ITEM 7.4 
		CS.12.05.2026 PM
ARDS AND NORTH DOWN BOROUGH COUNCIL

A hybrid (in person and via Zoom) meeting of the Corporate Services Committee was held at Church Street, Newtownards and via Zoom, on Tuesday 12 May 2026 at 7.00 pm. 

PRESENT:		

In the Chair:	Councillor Cochrane  

Aldermen:	Graham	McRandal  
	McIlveen 	 
		
			
Councillors:	Chambers 	McCracken  
	Gilmour 	Moore 
	S Irvine	Quinn  
	W Irvine	Thompson 
	McBurney (Zoom)   	 
			

Other Elected Members: Alderman McAlpine and Councillor Morgan

Officers in Attendance: Director of Corporate Services (M Steele), Head of Corporate Governance (A Curtis) and Democratic Services Officer (R King)

1.	APOLOGIES

Apologies were received from Alderman Brooks and Alderman Smith.

NOTED.

2.	DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST

The Chairman sought declarations of interest and the following was declared:

Alderman McIlveen – Item 8 – Land at Whitespots.   

NOTED. 
[bookmark: _Hlk184739711]3.       REQUEST FOR CIVIC RECEPTION - BALLYWALTER PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH 
	
[bookmark: _Hlk161127560][bookmark: _Hlk189470570]PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Corporate Services detailing that a formal request had been received from Alderman Smith and Councillors Wray and Smart proposing that a Civic Reception be held in honour of Ballywalter Presbyterian Church.

The proposed reception would commemorate the Church’s 400th anniversary. Ballywalter Presbyterian Church was one of the oldest Presbyterian congregations in Ireland and had marked this significant milestone on 6 March 2026, reflecting the installation of the Rev. James Hamilton, the first Presbyterian minister in Ballywalter. The congregation was recognised as the oldest Presbyterian community in the Ards Peninsula.
Given the historical importance of Ballywalter Presbyterian Church and the significance of its 400 years of ministry and service, it was considered appropriate that a Civic Reception be held in 2026 to mark this notable anniversary.
Key Issues 
Council Policy on Civic Receptions 
The Council’s Policy for Civic Receptions required requests to be submitted in writing to the Chief Executive and signed by at least three Elected Members. The request, once received, was assessed against set criteria and an officer’s report, with an appropriate recommendation, was prepared for consideration by the Corporate Services Committee. 
Assessment Criteria for a Civic Reception
The criterion against which each request would be assessed were as follows: -
1. Exceptional Service to the Borough/Local Community and a Significant Anniversary
The exceptional service should have been in the areas of Voluntary or Charitable work AND the anniversary should have been a milestone of 25-year increment anniversaries.  
OR
2. A Very Significant or Unique Achievement 
An achievement which would have been recognised throughout Northern Ireland and beyond and the recipient had a strong association with the Borough.
Next Steps 
This request had been submitted in line with agreed procedures and met the criteria for a civic reception as stated in point 1 above - Exceptional Service to the Borough/Local Community and a Significant Anniversary. The cost could be met from the 2026/27 civic budget. 
RECOMMENDED that Council agrees to offer Ballywalter Presbyterian Church a Civic Reception to acknowledge 400 years since its formation and should the offer be accepted, proceeds to arrange same on a date to be agreed by relevant parties.
AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Councillor Thompson, seconded by Alderman Graham, that the recommendation be adopted.
[bookmark: _Hlk184739885]4.      NOTICE OF MOTION
4.1	NOTICE OF MOTION SUBMITTED BY COUNCILLOR MORGAN AND ALDERMAN MCALPINE
	
That this council strongly condemns the blocking of the establishment of an Independent Environmental Protection Agency (IEPA) by the DUP in the Assembly and Executive; further condemns the hypocrisy of those who express concern over the Lough Neagh crisis, the illegal dump at Mobuoy and wider environmental degradation, but refuse to support plans to enhance environmental accountability and safeguards; notes that a commitment to an IEPA was contained within the New Decade, New Approach Deal; agrees that it is undemocratic for an IEPA to be unilaterally vetoed by one party which represents a minority in the Assembly as a whole; agrees to write to the Secretary of State for Northern Ireland to ask him to urgently convene a process of institutional reform, in consultation with the Irish Government and local parties, to remove blockages and vetoes from Stormont’s system of government; and to ask the Secretary of State to take meaningful steps to ensure that commitments in New Decade, New Approach are implemented.
(Councillor Morgan and Alderman McAlpine entered the meeting – 7.05pm)
Councillor Morgan proposed, seconded by Alderman McAlpine, that the Notice of Motion be adopted.
Councillor Morgan outlined her Notice of Motion which called for the establishment of an Independent Environmental Protection Agency (IEPA) for Northern Ireland. Minister Muir had sought support from the NI Executive and Assembly and she expressed strong disappointment that this had been rejected by the DUP.
She noted that, despite previous commitments including the New Decade, New Approach agreement and support expressed at Assembly level, the proposal had not advanced, despite wider support, and she described this as a minority position blocking the development of improved environmental governance arrangements.
The proposer argued that without any change in either the DUPs attitude to such matters, or a change in constitutional arrangements, Northern Ireland would remain without effective governance arrangements for its Environment for the foreseeable future
Councillor Morgan referred to key environmental issues including the condition of Lough Neagh, illegal dumping at Mobuoy, and findings within the State of Nature Report (2023) which identified Northern Ireland as one of the most nature-depleted regions globally. She questioned how severe the situation must become before robust and fully functioning environmental governance arrangements were introduced.
She highlighted that Alliance had long supported the creation of an IEPA, recognising that thriving nature, clean water and access to landscapes were essential to social and economic wellbeing. She added that, following an independent expert report recommending its establishment, the Minister had sought Executive support in principle in November 2025 to allow further policy development and business case work to proceed.
She rejected the objections raised by the DUP regarding cost and the creation of a ‘quango’, noting that an IEPA would consolidate existing functions rather than duplicate them and would provide a more effective and accountable model. She added that arm’s length bodies were widely used across government and often delivered services successfully.
Councillor Morgan acknowledged that there would be costs associated with establishing an IEPA but stressed that failing to prioritise environmental protection was a false economy, particularly in light of the costs associated with environmental damage such as that seen at Lough Neagh and Mobuoy. She also noted that environmental decline had developed over many years.
She added that, while an IEPA would not resolve all environmental issues, it would form an essential part of wider work already underway, including peatland restoration, the Nutrients Action Programme and changes to water infrastructure arrangements.
In conclusion, Councillor Morgan emphasised that environmental protection was critical for current and future generations, expressed concern at continued environmental decline, and urged Members to support the Motion.
The seconder, Alderman McAlpine, referred to a recent Belfast Telegraph article reporting over 300 illegal waste sites in Northern Ireland in a single year at a cost of around £34 million per annum. She pointed to a recent University College London report regarding governance in Northern Ireland, highlighting growing environmental problems, conspicuous gaps in infrastructure and failures to deal with skills shortage in NI economy, and noted that both Scotland and Wales already had their own environmental agencies.
She highlighted a further section noting proposals for reform of the operation of the Assembly. The first of these concerned the office of Speaker. Other concerns related to the Assembly’s voting procedures, the role of the official opposition within the Assembly and how Assembly members themselves were chosen.
Alderman McAlpine argued that food production and environmental needs were intertwined and that farmers were the custodians of the environment for present and future generations. In closing, she argued that blocking sensible proposals in government was not an appropriate way forward.
The Chair opened the debate to the Committee and Alderman McIlveen indicated that he would not be supporting the motion, describing it as a ‘cut and paste job’ of an Assembly motion distributed by the Alliance Party to councils across Northern Ireland. 
He argued that there were no powers which could be granted to an independent environment agency that the relevant Minister did not already have or could not be legislated for, and that an independent body would not, in itself, make Lough Neagh any cleaner – a point he felt the proposer had acknowledged.
He stated that a Minister and his Department were directly accountable to elected Members of the Assembly in a way that an arm’s-length body was not, and that for a party which championed openness and transparency it was contradictory to seek to create a quango-shaped buffer for the failings of an Alliance-led Ministry. He believed that the motion represented a long-standing approach to shift the blame on to others and this was an attempt to shift blame on to the DUP, so another expensive body could be created to lay the blame on that as well.
The Northern Ireland Environment Agency and the Office for Environmental Protection already existed to safeguard the environment, enforce regulations and hold Departments to account, and any collective failure to do so rested with the Minister. Northern Ireland, he said, was not short on oversight but on results.
Alderman McIlveen further stated that the only reference to an IEPA in New Decade, New Approach related to oversight of a proposed Climate Change Act rather than the body now envisaged. 
He noted that the infrastructure changes that were being called for by the seconder were being blocked by the Climate Change Act which her party had championed.
From a Unionist perspective, he found it particularly objectionable that the motion called on Council to write to the Secretary of State seeking institutional reform in consultation with the Irish Government, which he viewed as inviting the Irish Government to involve itself in Strand 1 of the Belfast Agreement which he understood to be a breach.
He also referenced a written response from the Infrastructure Minister indicating that a particular environmental proposal previously put forward by Minister Muir could halt some 80% of development.
He concluded that Northern Ireland needed accountability and delivery rather than another quango or arm’s-length body, and that the Minister should focus on delivering through his existing powers.
Alderman Graham also opposed the motion. While appreciating the concerns about the Environment, he did not believe a further quango would solve the issues highlighted, noting that an independent agency would not have prevented the illegal dump at Mobuoy, which had been a matter of criminal activity. 
As a resident in a semi-urban/rural part of the Borough, Alderman Graham shared some of his personal observations of local birdlife and cautioned against exaggerating the state of nature in Northern Ireland.
He took issue with any suggestion that the DUP was indifferent to the environment, stating that his party, his family and his grandchildren had as much of a stake in preservation of nature in Northern Ireland as anyone else. 
The focus, he felt, should instead be on adequate infrastructure, in particular the impact on Lough Neagh of septic tank discharges from the significant increase in rural housing in recent years. 
While content for Council to act responsibly on environmental matters, he was not prepared to support the use of the environment as a political lever, given that the motion sought to bring the Irish Government into the internal affairs of Northern Ireland – in his view aimed at reform of the institutions in a manner that would isolate Unionism.
Councillor McCracken spoke in support of the motion. It was not about creating a quango for its own sake, but about bringing professional expertise to provide solutions to recognised problems and replicating arrangements that existed elsewhere in these islands. He referred to the concerns of professional agencies and charities regarding Northern Ireland’s nature depletion – ranked as the 12th worst in the world – with sharp declines in bird, fish and animal populations.
Engagement with neighbours in the south made sense, he said, as the environment did not recognise borders, and an all-island approach to issues such as waterways and illegal dumping was sensible. He regretted the characterisation of the motion as a political plot, considering it a sensible proposal to replicate arrangements already in place across the rest of the United Kingdom.
Councillor Gilmour found the suggestion that the motion was not in any way political difficult to accept, highlighting that the request for the involvement of the Irish Government related to reform of the Assembly and the institutions, not only to the introduction of the IEPA itself – a distinction she felt had been dismissed by the previous speakers in support.
While her party had not signed up to the Belfast Agreement at the time, the protections it contained were nonetheless important, and she was concerned that, now the political make-up of the Assembly had changed, there appeared to be an appetite from some quarters to rewrite the rulebook because of political party interests. She considered an IEPA to be a duplication of services that should be managed by the Minister, and felt that it was a dereliction of duty by the Minister who she believed should spend more time delivering – she pointed to other areas of his remit that she felt needed attention including slow consultation responses from the NIEA which was causing delays within the planning system.
In conclusion, she felt that the motion was a duplication of the Assembly motion, aimed at targeting the DUP. She therefore refused to support it.
In summing up, Councillor Morgan acknowledged that the matter had been debated by the Assembly but was not embarrassed to bring it to this Council Chamber and she highlighted its importance to local residents.
She felt that the decline of water quality in Belfast Lough and Strangford Lough was disgraceful and pointed to a series of past reports that all recommended an independent agency. She argued that the current arrangements dated back years and were failing long before Minister Muir’s time in office. She added that it was a necessity, not an option, to show ‘we care’  by constructing new governance mechanisms.
The proposer felt that Alderman Graham’s anecdotal sightings of ‘a few birds’ was not enough to assume the issue was being overstated. In closing, she called for action and reform of institutions to remove the ability for a single party to block progress and urged the Committee to support her Notice of Motion.
On being put to the meeting, with 5 voting FOR, 8 voting AGAINST, 0 ABSTAINING and 3 ABSENT, the proposal FELL.
(Councillor Morgan and Alderman McAlpine withdrew from the meeting – 7.30pm)
5.       ANY OTHER NOTIFIED BUSINESS
There were no items of Any Other Notified Business.
 
EXCLUSION OF PUBLIC/PRESS
AGREED,  on the proposal of Councillor Gilmour, seconded by Alderman McIlveen, that the public/press be excluded during the discussion of the undernoted items of confidential business.
6.       EXTENSION OF CONTRACT FOR PROVISION OF VALUATION SERVICES
	
***IN CONFIDENCE***
NOT FOR PUBLICATION SCHEDULE 6 – INFORMATION RELATING TO THE FINANCIAL OR BUSINESS AFFAIRS OF ANY PARTICULAR PERSON (INCLUDING THE COUNCIL HOLDING THAT INFORMATION)
The Council was asked to agree to the extension of the contract for valuation services for 12 months from 1st October 2026 to the named companies in the report.
The recommendation was that Council agreed to the request.
The recommendation was adopted.
7.       OPEN SPACE LAND AT OLD HOLYWOOD ROAD, HOLYWOOD
	(Appendix I)	

***IN CONFIDENCE***
NOT FOR PUBLICATION SCHEDULE 6 – INFORMATION RELATING TO THE FINANCIAL OR BUSINESS AFFAIRS OF ANY PARTICULAR PERSON (INCLUDING THE COUNCIL HOLDING THAT INFORMATION)
Council was asked to agree to an approach being made to the NI Housing Executive regarding Open Space Land at Old Holywood Road, Holywood.
The recommendation was that Council agreed to the request.
The recommendation was adopted.

(Alderman McIlveen withdrew from the meeting due to a declaration of interest in Item 8 – 7.34pm)
8.       LAND AT WHITESPOTS
	(Appendix II – III)

***IN CONFIDENCE***
NOT FOR PUBLICATION SCHEDULE 6 – INFORMATION RELATING TO THE FINANCIAL OR BUSINESS AFFAIRS OF ANY PARTICULAR PERSON (INCLUDING THE COUNCIL HOLDING THAT INFORMATION)
Council was asked to agree the means by which lands should be acquired to enable the Project at Whitespots to progress.
The recommendation was that Council agreed to proceed with option 3 as detailed in the report.
The recommendation was adopted.
(Alderman McIlveen returned to the meeting – 7.37pm)
9.       RENEWAL OF LICENCES TO HOLYWOOD CRICKET CLUB AT SEAPARK FOR NETS AND CONTAINER
	(Appendix IV – V)	

***IN CONFIDENCE***
NOT FOR PUBLICATION SCHEDULE 6 – INFORMATION RELATING TO THE FINANCIAL OR BUSINESS AFFAIRS OF ANY PARTICULAR PERSON (INCLUDING THE COUNCIL HOLDING THAT INFORMATION)
The Council was asked to consider a request from Holywood Cricket Club to renew the licences for the nets and container at Seapark.
The recommendation was that Council agreed to the request subject to the terms and conditions outlined in the report.
The recommendation was adopted.
10.     REQUEST FOR A BOUNDARY RECTIFICATION AND EASEMENT AT BALLYGOWAN ROAD, COMBER
	(Appendix VI – VIII)

***IN CONFIDENCE***
NOT FOR PUBLICATION SCHEDULE 6 – INFORMATION RELATING TO THE FINANCIAL OR BUSINESS AFFAIRS OF ANY PARTICULAR PERSON (INCLUDING THE COUNCIL HOLDING THAT INFORMATION)
The Council was asked to consider a request from a private landowner for a boundary amendment and easement on Council Land at Ballygowan Road, Comber.
The recommendation was that Council agreed to the request subject to the terms and conditions outlined in the report.
The recommendation was adopted.
11.     LICENCE TO HOLYWOOD SHARED TOWN - LAND AT REDBURN
	(Appendix IX)

***IN CONFIDENCE***
NOT FOR PUBLICATION SCHEDULE 6 – INFORMATION RELATING TO THE FINANCIAL OR BUSINESS AFFAIRS OF ANY PARTICULAR PERSON (INCLUDING THE COUNCIL HOLDING THAT INFORMATION)
The Council was asked to consider a request from Holywood Shared Town in relation to a licence for land at Redburn.
The recommendation was that Council agreed to the request.
The recommendation was adopted.
12.     LEASE TO ARDS AND DONAGHADEE CRICKET CLUB
	(Appendix X – XI)

***IN CONFIDENCE***
NOT FOR PUBLICATION SCHEDULE 6 – INFORMATION RELATING TO THE FINANCIAL OR BUSINESS AFFAIRS OF ANY PARTICULAR PERSON (INCLUDING THE COUNCIL HOLDING THAT INFORMATION)
The Council was asked to consider a request in accordance with section 9.3.2 of the Land and Property Policy and make an application to the Department for Communities (DfC).
The recommendation was that Council agreed to proceed with the application to DfC.
The recommendation was adopted.
13.     LAND AT BANGOR ROAD, NEWTOWNARDS - PROPOSED EXCHANGE
	(Appendix XII)
	
***IN CONFIDENCE***
NOT FOR PUBLICATION SCHEDULE 6 – INFORMATION RELATING TO THE FINANCIAL OR BUSINESS AFFAIRS OF ANY PARTICULAR PERSON (INCLUDING THE COUNCIL HOLDING THAT INFORMATION)
Council was asked to agree to dispose of an area of land in exchange for the amount paid to the Third Party for land acquired from that person last year.
The recommendation was that Council agreed to proceed.
The recommendation was adopted.

RE-ADMITTANCE OF PUBLIC/PRESS
AGREED, on the proposal of Councillor Thompson, seconded by Alderman McIlveen, that the public/press be re-admitted to the meeting.

CHAIRMAN’S REMARKS
The Chairman, Councillor Cochrane, thanked Members for their work and engagement over the course of the year and extended his best wishes to the incoming Chairman.
Alderman McIlveen congratulated the Chairman on his efficiency and conduct of business throughout his term. Alderman McRandal, Councillor Chambers and Councillor W Irvine rose to echo those comments, acknowledging the fairness and efficiency in which the meetings had been chaired.
The Chairman thanked Members for their kind remarks.

TERMINATION OF MEETING
The meeting terminated at 7.47pm.
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