officers’ recommendation but call for an urgent meeting with the Department to discuss the matter in more detail.  That was seconded by Alderman Cummings.    

that Council: 

Requests an urgent meeting with the Permanent Secretary of the Department for Communities to discuss the ongoing delivery of the Affordable Warmth Scheme.

Councillor Adair was disappointed at the decision which had come from the Department which had been a bolt from the blue.  There had been a meeting recently with officials from the Department, Council staff and Members and he had thought the discussions had been open and frank but there had been no suggestion of what was coming and so the news had come as a surprise.   The scheme was of great importance to local people and was too good to be lost, the Housing Executive was already stretched so in his opinion the Council was best placed to deliver it locally.   He asked Members to support his call for an urgent meeting with the Permanent Secretary.   

Seconding the amendment Alderman Cummings believed that increased dialogue would be beneficial.     

Alderman Douglas rose to support the amendment sharing the disappointment that had come after such an open meeting where discussions had taken place on how the Department and Council could work better together.   She welcomed a further meeting and was happy to give her support. 

Councillor Boyle also gave his support to the amendment and suggested that Ards and North Down had been very active in the administration of the scheme.  There had been no indications of this change at the recent meeting, and he believed that elected representatives knew constituents better than the Housing Executive and were best placed to administer the scheme and hoped a cross-party delegation could meet with the Department.   

Councillor Chambers shared the view of other Members and although there had been an underlying current that the Department wanted to wind the programme down it had still come as a kick in the teeth to the Council and local constituents and it needed to be addressed with urgency.   

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Alderman Adair, seconded by Alderman Cummings that the amendment be adopted and that Council:
 
1. Approves the signing of the Affordable Warmth Service Level Agreement 2023-2024 for governance and audit purposes. 

2. Notes the changes in delivery model for the scheme being implemented by DfC as part of their budgetary controls, which will exclude Councils. 

3. Agrees to write to DfC asking how the decision to exclude Councils was reached in the absence of a response to the current budget consultation exercise, and expressing concern over how such a decision will impact the most vulnerable in the Borough, seeking assurances that every effort will be made by NIHE to identify and support eligible residents in our area to avail of the scheme for the remainder of its lifetime. 

4. Explores ways to continue to support the most vulnerable in the Borough, in the absence of the Affordable Warmth scheme, including consideration of an interim energy efficiency advice role, with a further report being brought to Council in due course.

Further Council Request an urgent meeting with the Permanent Secretary of the Department for Communities to discuss the ongoing delivery of the Affordable Warmth Scheme.
      
6.	food service plan review 

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED: - Report from the Director of Community and Wellbeing detailing:

Delivery of the Food Service Plan 2022/2023

Background
The report demonstrated the delivery of the Food Service Plan 22/23 which was approved by the Council on 28 September 2022. The plan set out the numbers of inspections and activities to be carried out by the Food Control team during the year.

Food Hygiene and food standards interventions were carried out as defined in the Food Law Code of Practice and priority had been given to higher risk premises and manufacturers.  Intervention activities had been prioritised in accordance with advice.

Throughout the year the Food Standards Agency had carried out quarterly temperature checks to assess resources on the delivery of food controls.

Service Delivery
During the year the food service had had some movement of experienced officers, long-term illness, and an increased number of newly registered premises.  In general, there had been a decline in standards of premises, in particular structural repairs, and an increase in pest activity. That had also been experienced in other Council areas and may be due to a combination of Covid-19 recovery and the increase in utility, commodity, and food prices.

An inspection programme was implemented to include the outstanding inspections from 21/22 which amalgamated due to Covid-19 restrictions.  

The tables below showed the total number of food hygiene and food standards inspections completed in the year 22/23 including the backlog from 2021 and newly registered food businesses. The figures showed that the food team had met or exceeded the targets in almost all the risk categories.

Food Hygiene Inspections

	
Food Hygiene risk rating of premises.


	
Inspections 
due in 
2022-2023
	
Backlog inspections
2021
	 
Total number of inspections due in 2021-2023
(Including backlog)
	
Inspections completed 2022-2023 (includes new premises)

	A
	0
	0
	0
	3

	B
	21
	43
	64
	64

	C
	54
	34
	88
	158

	D
	36
	90
	126
	117

	E
	122
	38
	160
	160

	Total	 
	233
	205
	395
	502




Food Standards Inspections

	
Food Standards risk rating of premises.


	
Inspections 
due in 
2022-2023
	
Backlog inspections
2021
	 
Total number of inspections due in 2021-2023
(Including backlog)
	
Inspections completed 2022-2023

	A
	7
	0
	7
	7

	B
	32
	27
	59
	70

	C
	240
	62
	302
	321

	Total
	279
	89
	368
	398



New Business Registrations
All food businesses were legally required to register with the Local Authority. 
181 new businesses were registered during 22/23 which was a 38% increase on the previous year and had created pressure on the team as new businesses were required to be inspected within 28 days of registration.  

Investigation of food poisoning and other infectious diseases
Investigation of food poisoning was provided by the Council on behalf of the Public Health Agency. The Food Service Plan estimated 16 individual cases per year, however, this year the team had undertaken 82 investigations regarding infectious diseases.  66 cases (80.5%) of those were reported from the Public Health Agency and 16 (19.5%) cases were reported by members of the public alleging illness from food consumed within the Borough.

Further information
The Council provided a comprehensive service to consumers and food businesses such as education, advice and signposting to other resources e.g. Food Standards Agency online allergen training.

Sampling 
The Northern Ireland Food Managers Group policy for food sampling had been implemented within the Council’s Food Control Service. The target number of bacteriological samples for routine analysis was 12 per week totalling 650-700 for the year.  During 22/23 615 ready to eat food samples were collected with the results showing 90.5 % satisfactory and 9.5% unsatisfactory.  Unsatisfactory samples were taken again along with advice given to the business until a satisfactory result was received.  Unsatisfactory samples may arise from poor handling practices, poor temperature control or incorrect storage conditions. 

The service also took part in a national survey regarding hygiene standards in take away sandwich shops/cafes which involved taking nine sample swabs for indicator organisms such as Listeria from ready to eat surfaces.  33% of the swabs were unsatisfactory and were re-sampled and reported as satisfactory. There was a small shortfall of 35 samples which was mainly due to bank holidays.

The Food service plan targeted 318 routine chemical samples to be taken. 104 chemical samples were collected and analysed for composition and labelling, allergens, and food complaints 50.9% were non-complaint for labelling, 49.1% were compliant. The reduction in number was due to budget restraints.  

The Food Control Service assisted the business to achieve compliance with the labelling regulations and provided guidance in new product development.
The service participated in an FSA survey on the nutritional content of children’s restaurant meals.  8 meals were collected for analysis as part of a Northern Ireland project. Results of this survey were pending.

Complaints and Service Requests
The food section responded to 491 complaints and service requests mainly from members of the public.  Of those 175 related to hygiene standards in premises or issues with food products.  All service requests were responded to within two days, however depending on the nature of the request they may be acted on immediately such as evidence of an imminent risk to public health for example, rodents in a commercial kitchen.    

Enforcement Actions
The service operated within the Council’s generic Regulatory Services Enforcement Policy which included an appendix providing specific information on food safety.  A summary of the formal enforcement activity for the year was summarised below. 

Hygiene Improvement Notice       10

Remedial Action Notice		 1

Voluntary Closure			 4

Advice and Education
As outlined in the Food Service Plan officers had provided advice and education to businesses including the following:
· providing free food hygiene training to 3 volunteer catering groups in church settings
· facilitating a food safety talk to event managers at SERC 
· engaging with food vendors at Sea Bangor in June 2022
· awarded a Gold Award for Caloriewise to the SERC Bangor campus café

2023/2024
A Food Service Plan for 2023/24 was currently under development and would be presented to the Council at the September 2023 meeting.  

RECOMMENDED that the Council notes the successful delivery of the Environmental Health Protection and Developments Food Service Plan on behalf of the Council. 

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

Alderman Brooks had been pleased to read the report and congratulated the team on its success.  He stated that after 43 years working in the catering industry he had seen at first hand that Environmental Health was always available to give advice and assistance.   

Seconding the recommendation Councillor W Irvine stated that food safety was one of the most important functions of the Council and the report gave confidence that the hospitality industry was in good health.   

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

7.	public analyst services 

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED: - Report from the Director of Community and Wellbeing detailing that Article 27(1) of the Food Safety (NI) Order 1991 required that the Council appoint one or more persons (Public Analyst(s)) to act as Analyst(s) within the district of the Council.

Furthermore, the Framework Agreement on Official Feed and Food Controls by Local Authorities, amendment of 5 April 2010, Chapter 2, paragraph 12.8, stated that Ards and North Down Borough Council should ensure that a Food Analyst was appointed to carry out examinations and analysis of food samples.  In making those appointments, all relevant legal requirements and Codes of Practice shall be satisfied.

In 2021 Belfast City Council had undertaken the procurement on behalf of the 11 Councils.  The Public Analyst had been awarded a two-year contract in 2021 which had 2 x 1 year extensions.  The Current Public analyst was Public Analyst Scientific Services Ltd.154 Business Park, Valiant Way, Wolverhampton, WV9 5GB.  It was therefore proposed that the current Public Analyst contract was extended for a further year.

The qualifications required by Analysts were set out in the Food Safety (Sampling and Qualifications) Regulations (NI) 2013. The Environmental Health Protection and Development service was satisfied that the following persons, who were employed by Public Analyst Scientific Services, fulfilled the requirements of the Regulations for appointment as Public Analysts on behalf of the Council.  

Duncan Kenelm Arthur BSc, MChemA, CChem, MRSC
Nigel Kenneth Payne MSc, MChemA, CChem, MRSC
Lilian Emma Jane Downie MChem, MChemA, CChem, MRSC
Michelle Evans BSc, MChemA, CChem, MRSC
Donna Hanks BSc, MChemA, MRSC
Mary Butts MSc MChemA MRSC

RECOMMENDED that the Council approves an extension of the above Company and persons as Public Analysts to the Council under Article 27(1) of the Food Safety (NI) Order 1991, effective from January 2023.

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

8.	Sea swimming update on bathing waters in andbc – response to notice of motion 
(Appendix V) 

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED: - Report from the Director of Community and Wellbeing detailing that further to a Motion agreed at Council in January 2022, Officers wished to update Members on progress in relation to increasing the number of designated bathing waters in the Borough.

The Environmental Health Protection and Development Service had been in discussion with DAERA since the Motion was agreed, primarily to discuss concerns about water quality at beaches nominated through DAERA’s public consultation exercise. 

A meeting was held with DAERA and Northern Ireland Water (NIW) in August 2022 to discuss Combined Sewer Overflows (CSOs) at nominated sites.  At that meeting NIW provided data in relation to the CSO at Brompton Bay, which was previously believed to present a risk to bathers due to its regular discharging at the beach. 

However, there had been significant investment to upgrade infrastructure at Brompton Bay, which should ensure that discharges during the bathing season were unlikely to occur.  NIW also provided reassurance that CSOs did not present a significant risk at Skippingstone Beach or Donaghadee Harbour.  Following the meeting DAERA agreed to write to the Council in due course and ask the Council to confirm its willingness to act as Bathing Water Operator (BWO), at beaches that met beach user criteria.

A formal request was received from DAERA on 21st April 2023, asking for the Council to act as BWO at two candidate beaches: -

Brompton Bay, Bangor
Donaghadee Harbour

Water quality was currently being tested at the candidate beaches and DAERA had invited BWOs to display the results of monitoring at their sites.  If that was approved by the Council, it would be temporary signage as formal signs must be produced if the beaches became fully designated.  The Council would intend to attach QR codes to existing Council signage at the candidate beaches, which linked to water quality information on the Council’s website. 

A process would now be undertaken by DAERA to formally reveal the identity of the locations as Designated Bathing Waters as per The Quality of Bathing Water Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2008. 

RECOMMENDED that the Council approve that officers continue to work with DAERA and accepts the role of Bathing Waters Operator for Brompton Bay, Bangor and Donaghadee Harbour following the formal identification of these sites as designated bathing waters. It is further recommended that Council approves that temporary signage is erected placed at the candidate beaches, to inform the public of water quality at that location. 

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

Alderman Douglas rose to welcome the report stating that the Notice of Motion had been brought by her former party colleague, Councillor Egan, and which she had seconded.  She was delighted to see the inclusion of the two beaches and was aware of the benefits sea swimming provided.   She knew that Alderman Brooks would also be pleased to read the report being a swimmer in Donaghadee.  

Referring to signage she hoped that would be accessible to all and the Head of Environmental Health, Protection and Development explained that there would be a QR code for water information which was being kept up to date by the Department.   DAERA had been advertising its App for water quality and she accepted that a person would need a Smart phone to access that.  The Alderman hoped that if additional signage was provided by the Council, it would be mindful not to cause information clutter in the natural environment.   

Councillor Cochrane agreed with the sentiments expressed by Alderman Douglas stating that the Borough’s beaches and waters were the jewel in the crown of Ards and North Down.    

Alderman Adair congratulated officers and welcomed the report and asked if the Council would put forward further beaches such as Cloughey and Ballyhalbert.

The officer outlined the process by which beaches were identified through public consultation and included the number of people who used them, but she hoped that more would be added in the future and that this was simply a start.

Alderman Brooks was encouraged to see the Council taking action and welcomed the report and the growing number of people taking up open water swimming.    Councillor Creighton agreed and was delighted to hear about the improved water quality at Brompton beach which was greatly used and appreciated by residents at Bangor West.    

[bookmark: _Hlk134794920]AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Alderman Douglas, seconded by Councillor Cochrane, that the recommendation be adopted.      

9.	community and culture q4 performance

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

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

· Community Plan – published every 10-15 years 
· Corporate Plan – published every 4 years (Corporate Plan Towards 2024 in operation)
· Performance Improvement Plan (PIP) – published annually (for publication 30 September 2022)
· Service Plan – developed annually (approved April/May 2022)

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

Reporting approach
The Service Plans would be reported to relevant Committees on a quarterly basis as undernoted:

	Reference
	Period
	Reporting Month

	Quarter 1 (Q1)
	April – June
	September

	Q2
	July – September
	December

	Q3
	October – December
	March

	Q4
	January - March
	June



The report for Quarter 4 2022-23 was attached.

Key points to note:
· Community consultation and engagement in preparation for the PEACE PLUS programme had concluded and 828 people had been involved to date.  The Programme had not yet been formally launched by SEUPB.

Key achievements:
· A new Education Programme for the Museum was now in place, following the appointment of an Education Officer.
· There had been some key achievements including the Community Safety multi agency meetings that had been held, including the standing forums for Ards Blair Mayne, Aurora and multi-agency meetings in relation to ASB at Helen’s Bay beach.  Those meetings had been extremely beneficial for the collective engagement of key stakeholders including the PSNI, Community Safety, Youth Services and Street Pastors, working together to reduce ASB.
· Increased engagement in a number of schools in the Borough with partner agencies in relation to ASB issues.

Emerging issues:
· The number of young people recruited to the Youth Voice Programme had increased and a rolling programme of recruitment was underway with further recruitment scheduled for September 2023.

RECOMMENDED that the Council notes the report.

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

Councillor W Irvine thanked officers for the report and asked for an update on ongoing community safety matters at Aurora, Bangor and Ards Blair Mayne, Newtownards.  The Head of Community and Culture reported that there had been no recent issues reported to community safety at Aurora and at Blair Mayne. Monthly multi agency meetings took place and were introducing a number of initiatives to assist with the existing challenges that were on going regarding youths.  The CSOs had a base at the Ards centre at present in the evenings. 

The Chair welcomed that information and thanked the officer for the update.   
    
Councillor Hollywood welcomed the success of the Youth Voice programme and explained that he worked with disadvantaged young people across the Borough and asked about the demographic of the young people who participated.   The officer explained that the recruitment to Youth Voice was open to all and was led by the Education Authority.  Council staff were involved in the interview process and meetings took place monthly and the next recruitment would take place in September.  She did not know the detail of where the young were located in the Borough but that information could be provided to the Member following the meeting.   

Alderman Douglas wished to raise a matter in relation to Youth Voice and asked if membership could be extended to include young people who had special needs since the voice of children with learning disabilities should be captured.

She also referred to community volunteers and the Council’s wish that more volunteers come forward from within the community.  The Head of Parks and Cemeteries spoke of the ‘Friends of’ groups and several volunteers had started working in the Walled Garden, Bangor, but that the initiative was being extended more widely.   It was a general policy of the Council and the parks section was leading the way in promoting volunteering.    

The Chair concluded by commending the performance of the section and the targets that were being met.   

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

10.	reconstitution of pcsp 2023/2024 

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED: - Report from the Director of Community and Wellbeing detailing that following Council elections in May 2023 the NI Policing Board commenced the process to appoint Independent Members to the PCSPs in 2024.  

The appointment process consisted of three stages which was provided for in Schedule 1 of the Justice Act (NI) 2011 and followed guidance outlined in the Code of Practice for the Appointment of Independent Members published by the Department of Justice.

· Stage 1 – Pre-launch activity including targeted publicity and advertising campaign, application process and eligibility sift.

· Stage 2 – Councils identifying a pool of candidates who were suitable for appointment, shortlisting/interviews taking place at Council level and a list of ‘appointable’ candidates provided to the Board by each Council; and

· Stage 3 – The Policing Board appoints independent members to the partnerships.
	
Stage 1 of the process was supposed to commence on 30 June 2023, however due to the issues connected with the Northern Ireland Budget the commencement date had been provisionally moved to 1 September 2023 (depending on clarification for the NI Policing Board budget by that date).
     
The Policing Board would be appointing HR experts to carry out the role of external HR provider for all Councils. The role of HR experts would be to support Council panels and ensure a consistent approach to the process. That was the same process as used in past reconstitutions in 2015 and 2019. 

In 2019, Board officials worked with Council HR Managers and PCSP Managers to confirm those appointed to recruitment panels and it was likely this step of the process would commence by Autumn 2023.   

The Policing Board would require that Council had selected three Councillors to be appointed to the interview panel and the two reserve Councillors were available as back up. They would all receive appropriate training. The five Members should be from the ten Members appointed to PCSP.

The training would involve sessions on best practice in shortlisting/interviews, good governance for panels and key roles and responsibilities.  Panel members would  also be walked through the process and paperwork that they would be using.  In 2019 a bespoke training session was also provided for Panel Chairs to support them in the duties of their role, and it was likely that would be replicated.  
Stage 2 would commence in late 2023 (assuming a commencement date of 1 September for the application process) when shortlisting meetings and interview days would take place involving the three Councillors appointed by Ards and North Down Borough Council.
  
Stage 3 would proceed in line with the current Code of Practice, and it was anticipated that formal reconstitution would occur on 1 June 2024 with the appointment of the new independent members. 

The current independent Members would therefore stay in place until 31 May 2024.

RECOMMENDED that the Council appoint three Councillors to sit on an interview panel to select new independent members and also appoints two Councillors in reserve for contingency purposes.  

Proposed by Alderman Cummings, seconded by Alderman Douglas, that the recommendation be adopted.  

It was further proposed by Alderman Douglas, seconded by Alderman Adair, that Councillor Moore be nominated. 

Proposed by Councillor Chambers, seconded by Alderman Cummings, that Councillor Wray be nominated. 

Proposed by Alderman Adair, seconded by Alderman Douglas, that Alderman Cummings be nominated.

It was further proposed by Alderman Douglas, seconded by Councillor Ashe, that Councillor Creighton be placed on the reserve list.   

Proposed by Alderman Cummings, seconded by Councillor Cochrane, that Councillor Cathcart be placed on the reserve list.   

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Alderman Cummings, seconded by Alderman Douglas, that the recommendation be adopted and that Councillor Moore, Councillor Wray and Alderman Cummings be nominated.  It was further agreed that Councillor Creighton and Councillor Cathcart be placed on a reserve list.      

11.	movilla coffin lids – response to notice of motion
	
PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED: - Report from the Director of Community and Wellbeing detailing that a Motion agreed in March 2023 that “Officers write in response to Historic Environment Division expressing concern that a reinstallation of the Movilla Stones to the Movilla Abbey walls might risk further damage to the stones, what reassurance can HED give that this will not be the case, whether alternative means of display of the stones has been given consideration and, if so, that Council offers assistance in this regard”.

Recent correspondence (May 2023) between the Heritage Development Officer and HED’s State Care Monuments Team had provided the following statement from Inspector Guillermo Santamaria:

Historic Environment Division appreciated and shared the concerns raised by Ards and North Down Borough Council officers regarding reinstating the stones to the Movilla Abbey walls. The Department was not proposing to reinstall them in the previous location, which would only result in the same issues due to continued exposure to the elements.  Instead it intended to restore the section of the north wall and install a new protective shelter accessible to visitors, elsewhere within the cemetery, which would appropriately house and hopefully interpretate the slabs.

This was a high priority project for the Department and as such it was hoped to put it out to tender this year, budget dependent, to conservation specialists.  The stones were currently stored safely and appropriately at Historic Environment Division’s conservation depot at Moira. They had been allowed to dry out, and were now safely stored, awaiting conservation work before their return to site.

Senior Inspector Martin Keery further clarified that the Historic Environment Division had met with officers from the Parks and Cemeteries team a few years ago to discuss a viable location to display the stones once they were returned to site. The options put forward at that time would need to be revisited and further discussion between the Historic Environment Division and Council would take place once the tender went out for the consolidation of the stones. The Historic Environment Division would keep the Heritage Officer updated on progress of the works and copied into any correspondence with other Council service units.

RECOMMENDED that the Council, upon completion of conservation repairs, work closely with the Historic Environment Division for return of the objects for display at Movilla Abbey and for them to be located as described in the report.

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

Alderman Cummings explained that the Notice of Motion had come on the back of a Notice of Motion brought by Alderman McIlveen.  He appreciated that officers were looking at the issue with DFC with a view to ensuring that the items were preserved and thanked officers.  

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

12.	community transport – response to notice of motion
	(Appendices VI&VII)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED: - Report from the Director of Community and Wellbeing explaining that the following Motion was agreed at the Council meeting on 26th April 2023, “That Council writes to the Permanent Secretary of the Department for Infrastructure highlighting the benefits of Community Transport and the Dial a Lift Service for elderly, disabled and socially isolated residents living in rural areas who depended on the service.  Further request that funding be allocated on a longer-term basis to continue that vital transport service for our residents going forward”.

A letter was sent on 5 May 2023 to the Permanent Secretary, Department for Infrastructure outlining the benefits of the scheme which were enjoyed by numerous residents within the Borough, many of whom depended on those services as their only mode of transport, asking that the Department allocated further long-term funding to this vital transport facility for residents.
	
A letter of response was received on 25 May 2023 from the Permanent Secretary of the Department for Infrastructure.

That provided confirmation that funding would continue to be provided at 2022/23 levels until the end of July 2023. That would enable Community Transport organisations to continue providing transport services, while the department analysed the responses to a consultation exercise that it was currently undertaking. 

The letter further stated that a review of Community Transport provision was intended for the longer term to ensure that both value for money and outcomes were maximised, through investment in those key services.  DfI said it fully appreciated that the current circumstances remained far from ideal. The community transport organisations would be kept updated once any further information was available.

The consultation document referred to could be accessed at: 
https://www.infrastructure-ni.gov.uk/consultations/dfi-resource-budget-2023-24-equality-impact-assessment-consultation

RECOMMENDED that the Council notes the above and the attached reply from the Permanent Secretary of the Department for Infrastructure. 

Alderman Adair made an alternative proposal which was seconded by Councillor Douglas.
 
That Council Write to the Permanent Secretary of the Department for Infrastructure expressing concern at the lack of clarity on the future funding of Community Transport services beyond July 2023. 

Council further highlight the benefits of the Community Transport and Dial a Lift Service for elderly disabled and socially isolated residents living in rural areas who depend on this service and request funding is allocated long term to deliver this vital transport service for our residents going forward.

Alderman Adair spoke of the benefits that this funding brought and was dismayed to hear that the funding would only be guaranteed to July, indeed some people had already been informed that the service would end on the last Friday in June.   He referred to the elderly population particularly, many of whom were socially isolated and lonely and as Mayor he had been fortunate to have been able to visit those people and hear their views.  He considered that the Department needed to know the value of the service and why it mattered so much to the community and attempt to preserve it for the future.  

Councillor Douglas agreed wholeheartedly with the Alderman’s comments and believed that there was nothing further to add.  

Councillor Boyle reported that he had sat as a board member on a community transport organisation which operated across the Borough.  In the Ards Peninsula particularly community transport played a powerful role in the lives of people in the Borough since much of the population was geographically isolated.  It was a life saver to many people and offered opportunities for people to engage with the wider community and feel less isolated.   It was insulting that the Department could make such a devastating decision.

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Alderman Adair, seconded by Councillor Douglas, that Council write to the Permanent Secretary of the Department for Infrastructure expressing concern at the lack of clarity on the future funding of Community Transport services beyond July 2023. 

Council further highlight the benefits of the Community Transport and Dial a Lift Service for elderly disabled and socially isolated residents living in rural areas who depend on this service and request funding is allocated long term to deliver this vital transport service for our residents going forward.

13.	leisure services q4 performance 
(Appendix VIII)

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

· Community Plan – published every 10-15 years 
· Corporate Plan – published every 4 years (Corporate Plan Towards 2024 in operation)
· Performance Improvement Plan (PIP) – published annually (for publication 30 September 2022)
· Service Plan – developed annually (approved April/May 2022)

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

Reporting approach
The Service Plans would be reported to relevant Committees on a quarterly basis as undernoted:

	Reference
	Period
	Reporting Month

	Quarter 1 (Q1)
	April – June
	September

	Q2
	July – September
	December

	Q3
	October – December
	March

	Q4
	January - March
	June



The report for Quarter 4 2022-23 for leisure services was included as an appendix.

Key points to note:
· By the end of this year the Council saw an almost complete return to pre Covid usage levels across the service area.
· Significant success across the sector despite the increasingly difficult conditions for constituents was very pleasing but more difficult times lay ahead as the cost-of-living crisis would bring considerable challenges to consumer spend.
· The Council would be challenged on its high charges compared to other areas especially given the cost of living crisis and may consider a realignment of its commercial approach to leisure provision.
· 2022/23 year-end financial figures were not yet available but at month 11 the following summary table highlighted the very successful year for the inhouse leisure operations against budget. That highlighted a net underspend against budget of over £339,000 with only Comber, due to resurface of sports hall floor and delayed fitness suite refurbishment affecting income. Both those aspects would be resolved imminently.

· Period 11
	Centre 
	Actual Net Exp 
	Budget Net Exp
	Variance (-)/+
	

	ABMWLC
	(15,515)
	265,300 
	(280,815)
	

	CLC
	176,190 
	165,500 
	 +10,690 
	

	LDP
	119,908 
	165,700 
	(45,792)
	

	PSC
	98,053 
	121,900 
	(23,847)
	

	Total
	378,636
	718,400
	(339,764)
	



· The above figures would help compensate for the increased cost against budget for the tariff risk for NCLT/Serco managed facilities as previously reported.

Key achievements:
· Total Hours booked in Community Centres was close to double its target which demonstrated a return to pre Covid-19 usage figures, with higher than pre Covid-19 usage in some facilities. The 2023/24 target for Total Hours Booked had been increased by 4,500.
· Footfall figures across leisure were significantly above target in most facilities.
· Sport Development programme was still expanding with particular success in number of grants awarded and attendees at sport development programmes.
· Significant net underspend via budget for the inhouse leisure team

Emerging issues:
· The requirement for a Transformation process within the Community Centres and Halls service (including amendments to staff structure, JD’s, and Salaries) was now clearly apparent. Unfortunately, two recent incidents had further highlighted the requirement for an additional Supervisor, which if approved, would result in a Supervisor always being on shift during all opening hours across 21 sites. That was considered a Health and Safety risk in addition to an operational and commercialisation opportunity. 
· Cost of living crisis would affect consumer spend and place a challenge on the Councils relatively high charges approach to leisure provision.
· Sickness levels across the workforce were at an all-time high. That potentially reflected the continual strain the staff were under impacting their health and wellbeing.

Action to be taken:
· New Gym fit out for Comber Leisure Centre was now planned for early Summer 2023.
· A detailed Business Case was currently being completed which would provide rationale for the Transformation within Community Centres and Halls.  It was hoped that a quick decision would allow a planned recruitment process to replace one of the two supervisors who was leaving their post in mid-June in addition to recruiting an additional Supervisor, could be commenced as soon as possible at the appropriate salary scale and JD.  
· The recommencement of Community Centres and Halls User Forums would begin from Q1 2023. Those Forums were paused during the Covid-19 pandemic, but it was now deemed appropriate to recommence those given a return to pre Covid-19 usage figures and the requirement to engage again with the community and other user groups formally.

RECOMMENDED that the Council note the report.

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

14.	tree and woodland Strategy (up to 2032) year 2 update
	(Appendix IX)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED: - Report from the Director of Community and Wellbeing detailing that the purpose of the report was to update Members on the recent progress of the Council’s Tree & Woodland Strategy that was agreed in March 2021. The purpose of the Tree & Woodland Strategy was to recognise the importance of trees, the many benefits they afforded and the increasingly important role they could play in mitigating the effects of climate change. The strategy was required to ensure the Council’s limited budget was focused on positive planting programmes and managing tree care and risks. 

Residents were rightly proud of the greenness of the Borough, but it was something that was not static, and which could not be taken for granted. Trees played a significant role in improving environmental conditions and people’s quality of life. Trees acted as carbon sinks and absorbed carbon dioxide (the main greenhouse gas) and produced oxygen. In addition, trees filtered, absorbed and reduce pollutants. Trees could make the Borough a healthier, more attractive and more comfortable place to live and work. Trees provided food and shelter for wildlife such as birds, squirrels and insects, as well as for people. Trees had been proven to increase property value and to help relax people by lowering heart rates and reducing stress.

The Council was committed to conserving and retaining existing trees and other features where it was considered that they had landscape or amenity value and would use its powers to protect trees where necessary.  The Council was also committed to ensuring improved tree cover within the Borough, and to promote the importance of trees to ensure several Corporate and Community Plan objectives were met.  The Council had a legal 'duty of care' and would provide appropriate levels of management arrangements to ensure that users and neighbours of its land were reasonably safe.  The appointment of the Tree & Woodland Officer in December 2022 would ensure continued progress could be made regarding the implementation of the Tree & Woodland strategy actions and objectives.

Scheduled Tree Works Completed in 2022/2023 Season

Ards and North Down Borough Council used a proactive approach in the management of its tree stock. It engaged an expert consultant to periodically carry out full inspection surveys for each of its sites, to assess the risk of significant harm from a tree or branch fall. The inspection surveys recommended several trees to be felled and pruned. The Council’s Parks Service and contractors understood that felling of trees was a sensitive area and was only completed when necessary.  An explanation of where those steps may be taken was explained in the Frequently Asked Questions section on Councils website.  Notice of scheduled tree work was also provided through the website and updated regularly.

The aim was to carry out all scheduled tree works between 1st September and 28th February, but this was not always possible.  The presence of nesting birds protected under the Wildlife (Northern Ireland) Order 1985 could only delay, not prevent, the felling of trees, hedgerows and woodlands.  Generally, 1st March to 31st August was accepted as the breeding season.  Work to hedgerows, trees and woodlands could take place at any time, but the onus was on the person doing the work to avoid committing an offence under the Wildlife (NI) Order 1985.

Kerrs Wood, Bangor: Tree work commenced in Kerrs Wood, Bangor on Monday 21st November and finished Friday 20th January 2023.  Tree surgeons completed 24 tree fells, 47 maintenance prunings and 14 monolith creations on trees which had been deemed ‘High Risk’ based on the tree survey report. 

Ballymenoch Park, Holywood: Tree work commenced in Ballymenoch Park, Holywood on Monday 20th February and finished on Friday 10th March 2023. Tree surgeons felled 38 trees throughout Ballymenoch Park on trees which have been deemed ‘High Risk’ on the tree survey report.

Stricklands Glen, Bangor: Tree work commenced and finished in Stricklands Glen, Bangor on Friday 24th February 2023. Tree surgeons completed seven trees on trees which have been deemed ‘High Risk’ based on the tree survey report.

New Tree Plantings and Replacing Felled Trees

The Council undertook to replace trees in numbers in excess of those that needed to be felled and had an annual tree-planting programme which saw many trees of both native and interesting varieties planted over each Autumn/Winter season.  For example, our STAND4TREES initiative aimed to plant a tree for every person in the Borough, that was approximately 160,000 trees. Through planting season 2022-2023 in excess of 15,000 new trees were planted in the Borough.

In general, trees planted would be native species such as oak, elder, hazel, hawthorn and birch, in line with Councils ‘Local Biodiversity Action Plan’, unless there was a specific ornamental scheme which required cultivated species. An example of that was Castle Park (Bangor) and Ballymenoch Park (Holywood) which were regarded as historic tree arboretums and would require rare and unusual trees as replacements. That was intended to ensure that there was a diverse collection of tree colonies across the Borough. 

Planting of replacement trees at Ballymenoch Park had been scheduled for tree/hedgerow planting season, November 2023 – March 2024. Parks Officers had identified several unusual species of semi mature size to be installed when the season allowed, in addition to the new native hedgerow which would require 3,750 mixed native plants. 

Since tree work finished at Kerrs Wood, 50 new trees had been planted throughout the area, a mix of Fagus sylvatica (Common Beech) and Pinus sylvestris (Scots Pine). Stricklands Glen had also seen Pinus sylvestris (Scots Pine) and Alnus glutinosa (Alder) trees replanted throughout the area. 

Community Tree Planting Events

Multiple community tree planting days had been organised across the Borough during this tree planting season. Some examples included:

On Saturday 28th and Sunday 29th January, Parks Officers held a community tree planting weekend at Castle Park, Bangor which saw over 150 members of the public plant 1,500 whips in Castle Park. 

On Friday 24th February, Parks Officers organised a tree planting event at Ann Street, Portaferry where Year 9 pupils from Strangford College and St. Columba's College, as well as members of Portaferry ‘In Bloom’ planted 800 native tree whips. 

On Saturday 11th March, members of ‘Love Ballyholme’ community group planted 500 whips in Brice Park, Bangor.  As well as community-based planting events, Parks staff had planted more than 11,500 trees at various locations across the Borough bringing the total number planted to 26,000 since the Tree and Woodland Strategy was launched.  

New Tree Plantings and Hedgerow Plantings 2023/2024

A total of 15,000 tree whips (small trees) would be ordered this year for the up-and-coming tree and hedgerow planting season, which ran from November 2023 through February 2024. The locations of the new tree and hedgerow plantings were outlined below. For the majority of the sites, tree and hedgerow planting events would be held in partnership with local community groups and schools participating. 

Valentine Pitches, Castle Park, Bangor
Trees Planting: 2,500 whips (3000m2)
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Skipperstone Community Centre to Bloomfield Road 
Hedgerow Planting: 3,500 whips (700metres)
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Ballymenoch Park, Holywood, hedge 1: carriageway boundary.
Hedgerow Planting: 1,900 whips (750metres)
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Ballymenoch Park, Holywood hedge 2: carpark to top of the park.
Hedgerow Planting: 1,900 whips (750metres)
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Londonderry Park, Newtownards, canal boundary.
Hedgerow Planting: 5,000 whips (1000metres)
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Ballycran Play Area, Kircubbin
Trees Planting: 250 whips (370m2)
[image: ]


Community Orchard Plantings 

As part of the Council’s commitment to successfully implement the Tree and Woodland Strategy, Park Officers identified potential sites on which community orchards could be planted. That had been carried out through a process of community engagement and internal site management. The aim was to achieve a target of three new Community Orchards each year.

Community orchards were an excellent place for people to come together, providing a space for celebrations and were a source of food. They could be used as educational resource for local schools, community groups and the wider public. Trees in general could reduce stress and illness by providing psychological refreshment and a sense of wellbeing, creating character and a sense of place and permanence.

Orchards encouraged healthy eating and outdoor activities improving wellbeing, as well as making our towns, villages and neighbourhoods more pleasant places to live. Tree plantations of any type could symbolize community focal points and offer aesthetic, amenity and historic value and could act as landmark features within  settlements and open countryside.

Ards and North Down now had six new community orchards, each being planted by local community groups and schools, meeting the target for this stage of the Tree and Woodland Strategy. Planting season 2022-23 saw orchards planted at Brice Park, Bangor, Londonderry Park, Newtownards and Dickson Park, Ballygowan. 

Ards and North Down Orchard Locations: 
· Ann Street, Portaferry
· Lawson Gardens, Portavogie 
· Village Hall, Greyabbey 
· Brice Park, Bangor
· Londonderry Park, Newtownards
· Cottown Open Space, Six Roads Ends
· Dickson Park, Ballygowan

Proposed Schedule of Orchard Plantings 2023/2024

	Town
	Location
	Size (M2)
	Trees

	Holywood
	Holywood Nature Park
	1000
	50

	Kircubbin
	Kircubbin Pavilion, Kircubbin 
	550
	30

	Comber
	Laurel Bank Lane 
	550
	30





Holywood 

[bookmark: _Hlk135642098]In May 2023, Parks Officers and members of Holywood Shared Town, identified a location of approximately 1000 square meters of grassland within Holywood Nature Park, suited to a community orchard. The orchard would contain up to 50 mixed fruit trees with consideration given to species most suited to the location. 

The orchard site would remain open and freely accessible to the community and was located on Council-maintained land.  Funding for trees and maintenance would be sourced by Parks Service.  Holywood Nature Park was well used by the residents of the entire Borough and the orchard would provide opportunity for community education and engagement.  The proposed location was within a natural setting of the nature park which was primed for further development.  Multiple schools were in close proximity. The area of Holywood Nature Park was grassland under-utilised and regularly mown as part of Parks maintenance. 

[image: ]

Kircubbin

Through an onsite meeting in June 2023, Parks Officers and representatives from the local community of Kircubbin, identified a location approximately 550 square meters of grassland within Kircubbin Pavilion, suited to a community orchard.  The orchard would contain up to 30 mixed fruit trees with consideration given to species most suited to location. The new orchard would be located close to the offices of Peninsula Healthy Living and associated community garden. The community garden already provided a host of nutritious vegetables, and that provision would be strengthened by the addition of mixed fruits. The orchard site would remain open and freely accessible to the community, located within an existing community focal point.

The proposed planting would be used as an extension to the well-used park facility. Planting would be carried out in conjunction with local schools and the local community.  The proposed location was within walking distance of main residential areas and the local primary school. That proposed area was grassland under-utilised and regularly mown as part of Parks maintenance. 

[image: ]

Comber

Comber Regeneration Community Partnership (CRCP) engaged with Parks Officers to discuss a potential community orchard to be planted on approximately 550 square metres of grassland located at Laurel Bank Lane, with a target completion date of planting season 2023/24. The orchard would contain up to 30 mixed fruit trees with consideration given to species most suited to the location. The orchard site would  remain open and freely accessible to the community, located within an existing community focal point. 

The proposed planting would be used as an extension to the well-used park facility. Planting would be carried out in conjunction with local schools and community groups. The proposed location was within walking distance of Comber town centre and main residential areas. A primary school and large secondary school were in close proximity. The proposed area was grassland under-utilised and regularly mown as part of Parks maintenance.  Under 20% of the green space within the park would be required for planting, leaving the remainder for continued use as an amenity grassland. 
[image: ]










Calendar of Events 2023/2024

A key aim of the Tree and Woodland Strategy was to actively engage and collaborate with the community and others in valuing trees as a vital community asset.  Parks Service would continue to commit to a series of events and promotional initiatives that enhanced the profile of trees, provide educational opportunities, and encourage community participation.  Those events and promotions would be in line with local and national campaigns, such as National Tree Week - the UK's largest annual tree celebration, Love Parks Week and Seed Gathering Season.  Some themes and events for 2023-24 were outlined below. 

	May 2023
	National Hedgerow Week 
Mental Health Awareness week


	June 2023
	Veteran and Champion Tree Tour of Bangor’s Castle Park 


	July 2023
	Love Parks Week


	September 2023
	Tree Care Month
Tree Seed Gathering Season

	October 2023
	World Apple Day


	November 2023
	Orchard Planting Events
Hedgerow Planting Events 
National Tree Week 


	December 2023
	Orchard Planting Events


	January 2024
	Community Tree Planting Events 


	February 2024 


March 2024
	Community Tree Planting Events
Orchard Planting Events

Community Tree Planting Events
Orchard Planting Events



RECOMMENDED that the Council note the progress of the Tree and Woodland Strategy to date and continue to support future initiatives. 

Proposed by Alderman Adair, seconded by Councillor Chambers, that the recommendation be adopted.  
  
Alderman Adair commended officers on a very comprehensive report and was aware that hedgerows and orchards were a great benefit to communities and the environment.   He praised the intergenerational aspect of the initiatives outlined and was pleased to note the progress being made in many areas of the Borough.   
  
Councillor Chambers thought this was a wonderful strategy and asked officers to clarify news that he had been given from residents at Linear Park who had been informing local representatives that a community orchard was being planned for that area.   

The Head of Parks and Cemeteries explained that officers had been in contact with a number of people in that area to get a feel for what residents there wished to see in relation to the Tree and Woodland Strategy.  A mix of views was expressed and there was an intention to establish a ‘Friends of’ group in Linear Park which would be a vehicle to agree recommendations for the area.           

Councillor Chambers was reassured that the local community would be involved and asked a further question relating to trees and where they were obstacles to paths or the public.   It was explained that the Woodland Officer assessed those trees and elected Members along with the public could be in touch with the Council where problems were arising.   

At this point the Chair noticed the report referred to work at Ballyholme and declared that his wife was involved in the Love Ballyholme Group.  

Councillor Ashe welcomed the report and was particularly pleased to note the orchard planting in Comber and thought that was a testament to the hard work of residents in the town and she knew that it would be well supported by the local community.    

Alderman Douglas was delighted to read the report and had enjoyed participating in some of the work.  She mentioned the Tree and Woodland Officer particularly for the work that he had done in rolling out the programme.   She encouraged Council officers to have clear communication with residents in the absence of Friends groups and use social media to inform residents where possible.  She asked the Head of Service when further Friends of groups would be established.   The Committee was informed that would be progressed by the Engagement Officer who had started with the Council on 1 May 2023 and it was hoped that would be progressed quickly in the Autumn period using events to engage with local people.  The Local Biodiversity Action Plan had been established recently and there was good engagement with the public.   

Alderman Douglas also referred to feedback from Greenspaces that some trees could be transplanted where appropriate to alternative schemes and she urged officers to be environmentally minded to reflect the views of local communities.   

Alderman Cummings appreciated the work at Comber on the orchard and referred to the Ballygowan playpark upgrade.   The officer explained that that was detailed in the report and that discussions were ongoing with local groups.   Parks also conferred with Good Relations to ensure that there were no cultural sensitivities that needed to be considered but the area was delighted with the placement of the orchard.          

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

15.	wildlife report
(Appendix X)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED: - Report from the Director of Community and Wellbeing detailing that the Council received a consultation document entitled ‘Wildfires in Northern Ireland - A Draft Strategic Way Forward’ from The Department of Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs (DAERA).

The stakeholder consultation process for the paper would run until 20th June 2023. The Council was permitted to deliver a response beyond the closing date due to Council meeting dates.

Aim of the Consultation 
The current wildfire problem in Northern Ireland was purely the result of human activity with wildfires being caused by accidental or by deliberate ignition.  Wildfires in Northern Ireland impacted on large areas of landscape, particularly in heather or gorse dominated upland areas. Those fires destroyed biodiversity and affected air quality and water resources.

As a direct result of the 2011 wildfires an Interdepartmental Group was established in to develop recommendations to address the wildfire issue and a Northern Ireland Wildfire Stakeholder Group was subsequently established through which several recommended actions were delivered. 

The aim of the consultation was to seek the views of key stakeholders on the proposed strategic goals and recommendation for actions.  The way forward was driven by five Strategic Goals:

· To reduce the numbers of wildfires.
· To lessen the impact of wildfires on the environment, society and the economy.
· To have a framework for partnership working and shared resources for wildfire prevention, strategic planning and interagency response.
· To build resilience into those landscapes and habitats most susceptible to wildfire and reduce the risk and/or severity of wildfires. 
· To have communities that are aware and prepared for wildfire events. 
The Consultations recommended actions.
· Develop and implement a five-year ‘Strategic Action Plan’ that would deliver the Strategic Way forward.
· Strategic Wildfire Group to report annually on implementation of the above ‘Strategic Action Plan’.
· A ‘Strategic Wildfire Group’ to undertake a 3-year review of the ‘Strategic Way Forward’ and the ‘Strategic Action Plan’.

The completed consultation response document was attached and the template was included in an appendix.

RECOMMENDED that the Council approves the consultation response.

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

16.	victoria primary school play area letters – response to notice of motion 
(Appendices XI&XII)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED: - Report from the Director of Community and Wellbeing detailing that Members would recall the update brought on Victoria Primary School Play Area in November 2022.  As a result, the following recommendation was adopted by Council:

“To Ballyhalbert Sports Clubs no longer avail of facilities at Glastry College (due to facilities being closed to the public in winter months). Further that Council express concerns at lack of lighting and proper footway link connecting the village to Glastry College and write to the Department for Infrastructure requesting the upgrade of existing footway on Victoria Road to include widening curbing along with lighting to promote a safer route to school and connecting the village to Glastry College via a safe and assessable footway. 

Furthermore, the possibility for a project fronting Victoria Primary Ballyhalbert could potentially be added to the list of projects being put forward for Peace Plus funding and considered by the Peace Plus Partnership and progressed through the process outlined above in the report. Consideration should also be given to the other sites identified in the Play Strategy for older children provision as part of the Peace Plus process that could be delivered on Council land. 

Furthermore, that officers bring back a report to Council following the conclusion of the Peace Plus consultation advising members of any council applications going forward to deliver facilities for children and young people across the Borough”. 

In relation to writing to the Department for Infrastructure (DfI) a letter was sent on 8th March 2023.  A response was received 15th March 2023. A further letter for clarity was sent 24th May 2023.  For Members information, as a result of a follow up query, DfI confirmed that an up-to-date assessment of the need was carried out in March 2023, and it remained of the opinion that unfortunately Victoria Road currently did not meet the criteria for street lighting as requested. 

RECOMMENDED that the Council notes the above and the attached reply from the Permanent Secretary of the Department for Infrastructure. 

Alderman Adair made an alternative proposal which was seconded by Alderman Cummings. 

That Council write to the Department for Infrastructure requesting the upgrade of existing footway on Victoria Road, Ballyhalbert, to include widening curbing to promote access for all including disability connecting the village to Glastry College via a safe and assessable footway.

Alderman Adair referred to the ongoing matter of the footpath on Victoria Road, Ballyhalbert, and was hopeful that the Department for Infrastructure would address that.   He had received complaints that it was not accessible to those who had a disability and stressed that the path was heavily used by children walking to school daily.   He went on to say that the people of Ballyhalbert sometimes felt forgotten and urged the Department to have accessible paths for everyone.   

Seconding that Alderman Cummings said it was an entirely reasonable request and hoped that the Department would deliver.   

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Alderman Adair, seconded by Alderman Cummings, that the alternative proposal be adopted.      

17.	commemorative tree planting
	(Appendices XIII – XV)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED: - Report from the Director of Community and Wellbeing detailing that Members would be aware that the Council had facilitated the planting of commemorative trees on Council land in conjunction with local groups and organisations.

Historically requests had been received on an ad hoc basis as a result of a written request from interested organisations or other groups.  A policy on when and how to approve such requests was developed and approved by the Council, to ensure fairness, equity of treatment, ensure compliance with any statutory obligations, and provide satisfaction that approved requests were within the context of any other approved policies and plans. For example, the trees on open spaces which were accessible and visible to all, and so should reflect the areas community plan with regard to respectful and shared communities, and therefore be quality shared or neutral displays.

The policy aimed to provide a consistent and fair approach to the decision-making process on whether or not to approve any request to plant a commemorative tree on Council property.  It was critical that all tree planting contributed to the Councils overall Tree and Woodland Strategy.

The policy set out the following criteria:

1. A request would be approved if it met the following essential criteria:
a. The request was being made by a properly constituted organisation.
b. The request was submitted in writing in the approved form at least 8 weeks in advance of the requested planting date.
c. The tree would become the property of Council and maintained as such. The species and variety would be at the discretion of Council and align with the Council’s Tree and Woodland Strategy.
d. Applications would be considered on a date received priority should there be a conflict in dates requested. (Officers would liaise with those making a request to accommodate where required).  
e. Applications must include details of any commemorative plaque to be considered for approval.
f. The request was satisfactorily equality screened.
g. The request was deemed to be eligible (See Section 2)

2. Eligible requests would be as follows:
a. To raise awareness of charities nominated by the Mayor
b. To highlight events directly organised by the Council
c. To mark a significant sporting event in the Borough. 
d. To commemorate a significant anniversary of, or an event organised by a charity or community organisation which had a significant connection to the Borough. 
e. To commemorate a major national event or anniversary.

3. In addition to failing to meet at least one of the above criteria, a request would be deemed ineligible if it fell into any of the following categories:
a. An application which in officers’ opinions was only promoting a commercial interest
b. The promotion of an ethos, activity or organisation which was not deemed in the context of communities to be shared, neutral or promoting good relations.

A copy of the policy and application form were attached as appendices to the report.

Members were advised that the Commemorative Tree Planting Policy did not apply to or replace the memorial tree planting which took place in Council cemeteries.

In recent weeks there had been one request for commemorative tree planting. Those had been received from: -

· Cloughey & District Community Association – Planting of 20 Quercus robur (English Oak) tree whips to commemorate 21 years of ‘Making Cloughey Better’. Trees will be planted on the boundary of Cloughey football pitch by the local community. 

Officers could confirm that this request complied with the criteria in the policy subject to the policy approval.

RECOMMENDED that the Council approved the Cloughey & District Community Association Commemorative Tree Planting request as outlined in the report. 

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

Alderman Adair was delighted to read the report and congratulated Cloughey on its achievements and that the Community Association was excellent, and he wished it every success for the future.   The trees would leave a lasting legacy for generations to come who would reap the benefits. 
   
Councillor Boyle praised the vision of the Cloughey & District Community Association had in pursuing their goals.   The area was being transformed with sensible ideas to make the area more attractive.   Cloughey was a great place to visit and the community spirit was strong.   

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

18.	display bed applications 
(Appendix XVI)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED: - Report from the Director of Community and Wellbeing detailing that Members would be aware that the Council agreed a policy on the February 2019 for the use of Display Beds in the Borough, the policy required Officers to report to Council any applications received by external organisations. The Council had received one application for use of the display beds, officers had assessed applications and had determined that all requests met the criteria in the policy and were recommended for approval. The applications were deemed by officers to not require equality screening.

The applications were as followed and the proposed design of the display was included in the attached appendix. The Parks team would endeavour to replicate the design as far as possible, however detailed design may alter to facilitate installation. If necessary, the Officer would liaise with the applicant if the installation may have to be significantly different from that proposed.

	Name of Group / Organisation
	Display Bed applied for
	Proposed dates of display
	Reason for the display

	ANDBC Democratic Service on behalf of UDR CGC Greenfinches
	Adjacent to Bangor Post and Sorting Office
	3rd  July 2023 
to 
14th  August 2023

	UDR CGC Greenfinches Logo to highlight events directly organised by the Council



RECOMMENDED that the Council approves the above applications for display beds.

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

Councillor W Irvine thought this was a very worthy display bed dedicated to the UDR Greenfinches who had appreciated the gesture from the Council.  
Alderman Cummings agreed stating that it would complement the rest of the programme which was being organised.   

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

19.	branch out community group support 
	(Appendices XVII-IXX)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED: - Report from the Director of Community and Wellbeing detailing that the Council agreed the following Motion in February 2023.

This Council notes its previous sponsorship of the Community Asset Transfer request from Branch Out Community Group and welcomed the agreement from DfI to lease the woodland area to the group for 1 year. Officers would:

· Write to DfI to express the Council's support for the work of Branch Out on the DfI-owned site and how it complements The Big Plan for Ards and North Down.
· Write to the EA to express the Council's support for their work on the EA-owned site, adjacent to the woodland.
· Bring back a report, identifying what could be offered to support the work of Branch Out including, but not limited to, providing advice, support, equipment and finance.
· Engage directly with Branch Out to identify what support was needed.

Responses to the letter sent by the Council had been received and were included in the appendices to the report.

Officers report on support available from Council
In line with the Corporate Plan and Community (Big) Plan, the Council recognised the need to support local communities in reclaiming existing outdoor spaces and contribute towards Council wide Plans and Strategies, which included the following key documents:

· The Corporate Plan - Growing Better Together (2020 – 2024)
· The Big Plan (Community Plan)
· Roadmap to Sustainability (2021 – 2028)
· Local Biodiversity Action Plan (2023 - 2032)
· Let’s Grow Together (Sustainable Food Growing Strategy - 2021 to 2032)
· Local Development Plan

The focus of the Corporate Plan was ‘Growing Better Together’ to realise a vision for Ards and North Down where it was a vibrant, connected, healthy, safe and prosperous Borough.  Community gardens and growing space contributed to the overall vision of the Corporate Plan and aligned with the agreed priorities. The priorities were: 

· Priority 1: Prosperity -Growing our local economy. 
· Priority 2: Environment - Growing a cleaner, greener local and global environment. 
· Priority 3: Opportunity - Growing the lifelong potential of our community. 
· Priority 4: Pride - Growing empowerment, respect and safety of our community. 
· Priority 5: Life - Growing the health and wellbeing of our residents. 
· Priority 6: Excellence - Growing a high-performing Council. 

Community gardens and growing space contribute towards all five outcomes of the Big Plan. The three outcomes of particular relevance were:

· Outcome 1: All people fulfil their lifelong potential. 
· Outcome 2: All people enjoy good health and wellbeing. 
· Outcome 5: All people feel pride as they have access to a well-managed sustainable environment.

Council’s Parks and Cemeteries Service actively engaged with community groups, volunteer organisations and education providers from across the Borough, providing advice and support, with the objective of encouraging and assisting all stakeholders in the Ards and North Down area to increase their civic pride, by enhancing the natural resources of the Borough. Engagement with Branch Out Community Group had been ongoing since March 2021, when the draft business plan for land at Talbot Street was presented and advice sought.  Recognising the opportunities for growth, through further community engagement and participation, a new post of Engagement Officer had been created to actively involve residents in the service.
 
Advice and guidance were provided by Parks and Cemeteries Officers with expertise in specific areas such as Ulster in Bloom, Biodiversity, Trees and Woodlands, Horticulture and Green Flag Awards. The Parks and Cemeteries Service also worked in partnership with Social Farms and Gardens, a UK wide charity supporting communities to farm, garden and grow together. Their mission was to improve the health and wellbeing of individuals, communities, and the environment through nature-based activities. Financial assistance was provided through the partnership by way of Participatory Budgeting. The initiative provided funding to groups who wanted to deliver projects that reduced carbon emissions, reduce food waste and address food poverty.  In 2023 the initiative supported eight projects from across Ards and North Down, totalling £4,000.00.  Branch Out Community Group had been made aware of the support available through Social Farms and Gardens. 

Council’s Community Development Team provided a range of different support and development services to assist local community and voluntary groups. Support included but was not exclusive to, setting up a new group, project assistance, training, developing relationships with other organisations and grant aid, including community development grants and community festivals grants from the Council and externally from other organisations.  The Council also supported and worked alongside the following local community networks:

· North Down Community Network
· Ards Community Development Bureau
· County Down Rural Community Network

Support for community projects provided by Parks and Cemeteries Service was in line with agreed strategies and initiatives, most notably:

Ards and North Down in Bloom
The Ards and North Down in Bloom initiative had been developed with three overlapping objectives which were: horticultural excellence, community participation and environmentally sustainable practices. To support communities, Parks and Cemeteries Service invited annual applications from village groups, community associations etc, within the Ards and North Down Borough, for funding to enable the purchase of bedding plants, shrub and tree material, for planting within local villages or towns. The allocation of funding was subject to Council budget approval and capped at £1,000k per application.  Since 2019, the In Bloom Funding Scheme had awarded more than £72,000 supporting 85 projects.  In 2023 Branch Out Community Group was assisted in the purchase of project materials. 

Tree & Woodland Strategy
The purpose of the Tree & Woodland Strategy was to recognise the importance of trees, the many benefits they afforded and the increasingly important role they could play in mitigating the effects of climate change.  The strategy objectives actively engaged officers with the community in valuing trees as a vital community asset. 

Parks and Cemeteries Service continued to commit to a series of events and promotional initiatives that enhanced the profile of trees, provided educational opportunities, and encouraged community participation. The strategy also allowed for provision of trees to local groups to support tree planting projects such as a community orchard. The business plan provided by Branch Out Community Group included installation of a heritage orchard as well as planting of native trees. 

Local Biodiversity Action Plan (LBAP)
The recently agreed LBAP set out how the Council could work alongside several governmental and non-governmental partner organisations to develop and complete actions and fulfil targets which promoted and enhanced biodiversity within the Council area. The plan provided the opportunity for local people to decide on the priorities in their area and to have a say in the development and implementation of the plan.  It provided the opportunity for everyone to be involved and contribute to the actions that had been agreed upon.  Parks and Cemeteries Officers were committed to supporting communities to engage in the LBAP by providing a range of engagement and educational events.  As detailed in the Business Plan, Branch Out Community Group aimed to create a woodland to promote biodiversity and encourage wildlife. 

Let’s Grow Together
The strategy aimed to ensure residents had opportunities to improve their health and wellbeing through involvement in sustainable food growing activities within their local area. That could be achieved by:

· Developing new sites where suitable locations were identified and there was recognised local demand.
· Promoting the benefits of community food growing to improve quality of life outcomes for local residents.
· Supporting sustainable food growing that delivered a resource for improving biodiversity.
· Engaging the community in the development of food growing as an educational tool.
· Encouraging the development of the social economy in local areas and provide suitable training and skills development for employability.
The Parks and Cemeteries Service currently supported a number of community and food growing initiatives across the Borough, including, 32 allotment plots, eight self-sustaining community gardens and six community orchards.  June 2023 also seen the launch of the Schools Growing Club initiative, providing practical advice and a support package to set-up or improve an existing gardening club within six schools each year. The initiative was designed to bring together schools and local communities in shared projects. Officers were committed to providing a range of educational and engagement events that supported local communities to achieve targets, set out in the Let’s Grow Together Strategy.  Branch Out Community Group included a number of food growing elements to their plan for the area at Talbot Street. 

Community based projects were increasing in frequency across Ards and North Down and volunteers were participating in activities that benefited the Borough on a weekly basis. Recognising the need to support those activities, Parks and Cemeteries Service created a community tool station, where groups could borrow small equipment, litter pickers, shovels, brushes etc to complete projects and then return. The tool station was used regularly by community groups and schools with many projects attended by Parks and Cemeteries staff, who provided hands-on practical assistance.
 
Recent engagement between Branch Out members and Parks Officers indicated that current support requirements centred around their wish for Department for Infrastructure land to be made available for project activities, by way of Community Asset Transfer.
 
Community Asset Transfer was a process to allow community-based organisations, to take over publicly owned buildings or land, in a way that recognised the benefits to communities, the public sector and the third sector. That may be at a reduced lease rate, through grants or other supports, or the transfer of something the local authority did not plan to use or sell.  Although there was no legislative framework to support asset transfer in Northern Ireland, the ‘Community Asset Transfer’ policy framework was developed in 2014 by the Department of Social Development (now Department for Communities), to enable an environment that supported Community Asset Transfer. The framework identifies what a successful asset transfer must achieve:

· Deliver community benefits
· Support development of social enterprise
· Contribute to social, economic, or environmental regeneration.
· Support the sustainability of community organisations.
· Improve social cohesion. 

Community ownership and control of assets could bring benefits to both parties and to the wider community that the asset was used to serve.  In developing the ‘Community Asset Transfer’ policy framework, a cross-departmental Steering Group on Community Asset Transfer identified a number of barriers which needed to be addressed to enable the practice to be used more extensively and more creatively. Barriers existed both within and between the public sector and the third sector and were described in Appendix 1, as well as a series of practical measures to address those barriers.
 
Appendix 2, Department for Infrastructure (DFI) response to Council letter of support for the work of Branch Out Community Group, indicated that DFI Lands team were in contact with Branch Out Community Group in relation to the disposal of Talbot Street Plot 2 via Community Asset Transfer.  DFI indicated that the larger plot of DFI land, Talbot Street Plot 1, would soon become available on the open market. DFI advised, “In line with Government Disposal Procedures, Branch Out Community Group may bid for the surplus subject land, along with any other interested third parties.”

Members should note Appendix 3, letter of support for the Branch out project from the Education Authority. 

RECOMMENDED that the Council note the support services available to Branch Out and similar community groups, volunteer organisations and education providers within Ards and North Down. It is further recommended that members note that presently the main support requirement for Branch Out Community Group being assistance to secure the Community Asset Transfer of Talbot Street Plot 2. 

Proposed by Councillor Moore, seconded by Alderman Douglas, that the recommendation be adopted.    
Councillor Moore welcomed the report in response to a Notice of Motion she had brought with Alderman McDowell, and she had been encouraged at the time to have a great deal of support across the Council Chamber.  This was a wonderful group and she praised the work of Pam Shaw particularly, and thought the initiative highlighted the support the Council could provide.  

Alderman Douglas also rose to welcome the report and she too had been struck by the passion of Pam Shaw to protect and promote the area of green space.   She hoped the initiative would continue to be progressed.   

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

20.	cemetery post boxes ‘letters to heaven’ 
	(Appendix XX)
PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED: - Report from the Director of Community and Wellbeing detailing that the purpose of the report was to seek permission from Members to implement the ‘Letters to Heaven’ initiative within key Cemeteries. 

Council Officers had been inspired by a recent story around the ‘Letters to Heaven’ memorial post box, an idea developed by a nine-year-old girl in Nottingham, who wanted to put her thoughts about her deceased grandparents into writing.  At the request of the girl’s mother, a post-box was installed in Gedling Crematorium before Christmas and over 100 letters had since been posted. These post-boxes had since been installed in several cemeteries across England and Northern Ireland to be used by families who wanted to express their thoughts in writing about their loved ones.

Children visiting the cemetery were invited to write a letter as if to loved ones they had lost, through the Postbox to Heaven.  Children would be able to post letters and cards at any time of the year but particularly on birthdays, anniversaries, and Christmas when their loss was felt so much greater.  Each post box would have a plaque explaining that the initiative was managed by the cemetery team.

Officers believed that was a great initiative to support grieving children throughout the Borough and would seek permission to install those within the Council’s two main Cemeteries ie. Clandeboye and Movilla.  Further support would be afforded to relatives with the promotion of the Here-2-Help App on the information accompanying the boxes. The Council had been actively promoting that App for some time as it was an invaluable source of both regional and local information covering a wide range of services including mental health support and child bereavement services. 

Once the boxes were full, Council officers would take their contents to be recycled at recycling centres.

RECOMMENDED that the Council approves the installation of Cemetery Post boxes in Clandeboye and Movilla cemeteries.

Alderman Adair made an alternative proposal which was seconded by Councillor Hollywood. 

That Council approves the installation of Cemetery Post boxes in Clandeboye and Movilla cemeteries. Further Council task officers to source funding for the installation of Letters to Heaven Post Boxes to all cemeteries across our Borough.
 
Councillor Adair retold the story of a nine year old girl from England who had touched the nation’s heart with her story following the loss of her grandparents.  He was pleased that the Council was bringing in the post boxes to some cemeteries of the Borough but encouraged it for all cemeteries.  The process of grief was difficult generally and children felt it too acutely and what was being suggested was a practical way to support all those who grieved.

Councillor Hollywood was happy to second the proposal and echoed the sentiments of Alderman Adair.   It was good to see the Council bringing comfort and solace to people at difficult times.    

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Alderman Adair, seconded by Councillor Hollywood, that Council approves the installation of Cemetery Post boxes in Clandeboye and Movilla cemeteries. Further Council task officers to source funding for the installation of Letters to Heaven Post Boxes to all cemeteries across our Borough.
      
21.	‘cycling friendly borough’ – response to notice of motion 

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED: - Report from the Director of Community and Wellbeing detailing that the following Motion was agreed by Council in February 2023:  

"This Council acknowledges the environmental and health benefits associated with the recent increase in cycling and declares Ards & North Down a cycling friendly Borough. The Council also recognises that people who cycle are among the most vulnerable road users, and tasks officers with producing a report detailing ways in which we can help improve safety. The report should include possible sources of funding, potential partnerships, and ways in which we can promote good relations between users of different forms of transport."

This report detailed for Members the 5 elements that were currently in place, under development or planned, and progress made to date in the delivery of that decision and that would make a contribution towards ensuring that a ‘Cycling Friendly Borough’ status could be declared and sustained. 

The six elements were as followed:
A. The role of, and working with the Department of Infrastructure 
B. The proposed Ards and North Down Borough Council Cycling Masterplan
C. Working with Sustrans, on its National Cycling Network and One Path Initiative
D. The Councils Greenway network programme
E. Cycle to Work Schemes

A. Department for Infrastructure (DFI)
DfI was statutorily responsible promoting and improving road safety via education, licensing, and regulation of transportation. The Safe and Sustainable Travel Division aimed to promote improved road safety and deliver better regulation of the transport sector.  The Division was responsible for coordinating the implementation of the Northern Ireland Road Safety Strategy. In addition, the Division had a role in promoting the use of alternative and sustainable modes of transport such as: walking, cycling, public transport and car sharing. 

The Division had developed a draft Road Safety Strategy for Northern Ireland to 2030.  That draft Strategy followed a consultation exercise and reflected the continuing commitment to working in partnership to reduce the number of deaths and serious injuries across the roads network and to the ongoing development of a safe and sustainable transport network that met the needs of all road users.  

Following the consultation of the draft Strategy, which was founded on internationally recognised ‘Safe Systems’ principles, identified strategic priority areas which DFI could, within government, along with other road safety stakeholders, focus to deliver the strategic outcomes for Safe People, Safe Roads and Safe Vehicles.  

As it had not yet been possible to secure Executive agreement for the draft Strategy, the Minister secured the support of Ministerial Colleagues for the publication of the draft.  It would be presented to a future Executive for approval.  Since the development of the Strategy, a number of research projects had been completed exploring issues affecting children, cyclists, motorcyclists, and older road user groups, and reviewing the Road Safety Education Service.

An annual programme of research and statistical investigations into road safety problems in Northern Ireland would continue to be developed and implemented in partnership with road safety partner organisations.  Any recommendations made would be considered and proposals for new ways to address road safety problems in NI would be incorporated into the Strategy.  The Department had, over the years, delivered several ‘Road Safety’ Campaigns such as:

· Being a safe pedestrian
· Cycling
· Protective clothing
· Road safety for children under seven
· Road safety for 7 to 11 year olds
· Teenage Road Safety
· Share the Road to Zero

It also produced a plethora of other safety awareness information, and in relation to cycling the information available was as followed:

· Cycle Journeys
· Cycle Parking and Security
· Cycle Safety for Children
· Cycling Safety
· Cycling – getting started
· Electric bikes (electrically-assisted pedal cycles)
· The Benefits of Cycling
· Using cycle lanes and other cycling facilities safely

The Cycling Proficiency Scheme that had been funded by DfI for over 50 years teaching children how to cycle safely as well as proposed Road Safety Campaigns was currently under threat due to Executive budgetary cuts in DfI’s budget.  Advocacy from Councillors to Ministers may be useful in reinstating those programmes.    

Council Officers already meet representatives from this Division every two-months to ensure connectivity with proposed DfI cycle lanes, public transport links, and the Council’s proposed Greenway Network.  Council Officers had also been liaising with representatives from DfI and Atkins in relation to the development of the Belfast Metropolitan Transport Plan which covered Bangor, Holywood, Newtownards and Comber with the aim to improve urban active travel infrastructure.  

Also, it was through those meetings, that the Council was made aware of funding opportunities.  Recently the Council had been awarded £4.6 million from DFI from their Green/Blue Fund towards the delivery of sections of the proposed Greenway Network in the Borough (Comber to Newtownards and Newtownards to Green Road Bangor), funding was also received from the UK Government Levelling Up Fund (£3.2 million).  Those meetings would continue going forward. 

The Climate Change Act (Northern Ireland) 2022, required DfI to act on the legislative requirement which would include increasing Active Travel provision.  It set out a minimum spend on active travel from the overall transport budgets of 10% (which would equate to approx. £70 million per year, so DfI may deliver some of the Active Travel infrastructure directly or in partnership with Councils. If the latter was the case the Council would continue to be an active partner in that regard.   

B. Ards and North Down Borough Council Cycling Masterplan
Council Officers were keen to pursue a 10-year cycling masterplan for the Borough and intended to submit a business case for its development as part of the 2024/5 Estimates Process. The Masterplan would be developed over 4 months and would provide the basis for a strategic approach to developing a network of key active travel routes. 

Development of the plan would be done in the following stages:

Stage 1: Review of strategy policy documents and a review Audit of Active Travel initiatives, in the following way.

a) A review of Physical Measures

Desk-based audit of initiatives at national, regional and local level.  Map and evaluate routes to make recommendations on which active travel initiatives should be considered for delivery in the Borough, identifying delivery partners, target audiences and potential funding sources.

b) A review of Soft Measures

Evaluation of the impact of the delivery of behavioural change and engagement projects. 

Stage 2: Engagement with key council staff (E.g., Planning, Regeneration, Leisure and Recreation, Community Wellbeing and Environmental Health) and DfI. 

Further activity that would contribute to the development of a cycling friendly Borough would include engagement with cycling groups and clubs, community interest groups and the general public as part of the development of the strategy.

Stage 3: Drafting of the Active Travel Masterplan 

Using the information gathered, the Masterplan could propose: 

· A cycle and walking path typography of three categories of cycle and walking routes that linked to, expanded and improved the existing NCN and network of Greenways across the Borough: Segregated cycle routes (A routes), Quiet ways (B Routes), Off-Road Greenways (C Routes).
· A suite of other measures that would lead to transformative change across the district. Those would include major junction improvements; pedestrianised areas and Bus and Cycle only streets; low traffic neighbourhoods; school streets; speed reduction measures; pedestrian priority measures; outline cycle parking and storage strategy; outline parking removal strategy; measures to activate public space.
· The masterplan would map infrastructure proposals at three levels of detail: 1- ANDBC wide, 2- Urban areas: Bangor, Holywood, Newtownards, Comber and 3- an overview of Smaller Settlements.

Stage 4: Development of an Implementation Plan

Production of an implementation and delivery plan for the Masterplan would identify for delivery;

· Priority routes taking into account: cost, technical deliverability, such as landownership, political deliverability, connection to existing and proposed active travel initiatives, and anticipated benefit to the community.
· Indicative costings for projects, grouping those into short term ‘quick wins’, medium term projects, and longer term, more ambitious projects. 
 
Additional analysis - not included in the budget: Community Co-Design: As part of the implementation plan, set out a delivery model that contained genuine engagement with residents of ANDBC.  Inviting them to ‘Discover’ issues and barriers, ‘Co-Design’ solutions, and ‘Test’ proposed measures at consultation, or using on street trials.

The rationale for developing a Cycling Masterplan for the Borough was clear and many current government strategies including transport, health and urban regeneration identified that cycling as a form of active travel could bring significant outcomes to people.  Locally within the Borough active travel had a significant role to play in contributing to the outcomes identified in ‘The Big Plan’ as part of the Motion.  The development of a Cycling Masterplan would support the delivery of ‘The Big Plan’ and its vision to ‘create positive outcomes for everyone’ over the span of the plan and create a safer and more connected cycling and walking infrastructure for all which would encourage more people to use the network.  Lack of a safe infrastructure was the main barrier to people engaging in active travel. 

C. Working with Sustrans
a) National Cycle Network

Council regularly liaised with Sustrans, who were a charity that promoted walking and cycling.  Sustrans consisted of engineers, educators and industry experts.  It created the National Cycle Network, and as custodians, it was their role to care for it, improve it and champion a long-term vision for its future.

The National Cycle Network (NCN) in the UK was a network of walking and cycling routes covering the whole country.  In Northern Ireland it ran through the two main cities, Belfast and Londonderry, and connected many towns with the countryside. The NCN had provided for nearly 30 million trips a year in Northern Ireland; two-thirds of which were cyclists.  According to pre-pandemic data, across the UK, leisure and tourist cyclists and walkers on the National Cycle Network spent an estimated £2.5 billion annually in local businesses.

Following a UK-wide assessment of the quality of the Network in 2018, it produced a report entitled ‘Paths for Everyone’ with a vision for traffic-free, accessible routes by 2040.  It aligned with the Department for Infrastructure’s own ‘Strategic Plan for Greenways’ which earmarked £150 million to create new traffic-free routes connecting communities across Northern Ireland.  To meet that new vision, 80% of the NCN in Northern Ireland was reclassified and a further 6% removed in July 2020. In summary:

Where a route was removed from the Network but was of importance to local tourism and of a significant distance and scale, it would be reclassified as a named strategic route e.g., Strangford Lough Cycle Trail.

Reclassification of many of those routes would enable Sustrans to market them better and more honestly to the adults who normally cycled on roads.  It also opened up the potential of a network for both leisure and tourism.  It worked closely with the Department of Infrastructure to support that vision.

In the long-term, Sustrans’ aim was to re-route on-road parts of the NCN to new traffic-free sections or create new protected infrastructure.

In Ards and North Down Borough Council no routes were removed but three NCN/RCN (Regional Cycle Network) routes were affected by the changes as follows:

· RCN Route 20, from Whiterock to Comber along Strangford Lough, now known as: Strangford Lough Cycle Trail.
· NCN Route 93, from Newtownards to Bangor (which includes the North Down Coastal Path, this section, as an off-road trail, will remain part of Route 93) the remining sections will now be known as: North Down, Bangor to Newtownards.
· NCN Route 99, from Portaferry to Comber via Newtownards, now known as: Strangford Lough Cycle Trail.

(See map below)

As they were all largely on-road, those had all been reclassified and geared towards and adult audience and would be referred to as their local, familiar name.

It was the aim of Sustrans, following the Review, to re-invigorate the network in Northern Ireland and work with Councils and other partners to invest in a network that brought business to rural areas as well as giving people an opportunity to travel actively.  Also, it would create a safer, more consistent user experience, manage user expectations and allow people to make an informed choice when using different routes on and off the Network. 
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Over time Sustrans anticipated that the Network would grow again as sections were brought up to standard and new off-road routes were added.  However, for now, Sustrans wanted to honestly recognise that many long-distance routes were designed for, and were used by, an adult audience who were more experienced at sharing space with vehicles.  Council would continue to work in partnership with Sustrans and add to the Network as further off-road routes came online in the Borough.

b) One Path Initiative

As the amount of people walking and cycling in public spaces and on multi use paths had increased over the years, so too had the interactions between those users and in some cases, those were negative.  Sustrans had in recent years received a significant increase in contact from local councils, members of the public and community groups about concerns relating to the behaviour of some path users and requesting support and guidance about how to manage the issue.  Most of the conflicts being reported were occurring between different types of users for example, dog walkers complaining about cyclists or cyclists complaining about joggers.

As managers of many public spaces and multi-use paths, it was incumbent on the Council to try to respond to those complaints.  The danger was however that a response such as imposing speed limits, segregation of paths or adding signage outlining a list of rules impeded one group of users and left them feeling targeted causing further tensions between user groups.

It was also important to highlight that shared sections of the NCN passed through many of the local council areas across Northern Ireland, however from a path user perspective that may not be apparent.  It was therefore important that agencies did not promote inconsistent messages on shared routes which could result in even more conflicts and deter people from enjoying those important spaces.

The approach of ‘The One Path initiative’ was to discuss and understand the issues people faced when using shared paths and to collaboratively develop ways which helped people to better share the space.  By participating in that process, people would feel more invested in their local space, understand other users’ experiences, feel more connected to their community, and it would create a positive atmosphere. The ethos behind the One Path Initiative was ‘Share, Respect, Enjoy’.

That would be a 2-year initiative, helping users of shared spaces understand and respect how other users enjoyed the space as follows.

Stage 1: An audit and analysis of issues
Stage 2: Development of a creative engagement programme
Stage 3: Embedding the One Path ethos, ‘Share, Respect, Enjoy’.

In the first year the project provided for engagement with a variety of user groups through a series of focus group sessions e.g. with running groups, walking groups, cycling clubs, dog walker groups, local community groups, statutory bodies and so on.  That was followed in the second year by on path animation events to engage users in conversations about messaging and how they and others could safely use the path together without the need for restrictive codes of conduct and lists of dos and don’ts – the initiative helped path users understand each other’s perspectives and that the simple message of ‘Share, Respect, Enjoy’ was applicable to all. 

At the end of the two-year programme a One Path festival would be held along a shared space giving the various user group representatives opportunity to highlight their own work by running engagement events then and thereafter.

Given the progression of the Comber-Newtownards-Green Road Greenway project, it would be timely to deliver the One Path Initiative in 2024.

Greenways

In January 2023, Council scaled back its greenway plans for the Borough, but was still progressing with the following:

a)	Comber to Floodgates Park, Newtownards 
(Planning ref LA06/2019/0308/F Ongoing from 12/03/201). 

Further to extensive engagement with DFI, that was awaiting a final DfI Roads consultation response. 

b)	Floodgates Park to Londonderry Park, Newtownards

(Planning ref LA06/2019/0544/F - Permission Granted 02/09/2021)

c)	Belvedere Road, Newtownards to Somme Heritage Centre 

(Planning ref LA06/2020/0940/F - Permission Granted 01/09/2022)

d)	Somme Heritage Centre to Green Road, Bangor

(Planning ref LA06/2021/0885/F - Ongoing from 05/07/2021) - Awaiting final NIEA Consultation response. 

In relation to the Council’s alternative decision concerning the abandoned Kinnegar to Donaghadee route, a further report would be brought back after the summer on the establishment of a working group to explore issues of connectivity maintenance and accessibility concerning the North Down Coastal path.

The Borough already had a greenway route; the Comber Greenway, connecting Comber to the centre of Belfast, that was Northern Ireland’s first greenway, created in 2008.  As stated above the funding was in place to deliver those new greenways and it was envisaged that construction work would begin in 2024.  A map of the greenway routes was shown in the report.

All external and internal funding had been secured for those schemes, with Council responsible for approximately 15% of the overall capital costs.

D. Cycle to Work Scheme
Cycling was a “Be Active” step in the “Take 5 Steps to Wellbeing” health message supported by the Council through the Employee Health and Wellbeing Group and various Community Planning projects. Employees were therefore encouraged to cycle and had been supported through the Council’s Cycle to Work Scheme – one of the advertised employee benefits packages designed to attract and retain staff.  The scheme allowed employees and Members to purchase a bike through a salary sacrifice scheme and as the costs were deducted before tax and National Insurance contribution, it represented a 12.5% saving on each purchase value for the Council and 32% - 42% saving for the purchaser depending on tax bracket. The scheme was temporarily closed over Covid, but activity was now underway which was considering its reintroduction.

Through the Cycle to Work scheme, staff and Members could purchase a bike. They had the opportunity to become fitter, healthier and more energetic and focused at work and would also save money in using a bicycle rather than car for journeys related to work and outside of work, and reduce carbon emissions. 

RECOMMENDED that the Council:
1. Notes the above areas of activity and how they will contribute to the delivery and sustaining of a cycling friendly Borough.
2. Continues to meet and engage with Sustrans, the Safe and Sustainable Transport Division of DFI, and the Belfast Metropolitan Transport Plan team to further promote safe cycling and active travel.  
3. Notes that business cases will be submitted for the development of a ‘Cycling Masterplan for the Borough’  and the ‘One Path Initiative’.   
4. Recognises the value of continuing with its Cycle to Work scheme. 
5. Seeks to advocate the Governments adoption of the Road Safety Strategy for Northern Ireland to 2030 and ensure there is sufficient budget is made available to continue to deliver the Cycling Proficiency Tests and the wider Safety Campaigns within the Northern Ireland Government.
6. Brings back a further progress report to include indicative timelines on when the status of a cycling friendly Borough can be declared.

Proposed by Alderman Douglas, seconded by Councillor Ashe, that the recommendation be adopted.
    
Alderman Douglas rose to welcome the report which followed from a Notice of Motion brought forward from her former party colleague Alderman Wilson and which she had seconded.   

The initiative was to encourage people to get on their bikes to reduce reliance on the private car while creating safe shared spaces for travel and recreation.

This was an extensive report and detailed the extent of the work that needed to be done with the Department for Infrastructure.  There was evidence that children wanted to cycle to school but the infrastructure simply was not present to allow that to be done safely.   There was also concern that with budget cuts progress could not be made sufficiently.   It was hoped that travel routes could also be planned for rural areas and links to be made with the Greenway.   The Member asked for reassurance that the decision taken in the last Council term in respect of the North Down coastal path would be maintained.   

The Director confirmed that the decision taken in the winter to shelve the Greenway plan in that area was being replaced by a different project and a working group would be set up with Terms of Reference for it established in the Autumn.  The purpose was to look at concerns over accessibility in local areas.  The group would consider local needs and assess what can be done to address matters of Accessibility, Connectivity and Maintenance in relation to the Coastal Path. The cycling strategy would not replace this. 

The Head of Parks and Cemeteries stated rural proofing would be examined in the Masterplan which was a real opportunity to look at this and where the Council was headed.      

Seconding the recommendation Councillor Ashe had no further comment.
   
Councillor W Irvine welcomed the report and hoped it would encourage cycling to be safe and with increasing numbers of people using the North Down Coastal Path there had been a bit of conflict between walkers and cyclists.  He asked when the section of the path there had been designated as a National Cycle route.  The Director explained that had been in place for 5 or 6 years.  

The Chair was encouraged that the Council was promoting active transport in the Borough and it should be borne in mind there were some concerns and some of the routes discussed were shared and the Council needed to be sensitive on the way forward to find the right balance within the beautiful Ards and North Down Borough.
   
Councillor Boyle raised an issue which had been raised regarding desk-based audits.  He went on to say that looking at a map was not the same as being on the ground, noting which roads were used during school drop-off and collection times, lorry deliveries, rush-hour traffic etc.  He asked if there were plans to monitor traffic between schools and see how to improve or create cycling infrastructure between schools and homes since he believed some of those concerns had been raised and needed to be addressed as the plans were developed.   

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

22.	parks and cemeteries Q4 performance 

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

· Community Plan – published every 10-15 years 
· Corporate Plan – published every 4 years (Corporate Plan Towards 2024 in operation)
· Performance Improvement Plan (PIP) – published annually (for publication 30 September 2022)
· Service Plan – developed annually (approved April/May 2022)

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

Reporting approach
The Service Plans would be reported to relevant Committees on a quarterly basis as undernoted:

	Reference
	Period
	Reporting Month

	Quarter 1 (Q1)
	April – June
	September

	Q2
	July – September
	December

	Q3
	October – December
	March

	Q4 (attached)
	January - March
	June



Key achievements:
· Appointment of Bereavement Services Officer, Tree and Woodland Officer, Parks Supervisor & Cemetery Supervisor.
· A volunteer programme in Bangor Castle Walled Garden had attracted eleven volunteers and there was a waiting list to join the programme.
· 2022 Green Flag Awards retained for Castle Park, Londonderry Park, Kiltonga Nature Reserve, Linear Park and Ballymenoch Park. Plus Green Flag Pollinator award secured for Castle Park. That was the first year of the award.
· Donaghadee and Comber attaining 1st and 2nd place respectively in the Town category of Ulster in Bloom. Donaghadee nominated as a finalist for Britain in Bloom 2023.
· Planned programme of Winter Events including Tree Week and other STAND4TREES activities underway.
· New Play Parks in Castle Park (Portaferry), Tower Park (Conlig), Aurora (Bangor), Johnny the Jig (Holywood) & Upper Crescent (Comber) delivered.
· Floodgates Park Development Plan - Draft Masterplan completed.

Action to be taken:
· Completion of the Splash Pad at Groomsport.
· Preparation for extending the rewilding scheme is underway.
· Official opening of Play Parks will be organised over Spring and early Summer.
· Staff Task & Finish groups started to implement weed reduction policy.
· Mobile orchard for Holywood ordered and working with local group.
· Review of Community Trails is being finalised, report to follow.
· Launching Schools Growing Club initiative.

RECOMMENDED that the Council note the report.

Proposed by Alderman Adair, seconded by Alderman Cummings, that the recommendation be adopted.
   
Alderman Adair commended officers for the report and praised the work of the Head of Parks and Cemeteries stating that he had been a breath of fresh air to the Council and had delivered much while addressing long standing issues.   

Alderman Cummings was in agreement highlighting the achievements at Donaghadee and Comber for awards in Ulster in Bloom.  There was great enthusiasm in those communities particularly in Donaghadee as it moved forward to the Britain in Bloom awards.
   
Councillor W Irvine raised the Council decision in relation to Bloomfield and Clandeboye playparks and the pilot project to close those.  He had been informed that the timings of the closures was a little ad hoc at times and asked if that could be monitored.  At Bloomfield Park there was a large bonfire close by so a temporary closure over the period of the bonfire would be welcome and would protect the Council from potential damage coming from that.  The Head of Parks and Cemeteries explained that work continued with the Good Relations team so that officers were aware of what was happening in relation to the building of bonfires and facilities would be closed if there was a threat of damage.  

Alderman Douglas rose to welcome the report and praised the work which was ongoing by the section.  The Council had made a significant investment in playparks, and she had received a number of complements by visitors to the Borough about the standard of the facilities in the area.   

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

23	update on Projects associated with whitespots country park
(Appendix XXI)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED: - Report from the Director of Community and Wellbeing detailing that former Members of Council would be aware of the interrelated projects that were planned for the area around and within Whitespots Country Park and were at various stages of development.  The report was to provide a brief update on each.

1. Whitespots Country Park
Council through the Regeneration, Development and Planning Directorate developed a vision for the existing Country Park and approved a Master Plan as part of an outline business case that allowed Members to consider options and approve various phases of development.  See attached “Why Whitespots brochure” at Appendix 1. That was part of a bid for the Belfast Region City Deal investment in the area.  Unfortunately, the opportunity did not come to fruition primarily as there was no appropriate sponsor department associated with City Deal. 

With a developed OBC indicating good outcomes, the Council continued to investigate partnership funding and was offered a grant under the Complimentary Fund with a sponsor department confirmed as DEARA.  Council was at an advance stage of receiving DEARA/DfE approval of the OBC which would lead to receiving the Letter of Offer.  The procurement process to appoint a consultant design team was underway to develop the full masterplan, submit a planning application and construct the initial phase(s) of the plan in accordance with the level of funding secured.

2. Greenway Network
Newtownards to Green Road Bangor:
Planning permission had been secured for a portion of this route, Newtownards to the Somme Museum, with the second section Somme to Green Road (Bangor) at an advance stage with the planners. The Greenway had secured funding from both DfI and Levelling Up which resulted in Council providing 15% of the overall capital cost. Tender documentation was being prepared to appoint a contractor, with an anticipated start of site date set for Q1 2024 subject to planning and lands purchase being concluded.

3. Walking trails between Whitespots Country Park and Helens Bay.
Historical and well used trails along the former Ulster Way, allowed walkers to make their way from Whitespots through the Clandeboye estate, via Clandeboye Avenue to the beach at Helens Bay.  The route had recently been adopted as part of the Columbian Way, and the Council had come to an in-principle agreement with the Clandeboye estate to upgrade pathways, promote and sustain it further for future generations. That assisted in traffic free connector routes to and from Whitespots.

4. Somme Museum
The Somme Museum at Whitespots was owned and operated by the Somme Association.  The Council had been working with the Association, which was leading on an initiative to upgrade the facilities and consider the addition of more exhibits, experiences for visitors and widen its remit.  That had the potential to increase attraction to the Country Park.  Presently, the Association was developing an Outline Business Case funded by the National Lottery Heritage Fund.  Council officers were engagement with the Somme Museum regularly.  

5. Gateway Project
In 2022, the Council approved the submission of a Concept note to Peace Plus measure 4.1 (Reimaging Communities) for a “Gateway Centre”. Thw Project would promote peace and reconciliation, learning from the better understanding of war, through the rejuvenation and re-imaging of the Somme Museum and the Country Park, increasing provision of transformative shared space and services and preserving shared heritage on the Island of Ireland.  That would be delivered through a mutual understanding using commemoration and interpretation of the experiences of the men and women who lived, fought and died in modern international conflicts but in particular through the time of the Home Rule crisis, Easter Rising, WWI and the Civil War exploring the social history of the time and the learning from it. The concept note indicated the Somme Association would work further through that opportunity to help both the Council and the Association realise the vision that each had for military heritage development and commemoration at Whitespots, discussions were continuing.

The concept note was well received by SEUPB and meetings took place to discuss next steps and a funding application.  The Council had been advised that the development of plans and an application which would include a business case would need to be carried out over the summer of 2023, and a planning application process be at last underway but preferably planning would be secured, by the time an application for funding was submitted in the Autumn of 2023.  Having considered those timescale requirements, officers were of the view that neither the time, capacity, skills or finances existed in the current year to meet that deadline. Regrettably therefore it was not going to be possible to apply for the funding this year.  However, there may be future funding opportunities available if the Council were to begin to develop a business case and plans now.

RECOMMENDED that the Council notes the above update and agrees to progress as outlined.

Proposed by Councillor W Irvine, seconded by Alderman Cummings that the recommendation be adopted.
   
Councillor W Irvine welcomed the funding and projects that were associated with this project which would be a tremendous boost to tourism.  

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

 
24.	notice of motions

The Chair explained that neither the Mayor (Councillor Gilmour) nor Councillor Cathcart were available to speak on their Notice of Motion at the meeting and had asked him to represent them by presenting their Notice of Motion on their behalf.   

The Director explained that Standing Orders allows for a temporary Chair to be appointed when the Chair could not conduct the debate a as result of moving a motion on notice, and committee’s Deputy Chair was not present at the meeting to deputise.   

It was proposed by Alderman Adair, seconded by Alderman Cummings that Councillor W Irvine take the role of Chair for this item only.  There were no further nominations.  Committee agreed to temporarily appoint Councillor W Irvine to the chair.

24.1. Notice of Motion submitted by Councillors Gilmour and Cathcart 

That this Council explores the possibility of supporting the Bookstart Early Years Pilot across Ards and North Down.   A report is brought back detailing information about the programme, how it could be supported across the Borough, including cost and potential delivery partners.   

Proposed by Councillor Martin, seconded by Councillor Cochrane that the Notice of Motion be adopted.   

Councillor Martin explained that the Motion was asking for an officers report and that no expenditure would be involved since this was simply an information gathering exercise.  He said that there was a Bookstart Early Years Pilot in Ards and North Down and that was part of Book Trust which was a United Kingdom wider programme for children aged 1 to 4 years and who lived in areas of relative deprivation.  The Book Trust worked with organisations such as Sure Start with the purpose that parents reading to their children at an early age helped both with attachment and the formation of good reading habits.   Those in turn helped exponentially when the child started school.  Children who were read to in the early years could be up to one year ahead educationally compared to their peers who had not had the same experience.   

Seconding the Motion Councillor Cochrane was happy to endorse all that had been said.   

Members were in agreement with the Motion and Councillor Martin thanked them for their support on behalf of his colleagues.  Councillor W Irvine thanked Councillor Martin for presenting the Notice of Motion and was aware that tackling educational underachievement was a great passion of the Member.   

AGREED, on the proposal of Councillor Martin, seconded by Councillor Cochrane, that the Notice of Motion be adopted. 
   
Councillor Martin resumed his role as Chair.   

25.	any other notified business

a) Pitch Hire Rates at Londonderry Park, Newtownards 

Councillor Moore had received from queries from residents asking for clarification on pitch hire rates at Londonderry Park, Newtownards particularly in relation to charges on Saturday mornings.
   
The Head of Leisure Services explained that part of the Council’s pricing policy had been adopted in October/November last year and on 1 April this year a 4-5% increase in prices had been applied to leisure services across the board to meet the increasing cost of provision and that had been applied consistently.

Approximately 6 or 7 months ago it had come to light that one centre, two pitches were charging an off-peak rate on a Saturday morning.  Under Section 75 legislation it is not permitted to charge different rates for different demographics for the same facilities. The decision to not charge consistently for peak/off peak had mostly impacted two main customers who were benefitting from a significantly reduced rate of off-peak prices, but it was felt that it was inappropriate to change prices mid-year.  The Clubs continued to benefit from the off-peak rate being applied incorrectly for the remainder of the 2022/23 year. The Clubs had been informed that the price change would come in to affect in line with the annual increase from 1st April 2023 in a letter in January.

The impact of the change on each child would still result in the cost per child utilising the pitch still paying approximately £1 per child per hour on a Saturday morning when the small sided games matches were being held and affected only those using some of the facilities at Londonderry Park, Newtownards.

Members welcomed the explanation and thanked the officer.   

NOTED. 

(Having declared an Interest in Item 26 Councillor Chambers and Councillor W Irvine left the meeting at 9 pm).

(Councillor Cochrane left the meeting at 9 pm)    

EXCLUSION OF PUBLIC/PRESS

AGREED, on the proposal of Alderman Douglas, seconded by Alderman Cummings, that the public/press be excluded from the meeting.

26. 	NORTHERN COMMUNITY LEISURE TRUST QUARTER 4 2022/2023
(Appendix XXII)

**IN CONFIDENCE**

NOT FOR PUBLICATION SCHEDULE 6 – INFORMATION RELATING TO THE FINANCIAL OR BUSINESS AFFAIRS OF ANY PARTICULAR PERSON (INCLUDING THE COUNCIL HOLDNG THAT INFORMATION)

A report was presented for the Trust Quarter 4 January 2023 to March 2023 on performance. Those reports contained information pertaining to participation, key performance indicators, marketing and PR, sports development, health and safety, customer feedback and technical issues.  The Trusts contracts Manager attended to answer questions raised.

The report recommended that council noted the repot which included the performance for the quarter.

The recommendation was agreed.

 (Councillors Chambers, Cochrane and W Irvine, returned to the meeting at 9.17 pm) 

27.	HOME SAFETY EQUIPMENT CONTRACT

**IN CONFIDENCE**

NOT FOR PUBLICATION SCHEDULE 6 – INFORMATION IN RELATION TO WHICH A CLAIM TO LEGAL PROFESSIONAL PRIVILEGE COULD BE MAINTAINED IN LEGAL PROCEEDINGS 

A report was presented for extension of the current contract for the supply of Home Safety Equipment to allow officers to continue to carry out Home Safety Checks for those most at risk of a home accident.

The report recommended that council extend the current contract for a further year.

The recommendation was agreed.

Arising from Item 5 – Affordable Warmth Update  

NOT FOR PUBLICATION SCHEDULE 6 – INFORMATION RELATING TO AN INDIVIDUAL(S) 

A report was presented earlier in the meeting Elected Members had asked officers for further clarification regarding impact on staffing.  The Head of Service explained the impacts on individual members of staff and what the Council was doing to try to mitigate these impacts as much as was possible.

The additional information was noted.

The recommendation was agreed.

RE-ADMITTANCE OF PUBLIC/PRESS

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

TERMINATION OF MEETING 

The meeting terminated at 9.21 pm.
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