			
		SpC.13.02.2024
ARDS AND NORTH DOWN BOROUGH COUNCIL

A hybrid special meeting of the Ards and North Down Borough Council was held at the City Hall, The Castle, Bangor and via Zoom, on Tuesday, 13 February 2024 commencing at 7.00pm.  

	PRESENT:

	

	In the Chair:


	The Mayor (Councillor Gilmour)

	Aldermen:




	Adair
Armstrong-Cotter
Brooks (Zoom)
Cummings

	Graham
McAlpine
McIlveen
Smith

	Councillors:



	Blaney
Boyle
Cathcart
Chambers
Creighton
Cochrane
Douglas (7.04pm)
Edmund
Harbinson
Hollywood
S Irvine
W Irvine
Irwin
	Kennedy (7.09pm)
Kendall (Zoom)
Martin
McCracken
McKee (Zoom)
McKimm (Zoom)
McLaren
McRandal
Moore
Morgan
Rossiter
Smart
Wray



Officers:	Chief Executive (S Reid), Director of Finance and Performance (S Christie), Director of Corporate Services (M Steele), Director of Community and Wellbeing (G Bannister), Director of Place (S McCullough), Director of Environment (D Lindsay – Zoom), Head of Finance (S Grieve), Head of Communications and Marketing (C Jackson), Democratic Services Manager (J Wilson) and Democratic Services Officer (P Foster) 

1.	PRAYER

The Mayor (Councillor Gilmour) welcomed everyone to the meeting and then invited the Chief Executive to read the Council prayer. 

NOTED.

2.	APOLOGIES 

The Mayor sought apologies at this stage.

Apologies had been received from Alderman McDowell and Councillors Ashe, Kerr, MacArthur and McCollum.

NOTED.

(Councillor Douglas entered the meeting at this stage – 7.04pm)

3.	DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST 

The Mayor sought Declarations of Interest at this stage and none were declared.

NOTED.

ORDER OF BUSINESS

At this stage the Mayor noted that the Agenda indicated the recommendation that Item 4 – Minutes of Special Corporate Services Committee held on 25 January 2024 - should be heard ‘In Committee’. However, she was aware that there would be particular public interest in the discussion of the minutes and as such would recommend that it was dealt with ‘Out of Committee’. That however was assuming that members did not wish to raise any staffing, legal or commercially sensitive matters. If that was the case then it would be necessary to deal with those matters ‘In Committee’. 

Therefore, if any member wished to raise a staffing, legal or commercially sensitive matter, they were asked to indicate in order that the meeting could go ‘Into Committee’. 

As no indications were made the Mayor requested a proposer and seconder to take Item 4 ‘Out of Committee’.

RESOLVED, on the proposal of Alderman Graham, seconded by Councillor McRandal, that Item 4 be considered Out of Committee.

4.	MINUTES OF SPEICAL MEETING OF CORPORATE SERVICES COMMITTEE HELD ON 25 JANUARY 2024

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Copies of the above minutes. 

The Mayor invited a proposer and seconder to adopt the minutes. 

Councillor Moore proposed, seconded by Councillor W Irvine, that the minutes be adopted.

RESOLVED, on the proposal of Councillor Moore, seconded by Councillor W Irvine, that the minutes be adopted.


5.	PRUDENTIAL CAPTIAL FINANCING REGIME (FILE165) (Appendix I)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Corporate Services providing a Treasury and Investment Management Policy, Practices and Strategy Statement.

The Council was required to adopt the Chartered Institute of Public Finance and Accountancy’s Treasury Management in the Public Services: Code of Practice 2021 Edition (the CIPFA Code), which required the Council to approve a Treasury and Investment Management Policy and Practices. The Council approved this strategy in February 2023, no updates to this policy were required this year.

In addition, the former Department of the Environment (DOE) issued Guidance on Local Council Investments in October 2011 that required the Council to approve a Treasury Management Strategy Statement before the start of each financial year. This was set out in Appendix 1. 

Capital Strategy

The Local Government Finance Act (NI) 2011 required the Council to have regard to the Chartered Institute of Public Finance and Accountancy’s (CIPFA) Prudential Code for Capital Finance in Local Authorities 2018 Edition (the Prudential Code) when determining how much money it could afford to borrow. The objectives of the Prudential Code were to ensure, within a clear framework, that the capital investment plans of local authorities are affordable, prudent and sustainable, and that treasury management decisions were taken in accordance with good professional practice. 

This capital strategy gave a high-level overview of how capital expenditure, capital financing and treasury management activity contributed to the provision of Council services along with an overview of how associated risk was managed and the implications for future financial sustainability. 

To demonstrate that the Council had fulfilled its objectives, the Capital Strategy set out the indicators that must be set and monitored each year. 

This strategy was set out in Appendix 2 and the Prudential Code required that it was made available on the Council website. 

Appendix 3 set out the capital budgets (net of any funding receivable) for the next three years on which the capital strategy had been based. Members should note that a number of projects on schedule had a delivery period that was greater than the three-year plan. 

Appendix 4 set out the Council’s minimum revenue provision policy as required by the Prudential Code.

RECOMMENDED that Council approves the report and associated appendices.

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

6.	Robustness of Estimates and Adequacy of Reserves (FILE FIN163) (Appendix II)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Corporate Services stating that Section 4 of the Local Government Finance Act 2011 required the Chief Financial Officer of a Council to submit a report on the robustness of the estimates and for the Council to have regard to this report when considering the estimates.
In addition, Section 6 required the Chief Financial Officer of a Council to submit a report on the adequacy of reserves and for the Council to have regard to this when considering the estimates.
Robustness of Estimates

The aim of the Medium-Term Financial Plan (MTFP) was to give the Council a realistic and sustainable plan that reflected the Council’s priorities and the policy of reasonable Council Rate increases as reflected in the Corporate Plan.
The detailed estimates had been formulated in the context of the budgeting strategy  agreed in August 2023 and detailed work had been carried out with Directors, Heads of Service and Service Unit Managers for the various services. This work underpinned the MTFP, taking into account forecast outturn, current spending plans, the likely future demand level pressures for both revenue and capital expenditure and the risk environment. The major risks to the MTFP were:

	
Pay issues
· Pay budget significantly increasing (but workforce numbers staying largely static despite new demands)
· Significant pay issues, including outstanding pay claims need to be addressed in the short term.

Strategic savings
· Environment and Community & Wellbeing are the largest budgets and are the ones which have the most scope for savings to be derived from modifications to service delivery, operating models or estate rationalisation. 

Financial resilience
· The Council’s low reserves and high capital appetite leaves the Council exposed to interest rate fluctuation.

Prioritisation
· Work is required to align budget setting more coherently with the Corporate Plan.
· The non-domestic rate base is declining and presents a significant financial challenge to the Council now and into the long term.
· The budget is not sufficiently orientated towards resolving the non-domestic rate problem.

Climate change
· The Council is not resourced financially or operationally to deal with the challenges of the Climate Change Act and moving to net zero. 




A number of iterations had been reported to special meetings of the Corporate Services Committee during the estimates process, before being agreed at the meeting on 25 January. As part of this process management had carried out some ‘stress testing’ of the budgets. The results were set out in the table below:
	
Category
	Test
	£'000

	Payroll
	24/25 pay increase 1% higher than budget
	372

	Capital Financing
	Interest Rates 1% higher than budget
	23

	Waste Disposal
	Landfill tonnage 5% higher than budget
	208

	Maintenance
	Maintenance costs 15% higher than budget
	345

	Energy
	Prices 10% higher than budget
	352

	Other Expenditure
	5% increase 
	695

	Service Income
	5% reduction 
	628

	Rates Income
	Actual income 1% less than estimated
	638

	
	Average
	407



The Council had contingency amounts set aside in its Earmarked Fund to deal with both the energy and rates income risks. In addition, if two of the risks materialised that maximum exposure that Council would have would be in the region of £1M. The increased general fund balance would be adequate to absorb those costs in the short term, although would need replenished in the following years.
On the basis that:
1. the capital and revenue budget estimates for 2024/25 presented to this meeting, have been prepared in line with the CIPFA Treasury Management Code, Prudential Code and the Code of Practice on Local Authority Accounting; 
2. the stress tests do not identify any substantial risks;  
3. in the coming year the Council will commit to:
a. a review of the Reserves Policy to see how financial resilience could be further enhanced, to include the consideration of the merits of a Reserves strategy.
b. undertake a thorough review of the 10-year capital plan, given the significant impact on future rate setting and the risk exposure noted through this rate setting process.
c. agreeing a budgeting strategy for the life of the next corporate plan in order to address the strategic risks already identified.
The Chief Executive was satisfied that the budgets set were robust.
Adequacy of Reserves
The Local Government Finance Act (NI) 2011 required the Chief Financial Officer of a Council to submit a report to council on the adequacy of any proposed level of financial reserves for a financial year.
In line with its budgeting strategy the Council had considered the adequacy of reserves throughout this Estimates process. The appendix set out the forecast year end reserves position for the current and next financial years and the Chief Executive was content with the adequacy of these. It was noted that the forecast General Fund balance was forecast meet the Reserve Policy target level of 7.5%. 
Cognisance had also been taken of the CIPFA Local Authority Accounting Panel Bulletin 99 (issued July 2014), which gave guidance on the level of reserves and the financing of Council expenditure.
RECOMMENDED that Council note the report.

RESOLVED, on the proposal of Councillor Moore, seconded by Alderman Graham, that the recommendation be adopted. 

7.	District Rates 2024/25  (FILE FIN163) 
	(Appendix III)

PREVIOUSL CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Corporate Services stating that the report was to present to members the proposed district rates for the 2024/25 financial year. 

The Corporate Services Committee at its special meeting on 25 January recommended, subject to ratification, a district rate increase of 5.98% for the 2024/25 financial year. Appendix 1 set out the formal calculation. Appendix 2 set out 2024/25 Service budgets.

RECOMMENDED that Council sets for the 2024/25 financial year a non-domestic district rate of 27.8467p in the pound and a domestic district rate of 0.4095p in the pound. It is, further, recommended to approve 2024/25 Service budgets on Appendix 2.

At this stage the Chairman of the Corporate Services Committee, Councillor Moore, stated that she would like to propose the district rates for the 2024/25 financial year. The domestic rate of 0.4095p in the pound, an increase of 5.98%, and a non-domestic rate of 27.8467p in the pound, an increase of 5.98%.

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

(Councillor Kennedy entered the meeting at this stage – 7.09pm)

The proposer, Councillor Moore, expressed her thanks to her colleagues for their hard work throughout the past few months which had seen the introduction of a new approach to the rate setting process. She also expressed her thanks to the Director of Corporate Services and his team for all their hard work throughout what had been a robust and detailed rate setting process. Continuing Councillor Moore acknowledged that the Council continued to operate in a challenging financial climate, while remaining ambitious to deliver excellent services and investments across the Borough. This budget she stated enabled the Council to meet those commitments, adding that spend would be monitored carefully along with progress. She did however express the view that the Council could be confident that it was moving forward from a stable base thanks to all the work and scrutiny which had taken place over recent months.

Alderman McIlveen also expressed his thanks to the Chief Executive, Director of Corporate Services, the Finance team and all Heads of Service for their hard work and input throughout this years rate setting process. He acknowledged the different approach which had been adopted to the process adding that it was refreshing how all had come on board with that and worked together. He reflected that decisions taken during last year's rate setting process had had an impact upon the decisions to be made for the incoming year. Continuing Alderman McIlveen stated that Councils generally were facing challenging conditions added to by staffing issues which he could not go into which had impacted the 5.98% rate increase. He also commented that inflation levels faced by Council were somewhat different to those faced by domestic properties. He acknowledged that all involved in the rate setting process had worked well together in challenging circumstances and as such he believed the rate which was being proposed was a balanced one under current circumstances.

At this stage Councillor McRandal concurred with the comments made by the previous speakers agreeing that last year’s rate setting process had been difficult. The process this year was undoubtedly a more strategic approach which had been refreshing and seen all involved working well collaboratively. Councillor McRandal added that while no one wished to see a rate increase of 5.98% he stated that there were reasons for that and as such the Council had had to act. He added that those issues were being addressed along with other big ticket matters for the Council and he expressed his thanks to the Director of Corporate Services and his team for all of their hard work.

Echoing those comments Alderman Smith also took the opportunity to the thank the officer team for their hard work throughout the rates setting process. He too welcomed the collaborative approach which had been adopted and supported across the entire Council Chamber. He commented on last year’s rate increase adding that this year’s had followed on from that, seeing the Council somewhere in the middle of other Council rate increases. The largest cost faced by the Council was staffing costs which made up almost 50% of the Council’s budget and which had increased by 20% over the past two years. Continuing he also noted the Council’s ambitious Capital Programme and suggested that the Council also needed to focus on generating more local businesses in order to increase its level of GDP. Alderman Smith added that the Council could not continue to increase rates at this level going forwards. 

At this stage Councillor Boyle commented on the good work which had taken place to date adding that that needed to continue. He also agreed that staffing issues along with those other fundamental issues also needed to be addressed and as such he was supportive of the recommendation and proposal which had been put forward. He welcomed the new approach to the rates setting process which had been adopted by the Director of Corporate Services and his team, adding that the Director had always been responsive to any calls or queries which he had and he thanked him for that. Referring to the proposed rate increase he implored members at this stage to adhere to the rate which had been struck and to not deviate from that, particularly as officers would keep members informed of any underspend. In summing up Councillor Boyle stated that he was prepared to support the proposed rate increase and commended the Corporate Committee for their hard work throughout the rate setting process. 

The Mayor, Councillor Gilmour, thanked Councillor Moore, for proposing the rate tonight.  She also expressed her thanks to the members of the Corporate Committee for their careful review of the financial situation to reach this point.  As a member of that Committee for many years she knew it was a challenging process, with a significant amount of work put in by both Councillors and officers.   
 
Striking the rate was always a balance between agreeing a figure that allowed the Council to deliver the quality of services and to make the investments residents wanted, while seeking to ensure the financial burden placed on ratepayers was as low as possible.  She echoed Councillor Moore’s thanks to the senior Council officers and the wider staff team who had worked hard to reduce the rate increase whilst ensuring the Council could continue to deliver services effectively.  
  
For the 2024/25 year the Council had agreed an increase in the domestic and non-domestic rate of 5.98%. This would mean an increase of approximately £2.75 per month for the average household and £25 per month for the average business in the Borough.

Continuing Councillor Gilmour commented that alongside all the statutory local government duties members would be very familiar with, this budget would enable the Council to deliver on some very significant priorities that were critical to the future health and prosperity of the Borough. The decline in the non-domestic rate base in Ards and North Down was a significant challenge that needed to be addressed.  As such more would be required, but the Council had taken the first steps in budgetary terms to support increased economic growth and prosperity.  

The Council would continue to provide a wide range of support services for those seeking to enter employment or to start, grow or expand a business. Resources would also be targeted towards growing the social enterprise sector and working collaboratively on a regional basis to access funding in support of development priorities.  Budget had also been allocated to develop plans for both urban and rural regeneration projects to a level where, should external funding become available, the Council could quickly capitalise on opportunities presented.  Work had just been completed on a review and update of the city and town masterplans, with discussion currently ongoing with local groups on the16 Village Plans.  Those frameworks for revitalisation would help inform which projects were worked up across the Borough.  The Council had also established a fund for tackling the Council’s declining non-domestic rate base.    

Continuing Councillor Gilmour reported that work would continue with local and central government partners as part of the Belfast Region City Deal.  Through this Deal the Council would move forward with the ambitious redevelopment plans for Bangor Waterfront, which would help re-establish Bangor as a thriving city and prime visitor attraction in Northern Ireland.  The Deal was also supporting the development of an Innovation Hub  which would provide a physical space for the growing creative industries sector in the Borough, which would ultimately help create better and higher paid jobs locally.   

It was noted the budget set would enable the Council to maintain core programmes that made a difference across the community. While too numerous to mention, this included the extensive events and festivals programme for residents and visitors, youth programmes such as Youth Voice and summer schemes, the provision of a wider range of leisure and recreation services and the refurbishment of community assets such as Ward Arras, Abbey Road and Islandview Sports Pavilions.  The budget would also ensure grant funding had been maintained at existing levels so that groups and communities could access money to deliver their own events, undertake environmental initiatives, support youth and community activities and following sporting pursuits, to name only a few examples.   

Councillor Gilmour stated that the Council remained passionate about hitting the 2030 statutory recycling target of 70% and committed to delivering efficiencies in waste services.  It would continue to educate and support households on the many options available for recycling.  Dividends were already being seen in both in terms of increased recycling and reduced landfill costs following the introduction of the HRC booking system.  The Council was committed to a review of kerbside collection service and looked forward to engaging with the public after the summer on ideas and options for this.   

Turning to Digitisation opportunities, Councillor Gilmour noted those had also been prioritised as the Council sought to offer more efficient services to its ratepayers.  It had invested in the development of a digital strategy and funding had been earmarked for projects including the redevelopment of the Council website and the introduction of a new finance system to improve internal efficiency.  

While the Council was currently operating in difficult economic times, its citizens rightly expected it to look to the future.  The Council had been successful in securing over £60M of external funding for a range of capital investment projects in recent years. It was focused on securing more and to increase the levels of capital investment across the Borough.  This included progressing plans for the redevelopment of Whitespots Country Park, extending the network of greenways and delivering public realm improvement projects such as was currently in progress in Portaferry.  

The Council would also be continuing work towards its vision for more sustainable civic and office accommodation.  Currently, around 400 Council employees worked across more than 10 different buildings, the majority of which were inefficient to use, operate and maintain.  It was estimated that the Council’s future need for office space was 50% less than the current footprint of the estate generating significant opportunities for change and to drive efficiencies.  To support regeneration, the Council had committed that any new building would be situated in the heart of either Bangor or Newtownards and issued an expression of interest for potential sites before Christmas.  She added that it was early days on what would be a long-term project.  But it was important that the Council had taken some key first steps on the journey to creating a Council estate that was more efficient and sustainable and ultimately less of a burden on ratepayers to maintain.  

Continuing Councillor Gilmour commented that the new financial year would also see the Council embark in earnest to deliver on its new Corporate Plan running to 2028 – which committed it to working towards ‘A Sustainable Borough’.  In that context the Council was thinking of sustainability in its widest sense economic, social and environmental.  The 2024-25 budget was the start in aligning itself more effectively towards delivering on that core vision.  In the coming months the Council would also be considering changes to the organisation structure to better support its objectives.  The Corporate Plan was out for public feedback at the moment and she encouraged residents to review it to better understand the vision for the Borough and provide comment on the priorities that have been proposed. She added that there was much to be done and much to look forward to in the year ahead.
  
In summing up, Councillor Gilmour thanked members, officers and in particular the Finance team, under the Director of Corporate Services, for all their work on the rates and budget setting.  She acknowledged that it had been challenging but noted that all had learnt from the process and prioritised effectively for the year ahead.    
She added that any increase in bills was never a good news story for households and businesses, but she wished to reassure ratepayers that the Council would continue to scrutinise its spending.  It remained committed to making further efficiency savings wherever possible, while maintaining and enhancing its services and continuing to invest in the Borough.   
 
RESOLVED, on the proposal of Councillor Moore, seconded by Alderman Graham, that the recommendation be adopted. 

Termination of meeting 

The meeting terminated at 7.31pm 
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