		Item 9.4
		CS.10.02.2026 PM
ARDS AND NORTH DOWN BOROUGH COUNCIL

A hybrid (in person and via Zoom) meeting of the Corporate Services Committee was held at the City Hall, The Castle, Bangor and via Zoom, on Tuesday 10 February 2026 at 7.30 pm. 

PRESENT:		

In the Chair:	Councillor Cochrane 

Aldermen:	Graham	McRandal
	McIlveen	Smith
			
Councillors:	Chambers (Zoom)	W Irvine
	Gilmour	McCracken
	Kennedy (7.31pm)	Moore
	S Irvine	Thompson	

In Attendance:	Alderman Cummings	
	Councillor Ashe (Zoom)
	Councillor Hennessy (Zoom)

Officers in Attendance: Acting Director of Corporate Services (C Jackson), Head of Human Resources and Organisational Development (R McCullough),Community Planning Manager (P Mackey) and Democratic Services Officer (P Foster)

1.	APOLOGIES

The Chairman (Councillor Cochrane) sought apologies at this stage.

Apologies were received from Alderman Brooks and Councillor McBurney.

NOTED.

(Councillor Kennedy entered the Chamber at this stage – 7.31pm)

2.	DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST

The Chairman sought Declarations of Interest at this stage and none were made.

NOTED. 








Reports for Approval

3.	ARMED FORCES COVENANT
	(Appendix I) 

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from Acting Director of Corporate Services detailing that as members would recall, Ards and North Down Borough Council signed the Community Covenant in September 2015, demonstrating cross-party support for local Armed Forces personnel and their families. The Covenant represented a public pledge to uphold the principles of fairness and respect for those who served, or had served, in the Armed Forces, including the Army, Naval Service and Royal Air Force. 

In signing the Covenant, the Council focused on those issues that were not devolved and could not be accessed through civilian military partnerships as part of local government.  Those included: 

a. Recognition, understanding and communications
b. Local community activities and community integration 
c. Leisure and culture 
d. Co-ordination and delivery of support to the armed forces community 
Key Elements of the Council’s Commitment:

· Veterans' Support: The Council worked closely with the Veterans Commissioner for Northern Ireland and the Office of Veterans Affairs (NI) to ensure that veterans in the area received appropriate care and assistance as they transition to civilian life.
· Veterans' Champion: Alderman Trevor Cummings served as the Council’s Veterans’ Champion, acting as a dedicated point of contact and advocate for veterans and their families. He helped bridge the gap between veterans and community services.
· Community Engagement: The Covenant encouraged local initiatives and partnerships that support the Armed Forces community. This included access to services, recognition of military contributions and opportunities for civic involvement.

The Covenant also aligned with broader UK principles, ensuring that:

· Armed Forces personnel and their families faced no disadvantage in accessing public and commercial services.
· Special consideration was given in cases involving injury or bereavement. 

Update
Given that ten years had now elapsed since the Council’s commitment, it was proposed that the Council reaffirmed its dedication to the welfare of service personnel with a formal signing of the Armed Forces Covenant as part of the Veteran’s Day Parade in 2026. As part of signing the Covenant, organisations were asked to choose from a list of suggested pledges. 


Proposed Pledges
The Council wished to recognise the contribution that Service personnel, reservists, veterans, the cadet movement and military families made to the organisation, the community and to the country.  The Council would seek to uphold the principles of the Armed Forces Covenant by pledge under the following themes:

· Employment 
· Communications, engagement and outreach
· Civic responsibilities

The proposed commitments under those themes were detailed in the attached Appendix.
[bookmark: _Hlk221023113]RECOMMENDED that Council reaffirms its dedication to the welfare of service personnel by signing the Armed Forces Covenant in Appendix 1 at the Veteran’s Day Parade in 2026. 

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

The proposer, Councillor W Irvine, commented that the Armed Forces Covenant was very important to the Council and as such he was pleased that it was being reaffirmed.

Commenting as seconder, Councillor McCracken, welcomed the report, which he believed was fitting on the Covenant’s ten year anniversary. He agreed that it was important to pay tribute to those in the Armed Forces who resided in the Borough and assist them with their transition back to civilian life. Continuing Councillor McCracken took the opportunity to express his thanks to Alderman Cummings in his role as Veterans’ Champion and for his assistance with events such as Armed Forces Day 2025 and the hosting of the Irish Guards in Bangor, also in 2025. Councillor McCracken added that he looked forward to the Sea Bangor event in May 2026, which would see the inclusion of a number of Royal Navy vessels visiting the city. 

At this stage the Chairman welcomed Alderman Cummings to the meeting and invited him to make his comments.

Alderman Cummings thanked members for their comments stating that as Armed Forces and Veterans’ Champion for the Borough he wished to place on record his thanks to Council officers for the time and energy invested to enable the report and recommendations to be brought before the Committee. He added that it had been his pleasure to work alongside them.

The Armed Forces Covenant by design had always been an evolving commitment and much had changed since the pledge was taken back in 2015. Of note, Alderman Cummings stated was the introduction of a Veterans Commissioner for Northern Ireland, and more recently support for the Armed Forces Covenant by the Northern Ireland Assembly, followed by the introduction of an Armed Forces Education Bill, by Minister Givan. In terms of national legislation, the introduction of the ‘Covenant Legal Duty’ passed by Parliament 2024, called upon public bodies, including local councils, to have due regard to the Covenant Principles and the UK Veterans Strategy that set out ambitious goals for veterans’ support across the country. On those latter points he wished to pay tribute to Jim Shannon MP and Alex Easton MP who had both supported the Bills and would welcome the Council’s recommitment towards the Armed Forces Covenant.

Continuing Alderman Cummings stated that as an employer it was incumbent upon the Council to be the embodiment of good practice in the delivery of the Armed Forces Covenant and he was pleased to see within the pledge, recognition of existing reservists through the Council’s policies, processes and procedures. This, he believed, was needed in the current climate of global uncertainty and would offer reassurance. He recalled how last year the Council had hosted Armed Forces Day and adopted the theme of Innovation and Resiliency, a theme that recognised the crucial role of local employers and industries. Many employers had reservists on staff and were based in the Borough, and as fellow signatories of the Covenant he trusted that they would take encouragement from the Council’s renewed commitment. 

In summing up Alderman Cummings noted that the Borough had a longstanding tradition of expressing gratitude towards its Armed Forces and the Covenant served as an outworking of that gratitude. In his opinion, that was not extravagant or groundbreaking, it was how it should always be. However, in doing so he urged caution in respect of complacency. The evolving needs of the Armed Forces, their families and Veterans demanded a clear message of support and he trusted that was what they would hear this evening.

At this stage Alderman Graham recalled how back in 2015 in his role as Mayor he had signed the Armed Forces Covenant adding that the Council had always been a ‘warm house’ for the Armed Forces. He hoped that was something that would continue going forwards.

Rising to add his support, Alderman Smith said he believed that it was of crucial importance that the Covenant was reaffirmed to reiterate the Council’s support to the Armed Forces.  Alderman Smith also took the opportunity to express his thanks to Alderman Cummings for his work undertaken in the role of Veterans’ Champion.

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

4.	BATTLE OF THE SOMME PILGRIMMAGE 2026

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from Acting Director of Corporate Services detailing that the Council had participated annually in the commemorative events and wreath laying at the Thiepval Monument, Ulster Memorial Tower and the Memorial at Guillemont, to mark the anniversary of the Battle of the Somme on 1 July.

This had usually also included wreath laying at the Menin Gate, Ypres, a visit to the Island of Ireland Peace Tower at Messines and the laying of a wreath in honour of Edmund de Wind VC, from Comber, at the Pozieres British Cemetery. A visit to the Sir John Monash Centre at Villers-Bretonneux, where the Australian National Monument of the Great War was located, had also been part of the visit. 

It was recommended that Council approved a small delegation to attend the commemoration events – departing 29 June and returning 2 or 3 July 2026. In line with previous years it was recommended that the incoming Mayor (or if unable to travel, the incoming Deputy Mayor) and another Member attend.  It was further recommended that they were accompanied by the Chief Executive (or nominee) and one other officer. Nominations for the Member were now sought.

[bookmark: _Hlk221023194]RECOMMENDED that Council approves the attendance at the annual Battle of the Somme Commemorations in 2026, as set out in this report, of the incoming Mayor (or Deputy Mayor) plus one additional Member to be nominated by Council, and the Chief Executive, or their nominee, and one other Officer.

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Alderman McRandal, seconded by Councillor Moore, that the recommendation be adopted and furthermore that Councillor Ashe be nominated to attend along with the incoming Mayor (or Deputy Mayor). 

(Alderman Cummings left the Chamber at this stage – 7.41pm)

Reports for Delegated Approval

5.	RESPONSE TO NOTICE OF MOTION – DEFINITION OF A VICTIM
	(Appendix II)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from Acting Director of Corporate Services detailing that at its meeting in November 2025, the following Notice of Motion was agreed:

“That this Council is deeply alarmed that the definition of victim in the Victims and Survivors (Northern Ireland) Order 2006 does not distinguish between those who perpetrated wrongdoing during the Troubles and the innocent victims they harmed, injured, killed or bereaved; believes that innocent victims should not have to interact with terrorists and their supporters when accessing victim support services; asserts that there is no moral equivalence between victim-makers and innocent victims; welcomes the fact that the victims pension legislation makes a clear distinction between perpetrator and victim; condemns the Alliance Party’s decision to intentionally blur this line by removing the word “innocent” from the description of a victim in a recent Assembly motion addressing the legacy of the past; and resolves to write to the Justice Minister requesting that she personally apologise for suggesting that victim makers could also be considered victims.”

Key Issues
On 12 January 2026 a letter from the Chief Executive was sent to Mrs Naomi Long MLA, Minister of Justice (Appendix 1). Later that day, a response was received (Appendix 2).

In her response, the Minister outlined that the matters contained within the letter were of a party-political nature and that it would not be appropriate for her to respond in her Ministerial capacity. She offered to respond within her capacity as Leader of the Alliance Party. However, in doing so, this would not be in line with the resolution agreed by Council, which sought a Ministerial response. 

[bookmark: _Hlk221023289]RECOMMENDED that Council consider how to respond to this correspondence. 

Alderman McIlveen suggested that the Council should write back to the Minister as she appeared, in his opinion, to be very much ‘dancing on the head of a pin’ as both Leader of the Alliance Party and Justice Minister. As such he believed the Council should pursue a response to its original letter.

Alderman McIlveen proposed, seconded by Councillor Gilmour, that the Council pursue the letter to the Justice Minister as previously decided by Council.

Commenting as seconder Councillor Gilmour recalled when the Notice of Motion had originally been brought the matter had been debated at length and she believed the hurt felt by victims was being further compounded by the Minister’s response. She reminded Members that they were all bound by the Councillor Code of Conduct, as was the Justice Minister who would be bound by her own Code of Conduct requirements. As such she agreed that it was important for the Council to get a proper response given the hurt that been caused by the comments made by the Justice Minister.

At this stage Alderman McRandal rose to reiterate that he believed this was a politically motivated Motion that falsely attacked the Alliance Party. He believed that it would be inappropriate for the Justice Minister to make a response in the context of what was being asked of her and the fact that it was politically motivated. Members were advised that the piece of legislation referred to, The Victims and Survivors (NI) Order, did not fall under the remit of the Justice Minister. At this stage Alderman McRandal read out a statement detailing the Alliance Party’s position on the definition of a victim, which was that there was no moral equivalence between those who deliberately caused harm during the Troubles and those who suffered because of their actions. Unlike others, the Alliance Party had been consistent that those who set out to kill or injure should be held fully accountable for their actions. The Party could stand tall on the fact that it had never endorsed the activity of paramilitary or other proscribed groups, nor had it sought advice on Government policy from their umbrella organisations, unlike others.  Since its foundation in 1970, the Alliance Party had stood unequivocally for the rule of law. Alderman McRandal stated that if the Council was determined to obtain an answer from the Justice Minister on this matter it should accept the invitation from her to respond in her capacity as Leader of the Alliance Party. 

Alderman Smith agreed that it was a strange response from the Justice Minister adding that the point had already been made that you could not ‘swap hats’, particularly as the Ministerial Code would apply regardless. He reiterated his belief that it was a bizarre response and that the Minister should have simply just answered the question put to her.

As there was dissent in the Chamber a vote was taken by a show of hands.

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Alderman McIlveen, seconded by Councillor Gilmour, with 10 voting For and 3 voting Against, that the Council pursue the letter to the Justice Minister as previously decided by Council.

Reports for Noting

6.	UPDATED CLIMATE CHANGE AND SUSTAINABILITY POLICY 
	(Appendix III)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from Acting Director of Corporate Services detailing that the Council’s Sustainability and Climate Change Policy had recently undergone its scheduled review, resulting in a refreshed and streamlined document, alongside an updated Environmental Policy Statement.  

The Policy had been updated to reflect current legislative, including the Climate Change Act (NI) 2022, and clarified the Council’s compliance obligations across sustainable development, biodiversity, climate change duties and the requirements of its externally accredited ISO14001 Environmental Management System.  Those changes were highlighted in yellow on the attached Appendix.  

Minor changes had also been made to improve the structure and readability of the policy, as well as to emphasise alignment with priorities and outcomes of the Council’s Corporate Plan and the Roadmap to Sustainability. 

The Environmental Policy Statement (Appendix) was required to meet ISO 14001 Environmental Management System (EMS) requirements and must be signed by the Chief Executive and displayed across buildings within scope of the EMS.

RECOMMENDED that Council notes this report.

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

The proposer, Alderman McRandal, welcomed the report and thanked officers for the work that had been carried out to date.

Commenting as seconder, Councillor McCracken stated that the current weather demonstrated how important this was with almost forty days of constant rain so far in 2026. Winters were set to become wetter and warmer and as such thought needed to be given as to how to mitigate against Climate Change.  Councillor McCracken welcomed the report that had been circulated before them.

At this stage Alderman Graham suggested there was a balance to be struck and agreed that Northern Ireland had been subjected to persistently wet weather for a while. That was due to a stubborn area of high pressure above Scandinavia and he urged caution against simply shifting the carbon problem to other parts of the world. Alderman Graham suggested that preparation was key citing the Dutch who had successfully navigated living under water levels. 

Alderman Smith indicated that he was content to support the recommendation despite his concerns around the realities of actually being able to meet the ambitious targets that had been set. An example of this was on Page 9 of the report, which detailed a target of a 48% reduction in carbon emissions by 2030, unachievable in his view particularly as the Council had yet to start looking at its fleet of vehicles.

Alderman McIlveen referred to a Notice of Motion he had brought forward some ten years ago around the migration of the Council’s fleet of vehicles and agreed that progress had been extremely slow. As such he was of the view that the Council would never be in a position to achieve its Climate Change targets by 2050. In light of that he would be keen for the Minister to look at this again as otherwise councils would be set up to fail in achieving those targets.

Welcoming the report Councillor Moore commented that climate change was everyone’s responsibility. Going back to Alderman Graham’s comments she advised that those countries who considered themselves impact negligible were 2% while those combined were 36%. As such she believed that it was not insignificant and everyone had a part to play to address Climate Change. 

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

7. 	NOTICE OF MOTION

(At this stage the Chairman welcomed Councillors Ashe and Hennessy who were both attending via Zoom and invited them to put forward their Motion – 7.54pm)

7.a) Notice of Motion submitted by Councillor Ashe and Councillor Hennessy 

Councillor Ashe proposed, seconded by Councillor Hennessy, that this Council returns a report researching paternity leave provision for Council employees including but not limited to: benchmarking of paternity leave provision against appropriate organisations; options to improve paternity leave policy for council employees; projected costings of these options; and anything else officers deem prudent.

The proposer Councillor Ashe stated that what was being asked for was a report on the options that were available, the associated costings and any comparisons with other organisations that could be taken into consideration. As a new mum she was only too well aware of the importance of time for mum and dad with a new baby to bond in those first few days, which were often very busy and at times difficult perhaps due to a complicated labour. She believed that it was the Council’s duty to adequately support its staff on these occasions and she acknowledged the good work already ongoing at Stormont through the Good Jobs Bill, which included Paternity Leave of up to two weeks. The report to come back should include what other councils and other organisations such as the Civil Service were doing in respect of this matter and she believed that to be a reasonable request to review the current Council Policy.  Continuing Councillor Ashe referred to recent findings, which suggested that one in five dads had no paternity rights while those in lower paid positions were not financially able to take advantage of paternity rights. In summing up she asked Members for their support, which would ultimately support Council staff who ensured Council services were maintained.

Commenting as seconder, Councillor Hennessy indicated that he was very happy to support the motion, which asked officers to collate the information available to them in the public domain around paternity leave. This would help the Council compare how its arrangements for this aligned with other organisations and consider going forward what options were available and their associated costings. He believed the report would assist with better decision making and help the Council as a public sector employer. As such Councillor Hennessy asked for Members to support the Motion.

Alderman McIlveen stated that he had no objection to the report but asked if paternity leave was a ‘Green Book’ issue. The Head of Human Resources and Organisational Development confirmed that was the case. Continuing Alderman McIlveen sought clarification around the Council’s current policy on paternity leave and stated that he would reserve his view on the Motion at this stage until the report was brought back to the Committee. 

The proposer indicated that she had nothing further to add at this stage.

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Councillor Ashe, seconded by Councillor Hennessy, that this Council returns a report researching paternity leave provision for Council employees including but not limited to: benchmarking of paternity leave provision against appropriate organisations; options to improve paternity leave policy for council employees; projected costings of these options; and anything else officers deem prudent.

(Councillors Ashe and Hennessy both left the meeting at this stage – 8.00pm)

8.	ANY OTHER NOTIFIED BUSINESS

There were no items of any other notified business. 

NOTED.

EXCLUSION OF PUBLIC/PRESS 

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










Reports for Approval

9.	BALLYHASKIN PUBLIC RIGHT OF WAY (FILE PROW 63) 
	(Appendix IV)

***IN CONFIDENCE***

Exemption: A claim to legal professional privilege

The report outlines the issues, and legal advice received, in relation to the asserted public right of way and makes a recommendation to resolve the issues.

10.	LAND AT GREEN ROAD, CONLIG – PROPOSED ABANDONMENT (Appendix V) 

***IN CONFIDENCE***

3. Exemption: relating to the financial or business affairs of any particular person 

Council was asked by DfI if they would wish to acquire any or all of an area of land at Green Road, Conlig, which the Department proposed to abandon.

The recommendation was that the Department be advised that Council had no interest in acquiring any part of the subject land.

11.	LEASE OF BATTERY BUILDING, SEACLIFF ROAD – ROYAL ULSTER YACHT CLUB (Appendix VI)

***IN CONFIDENCE***

3. Exemption: relating to the financial or business affairs of any particular person 

Council was asked to consider the lease of a property at Seacliff Road, Bangor, by the existing tenant. 

The recommendation was that Council grant a Lease of the property subject to a 5-year break clause.

12.	REQUEST FOR NIE SUBSTATION LEASE RENEWAL – SOUTH STREET, NEWTOWNARDS (Appendix VII)

***IN CONFIDENCE***

Council was asked to consider a request from NIE to renewal the Substation Lease at South Street, Newtownards

The recommendation was that Council accede to the request, subject to the terms and conditions outlined.    

13.	PUBLIC RIGHTS OF WAY POLICY REVIEW (Appendix VIII)

***IN CONFIDENCE***

Schedule 5 – A claim to legal professional privilege

Council was asked to approve the draft Public Rights of  Way policy.  It was recommended that Council approves and adopts the draft policy.    

Reports for Noting

14.	ABSENCE UPDATE (Appendix IX)

***IN CONFIDENCE***

4. Exemption: consultations or negotiations

Council was asked to note an update on the overall absence positions for quarter 3 2025.

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Councillor McCracken, seconded by Alderman McRandal, that the Committee notes this report and its appendices and

(1) Welcomes the development of a report on options for Council outlining ways of addressing long term sickness, which remains high.

RE-ADMITTANCE OF PUBLIC/PRESS 

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

TERMINATION OF MEETING 

The meeting terminated at 8.51pm.  
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