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ARDS AND NORTH DOWN BOROUGH COUNCIL

A special meeting of the Ards and North Down Borough Council was held remotely via Zoom on Monday, 14 February 2022 commencing at 7.00 pm.  

	PRESENT:

	

	In the Chair:

	The Mayor (Councillor Brooks)

	Aldermen:




	Carson 
Gibson 
Irvine 
Keery 
McDowell (7.01pm)
 
	McIlveen 
Menagh  
Smith 
Wilson  


	Councillors:



	Adair (7.02pm)
Armstrong-Cotter (7.13pm)
Blaney (7.03pm)
Cathcart
Chambers
Cooper  
Cummings
Douglas 
Dunlop   
Egan 
Gilmour 
Greer
Kennedy (7.12pm)

	Kendall
Mathison  
McAlpine 
McClean 
McKee (7.01pm)
McKimm 
McRandal   
Smart 
Smith, P 
Smith, T
Thompson 
Walker




Officers:	Chief Executive (S Reid), Director of Organisational, Development and Administration (W Swanston), Director of Finance and Performance (S Christie), Director of Community and Wellbeing (G Bannister), Director of Regeneration, Development and Planning (S McCullough), Head of Finance (S Grieve), Corporate Communications Manager (C Jackson), Democratic Services Manager (J Wilson) and Democratic Services Officer (P Foster) 

1.	PRAYER

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

NOTED.

(Councillor Adair joined the meeting at this stage – 7.02pm)


2.	APOLOGIES 

The Mayor sought apologies at this stage and noted apologies had been received from Alderman Girvan, Councillors Boyle, Edmund, and MacArthur.

NOTED.

3.	DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST 

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

NOTED.

4.	FLAGS POLICY DESIGNATED DAYS 	

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Chief Executive stating that the Council’s flags policy stated that the Union flag was flown permanently at seven designated sites and only on designated days at Church Street, Newtownards. The designated days were set out in the Flags Regulations (NI) 2000 (as amended) and in 2022 there were 14 such days, including the Duke of York’s Birthday on 19 February 2022.  

Whether a Council flied the flag on designated days, 365 days a year, other selected days, or not at all was a discretionary decision for each Council to make itself. Members may be aware that Belfast City Council, who flew the Union flag at City Hall on designated days, recently agreed not to fly the flag on 19 February this year and to instead fly it on 1 July to mark the anniversary of the Battle of the Somme. The proposal received cross-party support. A similar agreement was also made by Armagh City, Banbridge and Craigavon Borough Council where they also flew the flag on designated days. In light of those decisions the Council may wish to review its flags policy for 2022.

RECOMMENDED that the Council considers whether it wishes to take no action or to amend its policy for 2022 and agree not to fly the Union flag at Church Street, Newtownards on 19 February and, if so, whether it wishes to fly the flag on an alternative date such as 1 July to mark the anniversary of the Battle of the Somme.

Councillor  P Smith proposed, seconded by Councillor McKee, that the Council does not fly the Union Flag at Church Street, Newtownards on 19 February 2022 and instead the flag be flown on 1 July 2022 to mark the anniversary of the Battle of the Somme.

(Councillor Blaney joined the meeting at this stage – 7.03pm)

The proposer, Councillor P Smith, stated that this was undoubtedly a difficult and sensitive matter. He acknowledged the action which had already been taken by Her Majesty The Queen and the military regiments associated with Prince Andrew and in light of that he believed that it would not be appropriate for the flag to be flown on 19 February 2022 and instead it was more fitting for it to be flown on 1 July 2022.
At this stage Councillor Cooper indicated that Councillor P Smith had beaten him to it as he was going to propose something completely different. Continuing he expressed disappointment that the Council was considering altering its policy despite his earlier proposal to have the flag flown 365 days a year at Church Street, Newtownards, bringing it into line with the other seven designated Council sites. In light of that Councillor Cooper stated that it would be his intention to make an amendment. 

Councillor Cooper proposed an amendment that Church Street, Newtownards should fly the Union Flag 365 days a year.

Councillor Cooper indicated that he was aware the amendment may be considered by some to pre-empt his earlier request for a report to be brought forward on the flying of the flag at other Council sites. However the issue before them would effectively change the Council’s policy whether it was described as temporary or a one off, the policy was still being changed.

At this stage the Mayor reminded Councillor Cooper that he would need to submit his amendment in writing to Democratic Services and also a seconder would be required.

Councillor T Smith indicated that he would be happy to second the amendment.

The Mayor reiterated to Councillor Cooper that the report before members this evening was about the temporary issue of the flying of the flag on Prince Andrew’s birthday this year. He added that Councillor Cooper was quite correct to refer to his earlier Notice of Motion which was subsequently amended and currently in the system with a report to come back on that in the next number of weeks. At that time he advised Councillor Cooper that he would have his opportunity to bring forward his proposal. Continuing the Mayor reminded members of Standing Order 26 – ‘Recession of a Preceding Resolution’ and as such he stated that he would seek the advice from the Chief Executive concerning whether this amendment would be in breach of that Standing Order.

The Chief Executive stated that firstly the amendment, if to be considered, was required to be submitted in writing to Democratic Services in line with Standing Orders. The second matter for consideration was the fact that Councillor Cooper had alluded to the forthcoming report as the result of an earlier Notice of Motion and amendment submitted in September 2021. That report would be brought back within the next few weeks and it would be a full report containing legal advice in regard to the flag flying policy review. As such this amendment as proposed by Councillor Cooper would appear to have the effect of changing the flag flying policy permanently prior to waiting for the Officers report coming back to Council as was its decision. Therefore, in his opinion a Rescinding Notice of Motion would be required based upon the wording of the amendment as put forward this evening. 

At this stage Democratic Services confirmed they were in receipt of Councillor Cooper’s amendment in writing.

The Mayor expressed concern with the legal issues around this matter and the fact that a full report would be forthcoming within the next few weeks with full information for Members to consider. Councillor Cooper would have his say at that stage and could bring forward his proposal then. Therefore, he stated that he was not prepared to put the Council at risk this evening by accepting the amendment before it, given that within weeks the Council would be receiving a full report. He stated that tonight, the Council was considering only whether or not to make a temporary amendment to the flag policy on one date. The Mayor stated that he would therefore not accept the amendment as proposed by Councillor Cooper.

In response Councillor Cooper stated that he disagreed strongly with the Mayor’s decision albeit at the same time respecting it. He stated that he had taken his own legal advice and believed that if a Rescinding Notice of Motion would be required to consider his proposed amendment then the proposal from Councillor P Smith should also be ruled out as it was a change of policy whether temporary or otherwise. He added that he believed the Council could be left open to challenge. However he would respect the ruling made by the Mayor.

(Councillor Kennedy joined the meeting at this stage – 7.12pm)

The Mayor reiterated to Councillor Cooper that what was before the Council this evening was consideration of a temporary change to the policy and he asked the Chief Executive to explain that to members once again.

(Councillor Armstrong-Cotter joined the meeting at this stage – 7.13pm)

The Chief Executive reminded members that in September last year it was agreed that a report be brought back to the Council to inform a debate with regard to a proposal to amend the flag flying policy to fly the Union flag on all Council buildings and owned property, including legal advice, risks, costings and the process to be followed including any EQIA required. The Chief Executive stated that it was a significant report which had taken some time to compile. The proposal currently tabled dealt with a temporary change of one date for one year on the designated days calendar. However, the amendment sought to make a permanent change to the flag flying policy and did so without the benefit of the Officers report which would deal with the legal issues, risks and other advice. This report was now only a few weeks away. His concern was that this amendment would seek to rescind the decision of September 2021 and that would require a Rescinding Motion signed by at least 6 members to be submitted. He added that he hoped this advice would be sufficient to enable the Mayor to make his decision.

The Mayor indicated that he stood by his earlier decision not to accept the amendment and thanked Councillor Cooper for the manner in which he had accepted that decision.

Councillor T Smith referred to the second paragraph of the report which stated:

“Whether a Council flied the flag on designated days, 365 days a year, other selected days, or not at all was a discretionary decision for each Council to make itself”
In terms of this he asked what other legal issues there could be given that this matter was discretionary for the Council.

The Chief Executive replied that whilst the Council flew the Union flag on Designated Days or not was within its own policy but discretionary as Councils were not bound to do this under the legislation.

Continuing Councillor T Smith asked why the matter had been brought to the Council to this meeting. The Mayor advised that it was because Prince Andrew’s birthday fell on 19 February 2022 and the next scheduled Council meeting would fall after that date. In response Councillor T Smith asked why it had not been brought to the January 2022 Council meeting which had been held just a couple of weeks ago. 

The Chief Executive advised that the issue had not been raised at that time, however since then a number of other Councils as well as at Stormont had considered the matter and taken the decision not to fly the flag on Prince Andrews birthday and to instead fly it on 1 July 2022. Councillor T Smith asked if it was then the case that the Council was just copying what others had done, adding that he not been contacted by anyone in relation to the matter.  The Chief Executive added that the best way to bring a matter forward such as this was through an officer report with a recommendation to consider the information and allow Members to bring forward proposals, given the timing. Councillor T Smith sought clarity at this stage on how the Council would deal with the five day Call-in period. The Chief Executive replied that if the decision was agreed not to fly the flag on 19 February then this would be within the Call-in period. There would, however, be four days for any Call in to be lodged. It was not normally done but this would be an exceptional circumstance.

At this stage Councillor T Smith proposed an amendment, seconded by Councillor Cooper, that the Council temporarily fly the flag at Ards Council building every day until the report is brought back.

The proposer, Councillor T Smith, commented that given things could be temporarily changed, he did believe that Church Street, Newtownards was out of sync with others in respect of the flying of the flag on buildings. This amendment would serve to bring it back into sync, adding that he would prefer to see the flag flying 365 days a year at Church Street and could see no reason why it could not. He added that given that it had been confirmed that the Council could temporarily bend the rules his amendment would bring Church Street into sync with other Council buildings, temporarily until the forthcoming report was brought back for members to consider.

The seconder, Councillor Cooper indicated that he wished to reserve his right to speak until the end of the debate.

At this stage the Mayor sought some advice from the Chief Executive on the validity of the amendment.

The Chief Executive noted that members were aware from the report before them and the debate this evening that it was Officers recommendation to await for the report on the flag flying policy to be brought back to the Council very soon. 

The Mayor stated that regrettably he was minded to agree with the Chief Executive’s comments.

Alderman McIlveen expressed the view that the amendment was a valid one albeit one which he could not have supported as it would have automatically triggered an EQIA. Referring to the proposal put forward by Councillor P Smith he noted it was a very difficult position particularly as Prince Andrew had not yet been charged with any offence. Continuing he acknowledged that it was important to respect the Monarch who had taken her own decisions to take action in terms of withdrawing Prince Andrew from royal life and his HRH status. He added that it was important for the Council, even though Prince Andrew had not been found guilty of anything, to show that it would take a stand on this matter. Alderman McIlveen believed the proposal before them was a satisfactory alternative in the meantime.

At this stage the Mayor commented that in considering the decision he had taken he was content with it in respect of Councillor Cooper’s amendment, however, he did agree with Alderman McIlveen that Councillor T Smith did have a valid amendment and as such he was happy to hear it.

Councillor T Smith read out his amendment again which was that the Council temporarily fly the flag at Ards Council building every day until the report was brought back.

The seconder, Councillor Cooper commented that what was before them was a temporary arrangement and he was content to second the amendment. He took the opportunity to explain that the reason he wished to bring Church Street in line with other Council sites was that they all flew the flag on 1 July to mark the anniversary of the Battle of the Somme and that was only right and proper in his view. He added that it was a disgrace that there was not a flag flown 365 days of the year at Church Street, Newtownards.  In summing up he stated that he was happy to second the proposal and give Councillor T Smith his full support.

Alderman McIlveen stated that he simply wished to reiterate the fundamental flaw within the amendment which was that it would trigger an EQIA which would not be completed before the report came back. He reminded members that the report was to consider what the risks were and the amendment which was contradictory and would not achieve what it had set out to do and, on that basis, he could not support it.

The Chief Executive at this stage raised concerns around the risks as set out in the original report based upon the decision taken in September 2021. That report would look at costs, potential legal risks and depending on any decision could require a full EQIA to be undertaken. As such members did not have that information before them to enable them to make an informed decision on the amendment and if it was agreed it could trigger an EQIA.

The amendment was put to the vote and with 4 voting FOR, 30 voting AGAINST, 1 ABSTAINING and 5 ABSENT, it was declared LOST.

The Mayor advised members that they would now go back to the original proposal and he asked if everyone was agreed. He noted that both Councillors Cooper and T Smith were not in agreement with the original proposal.

At this stage Councillor Cooper sought clarity around a point of order, that being the reference to the triggering of an EQIA by both amendments which had been put forward and asked on what basis that had been made and also why a similar trigger would not occur for flying the flag on a different date.

In response the Chief Executive stated that in relation to the proposed one day date change that this had been screened out as having ‘no impact’. However, the temporary changing of the policy to fly the Union flag every day on the Church Street building had not been screened but likely to be ‘screened in’ and therefore would require for an EQIA to be undertaken. 

Councillor Mathison stated that he wished to briefly to express his disappointment at the way the debate had turned out as there had been an opportunity to take a decision which would have demonstrated some solidarity to those victims of abuse but instead there had been an element of headline grabbing instead.

Councillor T Smith disagreed stating that was wholly unacceptable as the matter had been bounced on members that evening. He took issue with the comments made by Councillor Mathison whose Alliance colleagues had been recently in the Northern Ireland Assembly with Sinn Fein’s Michelle O’Neill had refused to condemn murders carried out by the IRA.

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Councillor P Smith, seconded by Councillor McKee, that the Council does not fly the Union Flag at Church Street, Newtownards on 19 February 2022 and instead the flag be flown on 1 July 2022 to mark the anniversary of the Battle of the Somme.

ORDER OF BUSINESS

The Mayor stated that the Agenda indicated that the recommendation that Item 5 – Minutes of Special Corporate Services Committee held on 20 January 2022 - should be heard ‘In Committee’. However, he was aware that there would be particular public interest in the discussion of the minutes and recommended 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 matter. If that was the case, then it would be necessary to deal with those matters ‘In Committee’. 

Therefore, the Mayor asked if any member wished to raise a staffing, legal or commercially sensitive matter . 

There were none raised. 

NOTED.

5.	Minutes of SpEICAL meeting OF CORPORATE SERVICES COMMITTEE held on 20 January 2022 (Appendix i)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Copy of the above. 

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

Councillor Egan proposed, seconded by Councillor Dunlop that the minutes be adopted. 

Page 9 – Appendix 1 – Corporate Projects Portfolio

Councillor Cummings expressed disappointment that the 3G pitch project at Parkway, Comber was not further up the list and asked the relevant Directors when it was anticipated funding would be made available. He noted the engagement which had been undertaken to date with many of the relevant consultees all of whom had agreed in principle. Councillor Cummings also sought clarity on whether work could commence on an Outline Business Case for this project during the next 12 months. 

In response the Director of Community & Wellbeing indicated that a review would need to be undertaken of the budget required for this Outline Business Case. He added that as and when officers time became available this could be something they could look at. 

NOTED.

Ward Park Dredging Scheme

Councillor Cathcart sought clarification on whether any further funding for this had been secured. In response the Director of Finance & Performance confirmed funding had been earmarked for the desilting of Ward Park in the 2022/23 financial year and plans continued to be made for that.  

Councillor Cathcart thanked the Director for his comments and asked if a timeframe for this had been confirmed for the project going forward. In response the Director commented that while he could not provide a definitive timeframe, he could confirm that testing work had commenced in respect of establishing the nature of the silt and the depth. Therefore, it was a live project, and the desilting would commence as soon as possible. Councillor Cathcart welcomed and thanked the Director for his comments adding that it now imperative just to get on with the work in an attempt to alleviate what was a long-standing issue.

NOTED.

At this stage Councillor T Smith informed members that during the recent rates setting meeting held on 20 January 2022 he had asked a number of questions and been advised that he would receive the information requested in due course. He reported that he had yet to receive that information. Continuing he referred to the increase in many budgets this year, particularly the Leisure & Amenities budget which had a 25% increase over the past two years, and he had sought a breakdown of that and for the projected income for the forthcoming years, however that had not been provided to him. Looking at the figures he suggested it was clear that 2.5% was being added onto the rates purely for Leisure which was already heavily subsidised as it was. Councillor Smith referred to figures from subsequent years relating to the Council’s leisure provision which was heavily subsidised then but had actually increased in subsequent recent years. Continuing he made reference to the recently discussed issue of saving Play Parks at a cost of £170,000 per annum and the question had been asked why ratepayers who did not use Play Parks should have to pay for that. Yet he noted similar conversations had not taken place about those ratepayers who did not use Council’s Leisure Services having to pay for them through their rates. 

Continuing Councillor T Smith stated that he had also asked about Council staff mileage and was told he would be sent that information but yet he had still to receive that. Pre-Covid costs associated with staff mileage were £300,000 and he had brought a Notice of Motion suggesting that those rates were brought down in line with HRMC rates which could see savings of around £100,000 per annum. He suggested that as we were coming out of the Covid19 pandemic staff mileage may increase and it had been three years since he had asked for the report through his Notice of Motion. At this stage Councillor Smith then referred to staff sick pay of which £1M was paid per annum which he suggested was effectively 2% onto the rate year on year. He added that he was aware some would argue that this was a below inflationary rate which was being proposed however he failed to see where savings were being made and similarly could see no effort being made by the Council to cut its own costs. He reiterated that it would be helpful to have received the information he had requested to enable him to make an informed decision on the rate being proposed.

At this stage the Director of Finance & Performance confirmed that the member had contacted him after the Special Corporate Services Committee on 20 January 2022 requesting the information he had alluded to. Unfortunately, he had been unable to provide him with that information to date, had contacted the member last week to explain why that was the case and that he would provide the information as soon as possible.

In response Councillor Smith commented that would be after the rate had been struck and as such asked how was he expected to make an informed decision on the proposed rate before them without the information he had requested. 

Councillor T Smith asked to be recorded as not being in support of the proposal.

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Councillor Egan, seconded by Councillor Dunlop, that the minutes be adopted. 




6.	Prudential Indicators and Treasury Management Strategy Statement (FIN147)
(Appendix II)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Finance and Performance stating that 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 were 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 the Appendix as were the associated Annual Minimum Revenue Provision Policy Statement. The Prudential Code required that it was made available on the Council website.

Treasury Management Strategy Statement 

The Council was also required to adopt the Chartered Institute of Public Finance and Accountancy’s Treasury Management in the Public Services: Code of Practice 2017 Edition (the CIPFA Code), which required the Council to approve a treasury management strategy before the start of each financial 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 an investment strategy before the start of each financial year. 

The attached appendix fulfilled the Council’s legal obligation under the Local Government Finance Act (NI) 2011 to have regard to both the CIPFA Code and the DOE Guidance. 

RECOMMENDED that Council approves the Capital Strategy, Annual Minimum Revenue Provision Policy Statement and Treasury Management Strategy Statement for 2022/23 financial year as set out in Appendices 1 to 3.

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

In response to a query from the seconder, Councillor Dunlop, the Head of Finance advised that liabilities in respect of the Residual Waste Treatment Project were commercially sensitive and as such had not been included within the report.  Councillor Dunlop then asked if allowances had been made within the report for potential business closures and the Director of Finance and Performance stated while that was difficult to predict reserves within the Covid Contingency budget would enable that to be managed should the need arise.

Councillor P Smith referred to Page 15 of the report which referred to LOBO’s (Lender’s Option Borrower’s Option) and noted the Council currently held £2m of those types of loans and sought some further details on that.  In response the Head of Finance advised that those loans had been taken out a number of years ago when they had provided a competitive loan option to the Council. To withdraw from them early would incur a penalty and as such it was considered best for the Council to instead bide its time and see the loans repaid within the next two years.

Continuing Councillor P Smith then referred to Page 18 of the report which included a table on Interest Rate Exposure commenting that it was very useful while asking if an increase in inflation had been factored into those forecasts. In response the Head of Finance advised that loans were taken out at a Fixed Rate however it was not anticipated that interest rates would increase at a rapid rate and therefore he was content the Council would be able to manage the situation. At this stage he took the opportunity to encourage members to attend an up and coming training course on Treasury Management. 

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

7.	Robustness of Estimates and Adequacy of Reserves (FILE FIN144) 
	(Appendix III)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Finance and Performance advising 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 guiding principles agreed in October 2019 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 and likely future demand level pressures for both revenue and capital expenditure and the risk environment. 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 20 January 2022.
The Chief Executive was satisfied that the Estimates 2022/23 Update Report 2, encompassing the capital and revenue budget estimates for 2022/23, had been prepared in line with the CIPFA Treasury Management Code, Prudential Code and the Code of Practice on Local Authority Accounting and are 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.
The Estimates 2022/23 Update Report 2 (as presented at the Special Corporate Services Committee) considered the adequacy of the Council’s forecast financial reserves for the 2021/22 and 2022/23 financial years (see appendix). As set out in forecast balance sheets, the Chief Executive noted the forecast General Fund balance had attained the level set out in the guiding principle 1 agreed by Council in October 2019 and had a clear path to maintain the General Fund balance over the medium term.
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.
The Chief Executive was content with the adequacy of the Council’s forecast financial reserves for 2021/22 and 2022/23 as set out in the appendix.
RECOMMENDED that Council note the report.

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

8.	District Rates 2022/23 (FILE FIN144) 
	(Appendix IV)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Finance and Performance advising that this report was to present to members the proposed district rates for the 2022/23 financial year. 

The Corporate Services Committee at its special meeting on 20 January recommended, subject to ratification, a district rate increase of 2.75% for the 2022/23 financial year. The appendix set out the formal calculation. 

RECOMMENDED that subject to ratification, that Council sets for the 2022/23 financial year a non-domestic district rate of 24.3300p in the pound and a domestic district rate of 0.3618p in the pound. 

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

The proposer, Councillor Egan, indicated that she wished to place on record her thanks to the Director of Finance & Performance and his team for all of their hard work during what had been extremely challenging times. She welcomed that there had been broad agreement on the Council’s general direction of travel in respect of its finances. 

Commenting as seconder, Alderman McIlveen, expressed his thanks also to the Director of Finance & Performance and his team acknowledging the amount of work which had been undertaken during challenging times. He referred to the cost of living increases, inflationary rises and heating costs and commended the Council’s team for bringing forward a rate rise which was below inflation rates. Alderman McIlveen stated that he was happy to second the recommendation adding that he was only too well aware that the hard work would soon recommence once again and officers would yet again be challenged to dig deeper.

Councillor P Smith mindful of overly increasing cost pressures acknowledged the need for the 2.75% rate increase. As businesses slowly emerged from the Covid19 pandemic there would undoubtedly be challenges and budgetary pressures for all. He referred to rises in National Insurance contributions, fuel bills and costs associated with waste, three areas of increased costs to be faced by the Council. Continuing Councillor P Smith noted that the Northern Ireland Executive had frozen the Regional Rate and furthermore when the Council’s proposed rate rise was bench marked against other Councils it came in at the lower end of other rate increases. He paid tribute to the Council’s finance team for their efforts and hard work during what had been challenging times. 

At this stage Councillor Mathison confirmed he too was able to support the proposed 2.75% rate increase which we welcomed was below the rate of inflation. He too took the opportunity to pay tribute to Council officers for their endeavours in difficult times adding that ratepayers too were under huge pressures with recent rises to the cost of living. Therefore Councillor Mathison agreed that it was incumbent upon the Council to ensure any rate rise was kept as low as possible.

Councillor McKimm commented that it was not an easy process with much diligence required particularly in respect of the Covid19 pandemic. He too expressed his thanks to the Director of Finance & Performance along with the Chief Executive and the entire team, recognising that everyone involved had worked hard to convey to members what the Council’s direction of travel was. He added this would enable members to respond to ratepayers’ queries and provide reassurance there would be little impact on day to day services. At this stage Councillor McKimm also expressed his thanks to Councillors P Smith and Egan for their expert advice and guidance throughout the entire rate setting process. 

Councillor T Smith stated that he would not be supporting the recommendation, given the huge increase in Council budgets and persistent staff absence levels which the Council appeared to be unable to get grips with. He added that he would be keen for the Council to undertake a review of each of its services in order to establish of any of those could be outsourced to increase Council savings. Councillor Smith also reminded members that leisure services at the Aurora Leisure Complex were returning to Council ownership and given what he had seen in respect of the Ards Council owned leisure facility he dreaded to think what impact that could have on rates going forward.

At this stage the Mayor asked members if they were all agreed with exception of Councillor T Smith and it was confirmed by members that was the case. 

(Councillor T Smith left the meeting at this stage – 8.14pm)

The Mayor then continued thanking, Councillor Egan, for proposing the rate tonight and the members of the Corporate Committee for their careful review and challenge of Council finances over several months to reach this point.  Striking the rate was an important occasion in the Council year and it provided an opportunity to both take stock and consider the breadth of work that the Council planned to deliver in 2022/ 23.  

The budgeting process commenced in early autumn with the overall aim to make efficiencies without cutting services or investment plans and all service areas were challenged to consider how costs could be better managed.  Everyone had risen to that challenge, and he echoed Councillor Egan’s comments in thanking the Senior Team and all the staff involved for their commitment to the process.  

For the 2022/ 23 year the Council was proposing a rise in the domestic and non-domestic rate of 2.75% - an increase of approximately £1 per month for the average household and £10 per month for the average business in the Borough. This relatively modest increase recognised that despite many positive steps forward with recovery, the COVID-19 pandemic continued to impact some areas of work – reducing income streams and increasing service costs.  It had also been made mindful of the ongoing increases in energy and, in particular, waste management costs that the Council was currently experiencing. 

Given this, the Mayor stated that the Council would continue to exercise financial discipline in the year ahead.  However, it was noted this rate would allow it to enhance its services, to continue investing in the Borough and to progress the Council-wide transformation agenda.  

Over the next year the Mayor noted the Council would be working to progress its Borough-wide Greenways network, which offered so much potential for better local connectivity and wellbeing.  It was delighted to secure over £3M from the UK Government’s Levelling Up Fund in October which would fund 45% of the total costs of the proposed greenway routes from Comber to Newtownards and from Newtownards to the Green Road, Bangor.  Funding for greenways in Northern Ireland was supported by the Department for Infrastructure and the Council was currently seeking to secure a further 50% of the costs from the Department.  It was hoped to start work ‘on the ground’ on at least one of those routes within the year.  

Continuing the Mayor noted recent success in securing a grant of over £7M from the NI Executive’s Complementary Fund for the redevelopment of Whitespots Country Park.  He added that the Council aspired to create a multi-use recreation and visitor destination at the site, connected to the Greenways.  The money secured would provide 90% of what was needed to deliver the first phase of those exciting plans and the preliminary work would start as part of the Planning Application.

(Alderman Menagh & Councillor Cooper left the meeting at this stage – 8.18pm)

The Council would continue to work with local and central government partners in the Belfast Region City Deal and through this Deal the Council would move forward with ambitious redevelopment plans for Bangor Waterfront.  The Council would work to deliver better broadband access for everyone in the Borough and also seek to deliver an Innovation Hub to support the growing creative technology sector. A key milestone had been reached in December, when Ministers from the UK Government and Stormont formally signed off on the deal, which would deliver £1Billion for the region and the Council very much looked forward to progressing this in the year ahead.     Dovetailing with the plans for Bangor Waterfront was, of course, the redevelopment of Queen’s Parade by Bangor Marine.  He stated the Council was hugely frustrated that the Department for Infrastructure continued to hold this crucial development ‘in limbo’ and it sincerely hoped that the Infrastructure Minister, Nichola Mallon, would respond to its calls, echoed by residents and businesses, to allow Council to grant planning permission for the development.  It would deliver new jobs, homes, attractions, office and hospitality spaces for both residents and visitors and was urgently needed, and the Council sincerely hoped it would not have long to wait for the Minister to act in its favour so that work could then commence.  

Continuing the Mayor commented that the Council was grateful to Central Government for the COVID-19 Recovery Funds that had allowed it to deliver a range of investments over the past year.  Those had included new public realm at Copeland Court in Donaghadee and additional solar bins in town centres.  The Council was  also delighted that further funding was being made available to facilitate a range of projects across many villages including Portaferry Public Realm and the regeneration of Portavogie Harbour.   

Sports facilities would also receive a boost in the coming year with an investment of more than £1.8M in a new 3G sports pitch in Portavogie and the Council also looked froward to launching Phase 1 of the Redevelopment of Ward Park in Bangor with a programme of work to desilt the ponds.  As part of its ongoing proactive maintenance strategy, the Council would also be investing in refurbishments at Movilla Cemetery, Groomsport Boathouse and Kircubbin and West Winds Community Centres.  Furthermore alongside those investments, the Council would be working to enhance service delivery in line with corporate priorities around sustainable development, economic investment, and community wellbeing.  

(Councillor Armstrong-Cotter left the meeting at this stage – 8.23pm)

[bookmark: _Hlk95478319]At this stage the Mayor noted the significant increase in waste to landfill over the past year, adding that it was disappointing and a worrying trend the Council was committed to reversing.  For the incoming financial year, the Council had to make extra provision of over £1M in its waste management budget and if passed to the ratepayer this one cost would equal a 2% rise in the rate.  The Council had been able to minimise the rate rise by scrutinising the budgets and making savings where possible without impacting service delivery.  The Mayor acknowledged this was a frustrating situation when it considered the excess landfill costs to be ‘avoidable’.  Since 2015 residents in Ards and North Down had led the way in Northern Ireland in their commitment to recycling and it now needed further support to implement new and innovative ways to reduce, reuse and recycle to help get back on top of the Council league table in this regard. 
 
The Council was committed to maintaining its zero tolerance for environmental crime such as littering and dog fouling offences in the Borough.  Its enforcement officers would issue financial penalties to those who committed acts of environmental vandalism.  
  
The Council would enhance and promote its open spaces and beautiful beaches with continued success in the Green and Blue Flag awards and would support individual and groups to invest in the local environment through its popular ‘In Bloom’ Scheme.  It would also be developing a new and expanded Local Biodiversity Action Plan to champion conservation of the local environment.  

(Councillor Chambers left the meeting at this stage – 8.25pm)

The Mayor stated that events were at the heart and soul of Borough life and had been greatly missed during periods of COVID-19 restrictions.  In the coming year it would be investing over £500k in events to help animate the Borough and aid recovery.  There were plans to deliver several of its most popular events such as Comber Earlies and the Aspect Literature Festival, as well as supporting local event organisers through event grants.  It would be marking the Queen’s Platinum Jubilee in June with beacon lightings, street parties, tree planting and a specially themed ‘Sea Bangor’ event.  The Council also looked forward to supporting the Let’s Rock Concert in Ward Park in August and to recognising both the Irish Guards and Gary Lightbody at Freedom of the Borough events throughout the year.  

The Council would continue to support businesses to start, grow and thrive and would work in partnership to support people into employment and to create pathways to help address local employer issues.

At the end of March 2023, leisure facilities currently run by Northern Community Leisure Trust would return to Council’s control and be managed together with all other Council run leisure facilities.  Significant work would be done over the next year to ensure a smooth transition.  It was noted this change would allow the Council to offer a consistent experience to all ratepayers across the Borough at all Council owned leisure facilities, as well as the opportunity for multi-facility memberships in future.   

The Mayor added that the Council was also committed to maintaining its Investors in People Silver standard as it worked to support its staff to deliver even better services to the Borough. 

Resources would also to be put towards transformation projects.  The impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic had influenced the Council and like many organisations it had to adapt how it was working and to become more innovative in its responses to the challenges before it.  Transformation proposals would enable it to continue this journey in a structured way and those included a renewed focus upon customer service excellence, new digital working solutions and the launch of a comprehensive estates development programme.  

In summing up the Mayor thanked members, officers and the Finance team once again for their work on the rates and budget setting.  He added that he would also like to take this opportunity to thank residents and businesses for working with the Council as it had continued to move through recovery.  With efforts being made to lift COVID restrictions everyone could have every hope that the year ahead would be successful for the Ards and North Down Borough.    

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

Termination of meeting 

The meeting terminated at  8.27pm 
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