   ITEM 8.5
		CS.16.06.2026PM
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 16 June 2026 at 7.00 pm. 

PRESENT:		

In the Chair:	Alderman Smith   

Aldermen:	Brooks 
	Graham	McRandal  
	McIlveen 	 
		
			
Councillors:	Chambers (7.10 pm)	McCracken  
	Cochrane  	Moore 
	Gilmour	 
	W Irvine	 
	McBurney    	 
			

Officers in Attendance: Director of Corporate Services (M Steele), Head of Corporate Governance (A Curtis), Head of Finance (S Grieve), Head of Strategic Change (S Denny), Community Planning and Climate Change Manager (P Mackey), Head of HR (R McCullough), and Democratic Services Officer (H Loebnau)

1.	APOLOGIES

Apologies were received from Councillor S Irvine, Councillor Quinn and Councillor Thompson.  Apologies for lateness were received from Councillor Chambers.    

2.	DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST

The Chairman sought declarations of interest and the following were noted.  

Alderman McIlveen – Item 9 – ECNI Annual Equality Progress 
Councillor Cochrane – Item 9 – ECNI Annual Equality Progress 
Councillor W Irvine – Item 9 – ECNI Annual Equality Progress  

Members were reminded that they could declare an interest at any point during the meeting.   

NOTED.  
[bookmark: _Hlk184739711]3.       DEPUTATION 
	
[bookmark: _Hlk161127560]There were no Deputations.  
[bookmark: _Hlk184739885]4.      DRAFT PERFORMANCE IMPROVEMENT PLAN 2026/27 
	(Appendix I & II) 	

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Corporate Services detailing that Members would be aware that the Council had a statutory duty under the Local Government Act (Northern Ireland) 2014 to publish a Performance Improvement Plan (PIP) each year, by 30 June, that sets out at least one of the main short-term issues (improvement objectives) it wanted to improve for people living and working in the Borough during the year ahead.  
 
Key Issues
The annual Performance Improvement Plan was a mechanism to help deliver the Council’s Corporate Plan 2024-2028 and therefore the objectives within the annual Plan for 2026/27 continued to align with the priorities/outcomes set out in the Corporate Plan and the performance measures continued to be grouped under each of the seventeen Strategic Actions. 

Therefore, the four high level Improvement Objectives in 2025/26 remained the same for 2026/27 and as follows:

1. We will increase economic growth by attracting more jobs and businesses.
2. We will reduce carbon emissions as we transition to net zero.
3. We will improve wellbeing through social inclusion and reduced inequality.
4. We will be a high-performing organisation. 

The measures under each of the high level objectives had been reviewed and updated detailing what improvements Services would undertake in 2026/27.
The selection of the improvement objectives and measures for inclusion in the 2026/27 Improvement Plan were informed by:
· Priorities/outcomes identified in the Corporate Plan 2024-28, which was based on input and feedback from Elected Members, officers, residents and stakeholders and in line with the Big Plan for Ards and North Down (2017-2032); and
· Improvement initiatives identified during the Budget and Service Planning process and Resident Survey. 
The objectives and measures had been developed within the context of the Council’s PERFORM framework ensuring:
· There were clear links to The Big Plan for Ards and North Down 2017-2032, Corporate Plan 2024-28 and Annual Service Plans;
· They were based on evidence provided by the residents of the Borough; and
· They were aligned to at least one of the seven aspects of improvement. 
A number of measures were carried forward from 2025/26 under each of the objectives which aligned to feedback from NIAO regarding continuity and the ability to track performance on our objectives.
Whilst the Performance Improvement Plan focused specifically on the key areas identified for improvement this year, the Council was still seeking to bring about improvement in other areas.  The plan was not designed to describe all of the Council’s day to day work.

Next Steps
Subject to Council approval, the 2026/27 Performance Improvement Plan would be published on the Council’s Website by the legislative date of 30th June 2026.

Summary
A public consultation was undertaken which involved 4 independent focus groups and an online survey published on the Council’s consultation platform. 	

Based on the public consultation process, there was strong overall support for the Council’s four performance improvement objectives proposed for 2026/27, with economic growth emerging as the clearest top priority across both the focus groups and the survey. Wellbeing and social inclusion also attracted very strong support, while net zero was generally supported but seen as a less immediate priority, and being a high-performing organisation was viewed as important but something residents largely expected as standard.
	
Detailed Consultation Report attached at Appendix 2. 

RECOMMENDED that the Council approves the Draft Performance Improvement Plan for 2026/27 attached at Appendix 1 for publication.  

Proposed by Councillor W Irvine, seconded by Alderman McRandal, that the recommendation be adopted. 
Councillor McCracken asked about Item 1, Priority 1, noting that the aim was to stimulate economic growth within the Rate base.  He highlighted that achieving that would require some rebalancing of activity within the organisation. He queried how much new human resource had been allocated to support this priority and whether there was a plan to reorientate existing staff to meet the demand.  He expressed concern that, although the Council had secured a significant number of grants, which was to be welcomed, those were being delivered by the existing staff complement, with some teams already operating a small team.  With further grants expected through additional Executive programmes he stressed that it would be important to rebalance staff resources to ensure delivery capacity.
The Director of Place and Prosperity would have been able to provide further detail, but the Director of Corporate Services explained that recruitment for a new Head of Service for that area had recently been completed.  Without that role in place, there had been challenges in progressing a range of workstreams.  In respect of broader resourcing, he and the Head of Finance had already highlighted the need to reorientate the Council’s budget to support that priority, and some progress had been made toward meeting the target.

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Councillor W Irvine, seconded by Alderman McRandal, that the recommendation be adopted.   
5.      UPDATED SCHEME OF COUNCILLORS’ ALLOWANCES FOR 2026-27 
	(Appendix III) 

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Corporate Services detailing that each year the Council must approve a scheme of allowances for Councillors before any payments could be made to Members. This year’s scheme was approved by Council in March.

Key Issues
The Chancellor of the Exchequer announced recently the rate was to be increased for approved mileage allowance payments from 45p to 55p per mile. As the councillors’ scheme of allowance was aligned to this HMRC rate, officers had prepared a revised scheme for the Council’s consideration. It was estimated that an increase in this mileage rate would cost in the region of £600 per annum.

Next Steps
If approved the payments team would implement this new rate for future claims and pay any arrears due for claims submitted since April 2026. The Council’s constitution and website would be updated accordingly.

RECOMMENDED that the Council approves the scheme of allowance v14.1 for 2026/27.

Proposed by Councillor McBurney, seconded by Alderman Graham, that the recommendation be adopted. 

Alderman McIlveen stated that he did not, and had never, claimed mileage, so the decision did not affect him personally.  He reminded Members that the Council had taken a decision on this matter several years previously, agreeing to align mileage rates with HMRC levels, and that the current position was therefore consistent with that previous decision.  He added that only a small number of Councillors claimed mileage and he did not believe the change would make a significant difference to the Council’s budget.

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Councillor McBurney, seconded by Alderman Graham, that the recommendation be adopted.  
6.     LEARNING AND DEVELOPMENT STRATEGY 2026 – 2029
(Appendix IV) 

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Corporate Services detailing that the Learning and Development Plan reflected and reinforces the approach to learning within the Corporate Plan, the Workforce Plan, the Organisational Development Strategy and the Strategic Change Service Plan.

As part of the Policy Review Procedure, consultation had occurred with management, trade union partners and the Staff Consultative Committee. The draft could be found in Appendix 1. 

RECOMMENDED that the Council approves the Learning and Development Plan 2026 - 2027.

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Councillor Moore, seconded by Councillor McBurney, that the recommendation be adopted.  
7.      ROADMAP TO SUSTAINABILITY	(Appendix V & VI)	

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Corporate Services detailing that the Roadmap to Sustainability provided the Council’s overarching framework for embedding sustainability across all services, aligning environmental, social and economic priorities.

As a cross-Council initiative, delivery of the roadmap was supported through:
· Directorate-led actions, and
· Existing strategies and action plans,

A review of the roadmap and its supporting arrangements had been undertaken to strengthen governance, improve clarity of reporting, update actions (and sub-actions) and support delivery.

Key Issues
As a relatively new service area within the council, the Climate Team led the delivery of the Roadmap to Sustainability, originally developed in 2021.  While the plan ran through to 2028, this was considered an appropriate point to refresh governance structures and reporting mechanisms to improve oversight, strengthen accountability, and enhance the tracking of progress in line with current organisational priorities and resource capacity.

The updated Roadmap comprised two elements: an interactive online document (appendix 1) and an Action Tracker Spreadsheet (appendix 2). The interactive document provided a clear, high-level overview of how sustainability was embedded across the Council, including key actions and governance arrangements. The Action Tracker captured cross-Council actions and associated monitoring arrangements, aligning them with existing committee reporting structures to minimise duplication and providing clarity on reporting routes, timescales, status updates and responsible Heads of Service.

A simplified version of the Action Tracker (appendix 2) had been developed for Members to support scrutiny and decision-making and improve visibility of progress. A more detailed internal version continued to be used by officers, incorporating additional operational information. That approach ensured clarity without introducing unnecessary complexity.

The revised approach strengthened ownership of delivery by clearly setting out accountability at Head of Service level and supporting oversight through existing governance structures.  Monitoring arrangements had been refined so that the Corporate Services Committee received an overarching update, while other committees continued to receive reports on actions within their remit.  Actions reported through the Roadmap were expanded upon within this report, while those reported elsewhere were not duplicated.

Action to be reported via the Roadmap to Sustainability

Social Sustainability
Action 1 – Stand for Sustainability Awareness Campaign
· The Council’s sustainability awareness campaign (in place since 2018) was being refreshed to increase its impact, with updated materials, greater visibility, and stronger engagement across the Borough.
· The campaign promoted sustainable behaviours within the Council and the wider community, including outreach at tourism events to raise awareness and encourage practical action.
· Work was ongoing to highlight simple, practical steps that individuals and communities could take to support sustainability.
· Opportunities to expand volunteering were being actively explored with partners, including new initiatives, partnerships, and frameworks to increase participation in sustainability-related activities.
· There was an opportunity to provide tailored training for elected members to strengthen understanding of resilience and sustainability, supporting decision-making and community leadership.

Action 2 – Resilient Communities
· Community resilience was being progressed as a Community Planning workstream, with a focus on targeted engagement and partnership working across the Borough.
· A Citizen Space survey (Big Climate Conversation) had been developed and promoted via social media to gather residents’ views, experiences, and challenges relating to climate change and resilience.
· Additional in-person engagement, including on-street surveys, was planned to maximise participation and ensure a broad range of feedback.
· A series of workshops was being delivered with partner organisations to support knowledge-sharing and encourage community-led action, beginning with an event in partnership with the Over 50s Council.
· A Big Climate Conversation, to gather the views of Children and Young People was being planned for the autumn.
· Work was ongoing to align those activities with wider partnership networks, ensuring a coordinated and joined-up approach to strengthening community resilience.

Economic Sustainability
Action 7 – Work towards Ards and North Down as a Sustainable Tourism Destination
· Work had strengthened alignment between tourism, climate and community planning priorities, embedding sustainability principles into tourism activity and promoting a shared vision for Ards and North Down as a sustainable destination.
· The Sustainable Tourism Group had agreed a Sustainable Tourism Action Plan (2026–27), setting out actions, commitments and success measures.
· The Group brought together key partners across tourism, environment, community and economic sectors to support a coordinated approach.
· The Group had co-designed a Good Visitor Promise to promote responsible visitor behaviour and support the protection of local communities, environment and heritage.
· The Good Visitor Promise was launched in May 2026 and was being actively promoted through online platforms, partner channels, events and social media.
· Supporting communications materials had been developed, including an animation (Good Visitor Promise ) and poster.
· Work had progressed on a Good Business Promise, providing a mechanism for tourism businesses to support the sustainable tourism ambition and align their practices with the Good Visitor Promise.
· Loughs and Legends (formerly the Sustainable Giants) had become formally constituted and had established governance and marketing sub-groups to support its development.  It had progressed the creation of sustainable itineraries and worked in collaboration with SERC students to develop a basic website to showcase its offer. The group had also attended trade shows to raise its profile and was currently developing a social media marketing plan to communicate and promote its activities more effectively.

Environmental Sustainability
Action 8 – ISO 14001
· The Council continued to maintain its ISO 14001 Environmental Management System (EMS), ensuring that all required records were up to date and effectively managed in line with the standard.
· The programme of internal EMS audits was progressing as planned, supporting ongoing compliance and identifying opportunities for continual improvement. To support that, internal auditor training was delivered in February 2026 to strengthen capacity and capability within the organisation.
· Preparation for, and completion of, external audits was also being managed to ensure continued adherence to ISO 14001 requirements.
· Systems and processes were regularly reviewed to support sustained compliance, performance and maintenance of external accreditation.

Corporate Sustainability
Action 21 – Climate Change and Sustainability Policy Framework
· The Climate Change and Sustainability Policy Framework had been updated to reflect the Council’s current approach to sustainability and climate action.
· It was approved by Corporate Services Committee in February 2026. 
· The revised framework aligned with the refreshed Roadmap to Sustainability and associated governance arrangements. 
· The revised Environmental Policy Statement was displayed across Council buildings to improve visibility and awareness. 
· Internal communications had been used to promote the updated policy framework and increase staff awareness. 
· The framework would continue to be reviewed periodically to ensure it remained aligned with organisational priorities and emerging legislative requirements.

Action 23 – Staff training on Climate Change and Sustainability
· A mandatory climate change and sustainability e-learning module was developed and successfully launched in November 2025, providing staff with a consistent baseline understanding of key issues and the Council’s approach. In addition, an Environmental Management System (EMS) e-learning module had also been created to support staff awareness of EMS requirements and processes.
· Development of toolbox talks was currently underway in collaboration with the Estates team, supporting practical, role-specific guidance for staff.
· In-person training sessions, including tailored training for elected members, were being considered for delivery following the upcoming election period to ensure they were timely and aligned with Council priorities.

Action 24 – Facilitation of Climate and Sustainability Forum
· The Climate and Sustainability Forum (previously the Climate and Sustainability Champion Working Group) continued to play a key role in reviewing, updating and progressing roadmap actions. The group was relaunched under a new name in April 2026, with updated Terms of Reference to reflect its evolving role and priorities.
· Meetings were successfully held in January and April 2026, with representation from each Directorate, ensuring a collaborative, cross-Council approach to delivering sustainability objectives.

Next Steps
The roadmap to Sustainability would be updated every six months (June and November) and reported to Elected Members via the Corporate Services Committee. The internal Officer Climate and Sustainability Forum would review, update and add actions to ensure the Action Tracker captured the breadth of activity undertaken by the Council to deliver its statutory duty for sustainable development.

Summary
The Action Tracker provided a comprehensive, cross-Council overview of sustainability activity across four themes: social, economic, environmental, and corporate sustainability. It demonstrated a broad and active programme of work, with most actions progressing and delivery moving from strategy development into implementation.  Social and economic actions were largely underway, environmental activity represented the most extensive programme with a mix of completed strategies and ongoing delivery, and corporate sustainability was well established through governance structures, with further work ongoing to embed training and organisational practices.

While most actions within the Action Tracker were progressing, a small number were either at an early stage or identified as delayed. Those were primarily within specific operational areas, including elements of waste management delivery and aspects of climate adaptation and training. Those actions were being monitored through existing governance arrangements, and updates would be provided through the relevant reporting routes.  At this stage, no significant risks to overall delivery had been identified.

RECOMMENDED that the Council approves this report, the updated Roadmap for 
Sustainability and the new action tracker.

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Alderman McRandal, seconded by Councillor W Irvine, that the recommendation be adopted.  
8.      CUSTOMER COMPLAINTS ANNUAL UPDATE
	(Appendix VII & VIII)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Corporate Services detailing that the Council adopted the NIPSO Model Complaints Handling Procedure (MCHP) for the Local Government sector, providing a standardised approach to dealing with customer complaints across the public sector in Northern Ireland. In particular, the aim was to implement a standardised and consistent process for customers to follow which made it simpler to complain, ensured staff and customer confidence in complaints handling and encouraged public bodies to make best use of lessons learned from complaints.  Customer Complaints statistics were published on the Council’s website quarterly. 

As part of the MCHP, the Council was required to provide an annual report to NIPSO and publish the results on its website for customers to view. The report must clearly document: 

· the volume of complaints that had been received
· whether the Council had dealt with the complaints in line with the new MCHP
· any lessons learned from the complaint
· any actions taken to ensure the complaints did not recur.

Council officers had created a ‘complaints dashboard’ which showed key metrics like number of complaints, categories, resolution status and response times.  Appendix 1 showed the dashboard for 1 April 2025 – 31 March 2026.

It was important to learn from complaints and therefore officers had also documented the lessons learned. That was written in plain English and highlighted recurring issues, root causes, and actionable insights to improve processes and prevent future problems.  Appendix 2 documented the complaint summaries, lessons learned and action plan for 1 April 2025 – 31 March 2026.

RECOMMENDED that the Council approves this report be submitted to NIPSO. 

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

Councillor W Irvine said it was good to see that so many complaints had been resolved at stage 1 and asked if that was better or worse than the previous year.  The Head of Corporate Governance replied that was better in terms of complaints received and compliance under the Council’s commitments to the complaints process and its timelines.        

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

(Having declared an interest in Item 9 Alderman McIlveen, Councillor W Irvine and Councillor Cochrane left the meeting at 7.09 pm)

(Councillor Chambers entered the meeting)
9.      ECNI ANNUAL EQUALITY PROGRESS
	(Appendix IX)	

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Corporate Services detailing that as Members would be aware, Ards and North Down Borough Council prepared an annual report on the progress it had made on implementing the arrangements set out in its equality scheme to discharge its Section 75 statutory duties (Section 75 annual progress report).

The Equality Commission for Northern Ireland (ECNI) had requested that all Councils complete a template to demonstrate progress on its implementation of the Section 75 statutory duties of The Northern Ireland Act 1998 and progress on implementation of positive duties under Section 49A of the Disability Discrimination Order (DDO) 2006. 

Next Steps
The completed Draft Annual ECNI Report 2025-2026 was attached in Appendix 1. 

RECOMMENDED that the Council approves the Draft ECNI annual Report 2025-2026 as detailed in Appendix 1.

Councillor Gilmour asked to make an alternative proposal which was seconded by Alderman Graham; 

To propose with the exception of page 17, question 11, remove the Orange Victims day event as an example of good practice.  

She indicated that she would not elaborate too much because obviously the Council had previously discussed the Orange Victims Day event.  When the discussions had taken place every party in the Chamber had disagreed with the fact that it was costing £6,000 and that was viewed as a waste of money.  She therefore did not believe that should be included as best practice in the Council’s response.   

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Councillor Gilmour, seconded by Alderman Graham, that the recommendation be adopted with the exception of page 17, question 11, remove the Orange Victims Day event as an example of good practice.  

(Alderman McIlveen, Councillor W Irvine and Councillor Cochrane returned to the meeting at 7.11 pm). 

10.    DAERA RURAL NEEDS ANNUAL PROGRESS 
	(Appendix X & XI)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Corporate Services detailing that as Members would be aware, Section 1 of the Rural Needs Act (Northern Ireland) 2016 placed a duty on public authorities, including Councils, to have due regard to rural needs when developing, adopting, implementing or revising policies, strategies and plans, and when designing and delivering public services. In carrying out that duty and in line with guidance issued by the Department of Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs (DAERA), the Council carried out rural screening exercises on its policies. 

A Rural Needs screening exercise was carried out simultaneously by officers when completing other screening of policies. The 2016 Act placed a further obligation on public authorities to compile information on the exercise of its functions under section 1 of the Act (i.e., information on completed screening exercises), and to report that annually to DAERA.

DAERA had produced a template for public authorities to complete when compiling the information for its annual return.  DAERA then collated all the returns it received and produced an annual Rural Needs Monitoring Report. The Council’s draft return for 1 April 2025 - 31 March 2026 was attached to this report at Appendix 1 and provided detail on the rural screening exercises completed during this period.

Key Issues
DAERA had launched a reporting portal on 1 April 2026.  The Council was currently working with officers in DAERA to ensure compatibility between the new portal and the Council’s existing process.  There was also a request to use the portal for this current return and again officers were working with DAERA to reach a suitable compromise without having to duplicate work already carried out by officers. See Appendix 2 for more details.

Next Steps
Officers requested approval to send Appendix 1 to fulfil the Council’s obligations. Regardless of whether the portal was used or DAERA accept the current reporting format, the information would remain the same as in Appendix 1.

RECOMMENDED that the Council approves the Draft Rural Needs Report 2025-2026 as detailed in Appendix 1.

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

11. 	YEAR-END OUTTURN 2025-2026 
	(Appendix XII)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Corporate Services detailing that each year a strategic budget report was brought to the Council four times a year. This was the fourth and final report, which set out the final budgetary performance for the year and detailed the planned transfers to be made to the Earmarked Reserve.

Key Issues
This strategic budget report set out the key income and expenditure variances for the 2025/26 financial year and showed that budgetary performance was largely in line with expectations with a small surplus of £258k. That would allow the general fund balance to remain above the 7.5% target set out in the Reserves Policy.

Next Steps
The first budget report of the new financial year would be reported to the Committee in September 2026 covering the first four months of the 2026/27 financial year.

RECOMMENDED that the Council notes the strategic budget report and approves the amendment of the Reserves Policy to create a Waste Fund within the strategic reserves.

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

12.   	CORPORATE SERVICE PERFORMANCE JUNE 2026   
	(Appendix XIII & XVIII)

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

· Community Plan – published every 10-15 years 
· Corporate Plan – published every 4 years (Corporate Plan 2024-2028)
· Performance Improvement Plan (PIP) – published annually in September
· Service Plan – developed annually (approved annually in March)

The Council’s 16 Service Plans outlined how each respective Service would contribute to the achievement of the Corporate objectives including, but not limited to, any relevant actions identified in the PIP.

Reporting Approach
The Service Plans would be reported to relevant Committees on a half-yearly basis as undernoted:

	Reference
	Period
	Reporting Month

	Half Year (H1)
	April – September
	December

	Half Year (H2)
	October – March
	June



The reports for October 2025 – March 2026 were attached in the below appendices:

Appendix 1 Community Planning and Climate 
Appendix 2 Communications and Marketing 
Appendix 3 Finance 
Appendix 4 Strategic Change 
Appendix 5 Corporate Governance 
Appendix 6 Human Resources  

RECOMMENDED that the Council notes this report and Appendices 1-6.

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

13.    CLIMATE ACTION
	(Appendix IXX & XX)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Corporate Services detailing that this report presented the Council’s first Annual Climate Action Report for 2025–26 (appendix 1 and 2) and provided Members with a high-level summary of progress, governance arrangements, and associated investment in delivering the Council’s Climate Action (Mitigation) Plan and Climate Adaptation Plan.

The Council’s Climate Action was informed by the Climate Change Act (Northern Ireland) 2022, which placed duties on public bodies to contribute to emissions reduction targets and to prepare for the impacts of climate change, alongside requirements for monitoring, reporting, and transparency.

The Climate Action Annual Report formed part of the Council’s response to these duties.  It established an annual reporting cycle, providing a structured and transparent account of progress in delivering both the Climate Action (Mitigation) Plan and the Climate Adaptation Plan.

Summary of Progress
Steady progress had been made, but accelerated delivery would be required.
The Council had achieved an 11.54% reduction in emissions from the 2019/20 baseline, demonstrating continued progress in reducing emissions across its estate and operations. However, further acceleration would be required if the Council was to meet the 2030 target. 
Strong governance and reporting arrangements were now in place.
The establishment of the Climate Action Board, alongside the development of the Carbon Dashboard and annual reporting cycle, provided a clear framework for oversight, monitoring, and accountability. 
Climate action was being embedded across Council services.
Delivery was being progressed through existing service structures, aligning climate objectives with asset management, service planning, and operational decision-making rather than through stand-alone programmes.
Adaptation was being addressed alongside mitigation.
Alongside emissions reduction, the Council was strengthening resilience to flooding, extreme weather and other climate risks through its Climate Adaptation Plan and Nature-Based Solutions.
Investment has been integrated into existing programmes.
Climate-related investment was being delivered through approved strategies, capital programmes, and existing budgets, with further investment areas identified for future decision.
Summary of progress (Mitigation and Adaptation)
This section summarised progress made during 2025–26 against the Council’s climate action priorities.

Energy management and the Council estate
The Council continued to manage energy use across its estate through established energy and environmental management arrangements. During 2025–26, that included ongoing monitoring of energy consumption, identification of efficiency measures, and alignment of climate objectives with estate management and capital planning processes.

In addition to reducing emissions, estate‑related actions support climate adaptation by improving the Council’s ability to manage overheating, severe weather impacts, and future energy constraints. Embedding climate considerations within asset management helped ensure buildings remained safe, usable, and affordable to operate as climate risks increased.

Costs and/or savings
Energy management activity during the year was delivered largely through existing budgets and approved programmes, including established energy management and monitoring systems. As a result, no new or stand‑alone climate funding was required in 2025–26. While precise savings attributable to individual actions were difficult to isolate, this approach supported ongoing efficiency improvements and helped avoid higher future costs associated with inefficient buildings and unmanaged energy use.
Environment Committee (March 2026) agreed to annual carbon reduction targets across the Estates Energy Management Programme.  A budget for 2026/27 had been secured and the report indicated a total budget of £3.4 million was required to implement all identified projects up to 2030.

Natural environment, woodland, and biodiversity
During 2026-26 the Council strengthened its approach to the natural environment, with a particular focus on trees, woodland, and green infrastructure. The Council made further use of improved data and evidence to support decision‑making, including understanding the role of trees and green spaces in carbon sequestration, biodiversity, air quality, and climate resilience.

Nature‑based actions played a key role in climate adaptation. Investment in trees, woodland and green infrastructure supported flood risk management, urban cooling and biodiversity resilience while also delivering carbon benefits. Strengthening evidence and data on the Council’s natural assets improved long‑term resilience and supported informed responses to climate impacts already being experienced across the Borough.

Costs and/or savings
Investment during the year included previously approved expenditure on systems and tools to improve data quality and asset understanding. Those costs were modest and were agreed through Committee decisions. 

Annually £30,000 was invested in delivering the tree planting activities of the Tree and Woodland Strategy. 
A business case had also been approved to fund the purchase of additional land to increase the areas available for tree planting. 

Fleet and Transport
During 2025–26, the Council continued to progress work to reduce emissions from its vehicle fleet, recognising that fleet and fuel use accounted for a significant proportion of the Council’s operational emissions.  Activity during the year focused on assessing realistic transition options, understanding infrastructure constraints, and managing fuel‑related cost pressures while maintaining essential frontline services.

Work undertaken included further evaluation of alternative fuels and low‑emission vehicle options, alongside early investigations into depot charging infrastructure.  This work had confirmed that the pace and scale of change was influenced by external factors such as energy grid capacity and the availability and cost of alternative fuels.
The work also had an adaptation dimension, as more resilient fleet planning helped maintain service delivery during extreme weather events and fuel supply disruptions.

Costs and/or savings
No new fleet‑wide investment decisions were taken during 2025–26. However, reports to Members identified emerging cost pressures associated with alternative fuels, as well as the potential need for future capital investment in charging infrastructure. Those cost pressures were not currently committed and would require separate business cases and Committee approval.  Over the longer term, reduced fuel consumption, lower maintenance costs, and improved price stability continued to be identified as potential benefits, but those had not yet been monetised.

The Roadmap to a Green Fleet included commitments to transition smaller vehicles, with the costs of replacement or leasing expected to be largely met through the existing vehicle replacement programme and its associated budget.

The cost of implementing the decarbonisation of larger vehicles within the Council fleet was currently unknown.

Governance, skills, and organisational capacity
Effective climate action during 2025–26 was supported through cross‑service working and existing staff capacity rather than the creation of new delivery structures. Climate considerations were increasingly embedded within service planning, estates management and operational decision‑making.

The approach reflected the Council’s intention to mainstream climate action across its functions and to align delivery with existing governance, financial and performance management arrangements.

Building organisational capacity and embedding climate considerations within decision‑making also supported adaptation by improving the Council’s ability to anticipate, manage and respond to future climate risks in a coordinated way.

Costs and/or savings
The primary costs associated with governance and delivery capacity related to existing staff roles and functions. Those were met from existing budgets.  By embedding climate action within current structures, the Council had avoided the need for significant new overheads while reducing the risk of non‑compliance and supporting more coordinated investment decisions.

Climate Investment and Financial Approach
In line with previous Member direction to provide clarity on the costs of delivering the Climate Action Plan, the report provided visibility of costs by drawing together climate-related expenditure from approved strategies, capital programmes, and existing budgets.

This approach ensured that:
· all expenditure had been subject to appropriate governance and Committee approval;
· climate action was delivered through mainstream service and financial planning processes; and
· Members had visibility of both agreed investment and emerging cost pressures.

Agreed Investment
The following headline investments had already been agreed by the Council and directly supported delivery of climate actions:

· Energy Management / Sustainable Energy Strategy
Investment of £3.4 million (to 2030) to support energy efficiency and renewable energy measures across the Council estate.
· Tree and Woodland Strategy
Investment of £1 million to support land acquisition, tree planting and long-term carbon sequestration and biodiversity outcomes.
· Climate Ready Parks Action Plan
Delivery was being progressed through existing parks and capital budgets, supporting climate resilience, green infrastructure, and flood management.
· Fleet Replacement Programme
Transition to lower emission vehicles was being progressed through the existing fleet replacement programme, with no separate standalone budget approved at this stage.

Due to uncertainties in how the larger fleet would be transitioned, including infrastructure requirements and wider market factors, it had not been possible to identify a single overall cost at this stage.

Those investment decisions, and any future decisions, would be reported to the associated Council committee.

Emerging Costs and Future Investment
The report identified a number of areas where future investment may be required, including:
· expansion of low-emission fleet and supporting infrastructure;
· depot and charging infrastructure requirements; and
· wider energy and estate decarbonisation measures.

Carbon Dashboard and Investment Planning
The Council had developed a Carbon Dashboard to support the monitoring and management of emissions across its estate and operations. The Dashboard provided a structured approach to tracking energy consumption, associated carbon emissions, and progress against the Council’s emissions reduction targets.

The Dashboard was being further developed to incorporate planned and approved projects, including those funded through the Council’s £3.4 million investment in energy management and estate decarbonisation. As part of this process, the Council was linking individual projects to:
· associated capital and revenue expenditure;
· projected carbon savings; and
· expected financial savings over time.

That would strengthen the Council’s ability to understand both the carbon and financial impact of individual actions and programmes.

As the Dashboard was fully populated, it would provide a robust evidence base to:
· identify where the greatest emissions reductions could be achieved;
· assess the relative value for money of different interventions;
· understand payback periods and lifecycle costs; and
· track both projected and actual savings, including carbon and financial benefits.

That would support more informed decision-making and enable future investment proposals to be prioritised based on impact, value for money and deliverability, while ensuring alignment with the Council’s emissions reduction targets and financial planning processes.

Summary
The Climate Action Annual Report demonstrated that the Council had started to make progress in establishing governance, planning, and initial delivery of climate action across its operations.

The next phase would require an increased pace of delivery, supported by continued integration of climate action into service planning, strengthened monitoring, and the development of future investment proposals where required.

The Annual Report formed part of the Council’s response to the duties emerging from the Climate Act (NI), providing a structured record of actions taken and progress made during the year.

RECOMMENDED that the Council notes this report. 

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

Alderman McRandal began by congratulating the Chair on his new role and stressed that work on Climate Action was very important.  He thanked the Community Planning and Climate Change Manager for undertaking that to date and pulling it into the Climate Action Plan.  
Councillor W Irvine suggested that, in terms of potential costs that would be coming to the Council, he was aware of the need for investment in fleet. He noted that if the Council were to transition its fleet, funding would be needed to support that. In the context of net zero, he questioned how affordable such a transition would be and said he did not want to see that financial pressure placed on ratepayers in future years.
The Community Planning and Climate Change Manager acknowledged that the fleet and its transition to net zero had always been recognised as a significant challenge. Plans were in place with the Head of Estates to begin transitioning the smaller vehicles.  She added that, only the previous week, the team had advised that it was  exploring the option of leasing an electric bin lorry next year to test its capabilities across the Council’s various routes.  She noted that this would be a substantial challenge but one that had been prioritised within the internal Climate Action Board, as it was essential for making meaningful progress toward a lower‑carbon fleet.
  
AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Alderman McRandal, seconded by Councillor W Irvine, that the recommendation be adopted.  

14.	PRUDENTIAL INDICATORS AND TREASURY MANAGEMENT 2025- 2026 

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Corporate Services detailing that the Local Government Finance Act (NI) 2011 and the Prudential and Treasury Codes issued by the Chartered Institute of Public Finance and Accountancy (CIPFA), supported by guidance issued by the Department for Communities, required the Council to approve financial policies and strategies for its capital financing and treasury management activities.  As a minimum, the Council was required to receive and approve annual capital and treasury management strategies at the commencement of each year, quarterly updates and an annual report after the close of each financial year.

This report met the last requirement of an annual report for the 2025/26 financial year. The purpose of this report was to highlight performance against the Prudential Indicators (PIs) which were set for capital expenditure, capital financing and treasury management activities set out in the Council’s annual strategies, which were approved in February 2025.

Key Issues

Capital - Expenditure & Financing
The PIs for capital expenditure and financing should ensure that, within a clear framework, the capital investment plans of the Council were affordable, prudent and sustainable.  Updates to those PIs were set out below.

Table 1.11 below summarised the total amount of capital expenditure incurred during 2025/26 compared to the original estimate approved by the Council.

	
	Estimate
	Actual
	Variance

	Table 1.11
	£m
	£m
	£m

	Capital Expenditure 2025/26
	26.264
	12.045
	14.219

	Add Leases onto Balance Sheet
	0.00
	0.491
	(0.491)

	Total Capital Expenditure (inc. Leases)
	26.264
	12.536
	13.728



The variance showed that the actual expenditure for the year was below the estimate by £13.7m. That was primarily due to programme slippages in the planned major capital schemes, i.e., Ward Main Development delay in starting works due to late design amendments, location problems with the Digital Innovation Hub and delay in the preliminary proposal for a 3G pitch at Portavogie. There were also underspends in operational budgets, such as less outlay in replacement vehicles, ICT hardware and artificial pitches.

During 2024/25 IFRS16 accounting standard was introduced. Right of Use (leased) assets, along with the liabilities had to be accounted for. That transition provided a clearer picture of the Council’s financial health by ensuring all lease obligations were visible and the financing of that capital expenditure was accounted for.  During the year, the Council renegotiated the Bangor Bay lease with Crown Estate and entered into a 4-year computer lease.

Table 1.12 below summarised how the capital expenditure for 2025/26 of £12.536m had been financed.
	
	Actual

	
	2025/26

	Table 1.12
	£m

	Capital Expenditure
	12.536

	Financed by:
	

	Grants
	(4.026)

	[bookmark: _Hlk199601654]Capital Receipts
	(1.064)

	Revenue/Reserves
	(0.573)

	Balance to be met from 
	6.873

	Borrowings
	6.382

	Leases
	0.491




The unfinanced balance of £6.873m required was to be met from borrowings and leases.  That formed part of the Capital Financing Requirement (see 1.2 below) and was financed through an annual charge for minimum revenue provision (MRP).

Despite capital expenditure continuing to run behind budget, the Council charged the full amount of budgeted MRP to the comprehensive income and expenditure statement. That had the effect of smoothing capital financing costs over the longer term, by building up excess financing now which could be released in the future to mitigate the peak in future years. That approach was in line with the Council’s budgeting strategy and assisted in ensuring that its capital investment programme was affordable, sustainable and also prudent. This ‘reserve’ stood at £4.5M and was built into future budgeting plans.

Capital – Capital Financing Requirement and External Borrowings
The Council’s underlying need to borrow to finance capital expenditure was termed the Capital Financing Requirement (CFR).  It was simply a measure of the total cumulative historic capital expenditure which had not yet been met from either revenue or capital resources.

The CFR increased as new debt-financed capital expenditure was incurred and reduced as MRP (minimum revenue provision) was charged to revenue.  See section 1.4 for further information on MRP. 

Statutory guidance was that debt should remain below the capital financing requirement, except in the short term.  The actual positions on the CFR and Gross Borrowing at 31 March 25 compared to the estimates set were shown in table 1.21 below.


	
	Estimate
	Actual

	
	31/03/26
	31/03/26

	Table 1.21
	£m
	£m

	Capital Financing Requirement (CFR)
	83.887
	76.989

	External Gross Borrowing
	64.719
	59.408

	Under/(Over) Borrowing Requirement
	19.168
	17.581

	Gross Borrowing within CFR
	Yes
	Yes



The difference between the CFR and the Gross Borrowing figures represented the Council’s underlying need to borrow (£17.6m March 2026) and indicated that historic capital expenditure had been temporarily financed from internal revenue resources.  That had been made possible due to an increase in the Council’s cash reserves in the current and previous years.  The position had been similar for several years now with the Council last taking out long-term borrowings in November 2018.

In order to ensure that borrowing levels were prudent over the medium term, the Council’s gross external borrowing should not, except in the short term, exceed the total of the CFR in the preceding year plus the estimates of any additional CFR for the current and following two financial years.  The forecast CFR for 31 March 2028  (based on the Council’s latest approved capital investment plan) was £106.3m.  In that regard, it was considered that the Council’s borrowing level at 31 March 2026 of £59.4m was prudent.  

When making borrowing decisions, management would continue to work with its treasury advisors, Arlingclose, to develop the most appropriate borrowing strategy.  That was expected to consider the benefits, risks, and impacts of both short-term and long-term loans, with the aim of minimising long-term interest costs.

Capital - Debt and the Authorised Limit and Operational Boundary
Council was legally obliged to set an affordable borrowing limit each year, known as the ‘Authorised Limit’.  In line with statutory guidance, a lower ‘operational boundary’ was also set as a warning level should debt approach the limit.  The maximum gross borrowings, which included leasing, at any point during the year was £63m.  That meant that the Council maintained its borrowings within both the Authorised Limit and the Operational Boundary set for the year, as shown in table 1.31 below.

	Table 1.31
	2025/26

	Operational boundary – borrowing *
	£ 83.9m

	Authorised limit – borrowing ^
	£ 88.9m

	Maximum Gross Borrowing during 2025/26
	£63.0m 










* The operational boundary – the operational boundary was the expected borrowing position of the Council during the year and was based on expenditure and cash flow modelling.  Periods where the actual position was either below or over the operational boundary were acceptable subject to the authorised limit not being breached.  

^ The authorised limit - Section 13 of the Local Government Finance Act (Northern Ireland) 2011 required the Council to set an authorised limit for borrowing at the beginning of each financial year.  During the year, the Council did not have the power to borrow above this level.

Capital - Revenue Budget Implications
Capital expenditure was not charged directly to the revenue budget.  Instead, interest payable on borrowings and MRP (minimum revenue provision), together known as capital financing costs, were charged to revenue. Those financing costs were compared to the net revenue stream, i.e., the amount funded from District Rates and general government grants, to show the proportion of the net revenue stream which was made up of capital financing costs.  The final position against the budget set for the 2025/26 year was set out in table 1.41 below.
	
	Estimate
	Actual
	Variance

	Table 1.41
	2025/26
	2025/26
	2025/26

	Capital financing cost (£m)
	£10.111m
	£10.145m
	£0.034m

	Net Revenue Stream
	£68.782m
	£69.009m
	£0.227m

	Proportion of net revenue stream (%)
	14.7%
	       14.7%
	0.0%



Treasury Management – Debt Activity
Long-Term Loans During 2025/26, no new long-term loans were taken out and loan principal repayments of £3.6m were made against existing loans. That resulted in a level of long-term borrowings at 31 March 2026 of £53.3m, as shown in table 2.1 below.

	Table 2.11
	
	
	
	

	Lender
	Balance 01/04/25
	New Loans
	Repayments 
	Balance 31/03/26

	Dept of Finance
	£ 50.601m
	£       -
	(£ 2.593m)
	£ 48.007m

	Banks (LOBOs)
	£   6.275m
	£       -
	(£ 1.000m)
	£   5.275m

	Totals
	£ 56.876m
	£       -
	(£ 3.593m)
	£ 53.282m



Short-Term Loans Council did not currently hold any short-term borrowings.  

Treasury Management - Debt Related Treasury Activity Limits
The table below showed the position of all debt related treasury activity limits.  
	Table 2.21
	

	Interest rate exposures
	Limit 2025/26
	Actual at 31/03/26

	Quantity of debt held at variable interest rates - upper limit
	30%
	0%

	Quantity of debt held at fixed interest rates - upper limit
	100%
	100%



	Table 2.22
	

	Maturity structure of fixed interest rate borrowing 
	Lower Limit 2025/26
	Upper Limit 2025/26
	Actual 2025/26

	Under 12 months
	0%
	15%
	5.8%

	12 months to 2 years
	0%
	15%
	4.9%

	2 years to 5 years
	0%
	20%
	19.3%

	5 years to 10 years
	0%
	30%
	27.8%

	10 years and above
	30%
	90%
	42.2%




Treasury Management - Debt Rescheduling and Average Interest Rates 
Officers were not able to avail of any debt rescheduling opportunities during the year as the differential of 1% between new borrowing rates and premature repayment rates on government loans did not create any viable options.  At 31 March 2026, the average interest rate for the Council’s total debt portfolio was 3.82%.

Treasury Management - Investment Activity
The objectives of the Council’s investment strategy were safeguarding the repayment of the principal and interest on its investments on time, with the investment return being a secondary objective. The current investment climate continued to be one of overriding risk consideration, particularly that of counterparty risk.  In line with advice provided by treasury management consultants, officers continued to implement an operational investment strategy of placing short-term investments with approved high-quality counterparties.  

For the year to 31 March 2026, Council earned interest of £460k on investment deals with approved financial institutions, comparing adversely to the budget set for the year of £546k.  That was due to falling interest rates during the year.  The activity for the year was summarised in Table 2.31 below.

	Table 2.31
	Average Deposit Size
	Average Term
	Average Interest Rate
	Interest Earned

	CCLA Public Sector Deposit Fund
	£3.0m
	Call A/c
	4.46%
	£124,167

	State Street Global Advisors
	£3.0m
	Call A/c
	4.03%
	£122,899

	Invesco Investment Mgt Ltd
	£2.7m
	Call A/c
	4.07%
	£110,161

	Bank of Scotland
	£1.6m
	Call A/c
	3.83%
	£  60,327

	Barclays Bank
	£1.6m
	Call A/c
	4.09%
	£  38,915

	Santander
	£0.4m
	Call A/c
	2.60%
	£    3,274

	Totals
	£459,743



The Treasury Management Strategy Statement included controls regarding diversification of balances among financial institutions to mitigate security risk. Those limits allowed for the higher of £3m or 30% of total investments to be held with one counterparty, except for periods of up to 4 days for administrative purposes. The Council did not breach this policy during 2025/26.

The total balance of funds held in investment accounted on 31 March 2026 was £8.0m.  The table below showed the risk and return metrics on those investments against other NI Councils.
	Table 2.3
	Counterparties
	Investments

	Table 2.32
	Credit Rating 
	Liquidity
	Rate of Return (%)

	ANDBC
	A+
	100%
	3.77%

	NI Council Average
	A+
	54%
	4.10%


Source: Arlingclose Ltd Local Authority Quarterly Investment Benchmarking report Mar-26

The Council’s limit for total principal sums invested for periods longer than 364 days was £500k. The Council had not entered into any such investments. 

RECOMMENDED that the Council notes this report.   

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

15.	AI TELEPHONE TRIAL
	(Appendix XXI) 

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Corporate Services detailing that the Council received over 36,000 incoming phone calls over a year. 

Many incoming phone calls related to routine enquiries across a range of Council services, and staff time was often spent identifying the nature of the query, redirecting callers to the correct team, or repeating information that was already available on the Council’s website. That could create avoidable delays for customers and place additional pressure on front-line services. 

Key Issues
An AI-assisted contact solution could help by providing callers with quick and consistent answers drawn from approved website content, while also directing more complex enquiries to the appropriate service area. That would help reduce handling time, save staff effort and cost, improve the efficiency of call management, and enhance overall customer satisfaction by giving people faster access to the information they needed.

Next Steps
A SMART: Phone AI trial was available to Local Government. That was a structured trial of AI-powered customer service for councils. That enabled the Council to experience how the SMART: Front Door could transform citizen interactions across phone, chat, email, and web channels with no commitment to purchase the system.

Using real service areas and citizen enquiry types, it was configured in a trial environment that demonstrated measurable impact on the Council’s operations.

The trial typically ran for 4–6 weeks, covering 5 key service areas determined by the Council.

A phone number was given to a number of internal (including Elected Members) and external stakeholder groups. Those groups used the phone number to seek answers to queries and report back.  There would also be a ‘talk to a human’ option, which would also be used to determine the issues raised in the trail. 

Appendix 1 showed the trial details. 



Next Steps
The Council would commence a trail in September 2026 and would report on the outcome of the trial once completed to determine next steps. 

RECOMMENDED that the Council notes this report. 

Proposed by Councillor W Irvine, seconded by Alderman McRandal, that the recommendation be adopted.   
Councillor W Irvine asked officers to outline how the system would work in practice and the Head of Corporate Governance explained that the trial would use a fake telephone number, with a character‑based system responding across five key service areas. It would draw on information from the Council’s website and provide automated text responses, with the potential to reduce around 50% of current phone calls, freeing staff time, and highlighting gaps in online information from the Council’s website.
She encouraged all Members to engage with the trial, since the more information that could be collected during the trial period the better.  Members noted that similar systems were being used already in other organisations.   
Alderman McRandal asked whether the system had been well tested and officers confirmed that the provider chosen specialised in local government and the system was already being used in Derby and Bristol, giving confidence in its suitability.
Alderman McIlveen said it would be a useful way to address website deficiencies and referred to his ongoing difficulty in reaching the Waste and Cleansing team.  The Head of Strategic Change referred to work on a bin‑related digital widget, which had already shown positive impact.  She said the main issue was call‑waiting time, and the system could also support bulky waste and bin order requests for example.  While some residents preferred personal contact, a dual approach could be transformative to the Council’s business.
(Alderman Brooks left the meeting at 7.25 pm).
Councillor Chambers noted the trial was free and asked about future costs should it be adopted.  Officers advised that any implementation would require a full business case, including cost‑benefit analysis, and would form part of a major project aimed at improving customer experience.

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

16. 	NOTICE OF MOTION
16a	Notice of Motion submitted by Councillor McBurney and Councillor McCollum 

Following the deputation from pupils of Rathmore Primary School and Strangford College, which highlighted the importance of ensuring children and young people are included in decisions that affect them, this Council recognises that political literacy is fundamental to a healthy democracy and to preparing the next generation for active civic participation. Accordingly, Council requests that Officers bring forward a report setting out options for the development of a children’s political literacy project to be delivered in advance of the May 2027 election, including, but not limited to: support available from the Electoral Commission; opportunities for Council to deliver the project alongside identified suitable partners; a workshop explaining how government works in Northern Ireland; and the organisation of a mock election to enable children and young people to express their views on the issues that matter most to them.

Amendment
Following the deputation from pupils of Rathmore Primary School and Strangford College, which highlighted the importance of ensuring children and young people are included in decisions that affect them, this Council recognises that political literacy is fundamental to a healthy democracy and to preparing the next generation for active civic participation. Accordingly, Council requests that Officers bring forward a report setting out options for the development of a children’s political literacy project to be delivered in advance of the next General Election, including, but not limited to: support available from the Electoral Commission; opportunities for Council to deliver the project alongside identified suitable partners; a workshop explaining how government works in Northern Ireland and Westminster; and the organisation of a mock election to enable children and young people to express their views on the issues that matter most to them.

In addition, Council notes the importance of Article 12 UNCRC and tasks Officers to examine ways to strengthen the involvement of children and young people in Council activity that directly or indirectly affects them. 

Proposing the Motion Councillor McBurney said this followed from the Deputation made by the pupils of Rathmore Primary School and Strangford College, which had  highlighted the importance of ensuring children and young people were included in decisions that affected them.  She said this Council recognised that political literacy was fundamental to a healthy democracy and to preparing the next generation for active civic participation.
   
Accordingly, the Motion requested that officers bring forward a report setting out options for the development of a children's political literacy project to be delivered in advance of the next General Election, including, but not limited to: support available from the Electoral Commission; opportunities for the Council to deliver the project alongside identified suitable partners; a workshop explaining how government works in Northern Ireland and Westminster; and the organisation of a mock election to enable children and young people to express their views on the issues that matter most to them. 
 
In addition, the Council notes the importance of Article 12 UNCRC and tasks officers to examine ways to strengthen the involvement of children and young people in Council activity that directly or indirectly affected them. 
  
She said proposing this Motion was about something very simple: when decisions affect children and young people, they should have a meaningful opportunity to help shape them.  She referred to the powerful message from the pupils of Rathmore Primary School and Strangford College, and their Deputation had reminded the Committee of something important.  Young people were not just the adults of tomorrow; they were citizens of today, with insight, experience and a clear stake in the future that the Borough was building and she put on record her thanks to Bruce and Poppy for that reminder.

The principle behind the Motion belonged to no one exclusively and should unite everyone since across parties, the Council spoke often about building stronger communities, improving trust in elected representatives, and preparing the next generation to play a full role in civic society. 

She thought that if the Council was serious about those goals, then it must be serious about the participation of children and young people.  Article 12 of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child made it clear that children and young people had the right to express their views on matters affecting them, and to have those views heard and taken seriously.  That was not a token gesture; it was a democratic principle and a practical one too.

Councillor McBurney stressed that when young people were included meaningfully, the quality of decision-making improved.  They brought lived experience, fresh thinking and a perspective that adults, however well-meaning, did not always see on our own.  Evidence from organisations working internationally and across the United Kingdom showed that meaningful participation helped create better policy, strengthened trust in institutions, and equipped young people with the confidence, knowledge and skills to contribute positively to civic life.  It was a process of empowerment, learning and shared responsibility, and its benefits did not end in youth bit carried forward into adulthood, into volunteering, leadership, community action and democratic participation.

That was why the practical steps in the Motion mattered.  A children’s political literacy project, support from the Electoral Commission, partnership working, workshops on how government functioned here and at Westminster, and a mock election were not add-ons; they were ways of making democracy real, understandable and accessible. There was useful learning from the Save the Children’s 2024 Our Generation. Our Vote. project too: its mock election worked because it was grounded in neutral political literacy work beforehand, and when young people were given that opportunity, they engaged seriously with real issues such as education, health, climate and the cost of living.
 
That was especially important in Northern Ireland, where recent Electoral Commission research found that young people wanted to take part in democracy, but many did not feel they had the knowledge or trusted information needed to engage confidently.  The same research found that awareness of the Northern Ireland Assembly was lower than in the other devolved nations, at 46 per cent, while only around a third of under-18s recalled learning about politics at school, and nearly half reported seeing fake political information at least weekly.  That wider evidence was reinforced by NICCY, which had said that meaningful participation was still too often inconsistent and treated as an afterthought, and by the Children’s Law Centre, whose research showed that many children and young people in Northern Ireland still did not feel listened to by politicians and professionals.  

Pivotal’s work also informed that many young people want politics in Northern Ireland to move beyond old divisions and focus on the real issues shaping their future. Those findings should concern everyone. They underlined why early, meaningful engagement mattered, because if we strove for a healthier democracy in the years ahead, we must invest in understanding, confidence and participation now.
It was for that reason that she asking Members to support this Motion to send a clear message that we do not simply talk about young people, but we will listen to them, learn from them, and work with them.  By strengthening the involvement of children and young people in the decisions that affected them, we are not only respecting their rights; we would be investing in a more informed, more engaged and more resilient society for the future. 

Seconding the Motion Councillor McCollum said that she was pleased to give it her support.  She also explained that she had personal experience of a young person’s interest in the political system since her youngest child was the real politician in her house, with past experience as Vice President of the Secondary Students’ Union of Northern Ireland and now as a member of the NIYF executive committee.  Through her, she knew that politically engaged young people were still in the minority, and that there was both a real gap in practical political education and a real appetite for it.

She wanted to recognise the Rights Respecting Ambassadors from Rathmore Primary School and Strangford College, who had visited the Council in April.  They reminded everyone that decisions were made every day in this chamber and across public life which affected children and young people, yet too often they were not being given the information, space or opportunity to understand those decisions or influence them nor, they said, did we always make those decisions while looking through the lens of a child.

That was why political literacy mattered in her view.  It was not about party politics or telling young people what to think but rather helping them understand how decisions were made, how government worked, how elections worked, and how they could express their views in a respectful, informed and democratic way.

The evidence showed that young people in Northern Ireland did want to take part in democracy, but many did not feel they had the knowledge or trusted information to do so confidently.  Electoral Commission research published in March 2026 found that only around a quarter of those aged 18 and under recalled learning about politics in school in the previous year, while four in five said they should learn more about politics in school.

That mattered because young people were forming views in a world of fast-moving information, social media and misinformation.  She explained that if we wanted them to vote when they were eligible, ask questions, challenge respectfully and contribute positively to civic life, we must give them the tools to identify reliable information and understand the democratic systems around them.

The Motion was practical because it asked for options, not a finished scheme.  It asks officers to explore support from the Electoral Commission, suitable partners, and how the Council could support children and young people before the next General Election.
A workshop explaining how government worked in Northern Ireland and at Westminster would be valuable.  Councils, the Assembly, Westminster, Ministers, Departments, MLAs, MPs and Councillors could feel confusing even to adults so young  people deserved clear, age-appropriate explanations too.

She considered a mock election would also be powerful because it turned democracy from an abstract idea into an experience.  Young people could discuss issues, consider different viewpoints, cast a vote and see how results were counted, while expressing the issues that mattered most to them.

The Council was well placed to help since it was a tier of government closest to our communities, and decisions made here shaped places and services that children and young people used every day such as parks, leisure facilities, town centres, environmental work, community planning and local regeneration.  If young people could see that connection, democracy became real.

The Motion also rightly referred to Article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, giving children the right to express themselves and be listened to. That is not a token gesture it was a standard to work towards.  That meant asking where Council decisions directly or indirectly affected children and young people, how they were heard from them early enough to shape those decisions, and how to make participation accessible for pupils of different ages, young people with additional needs, young carers, rural young people and those who may not already be confident speaking up.

That was the spirit of the Motion.  It was about building knowledge before young people reached the ballot box, but it was also about recognising that they had views now on climate, transport, safety, play, facilities, mental health, education, community spaces and the future of their towns and villages.

She concluded that to create a healthy democracy we should not wait until young people are old enough to vote before we start explaining democracy to them but rather we should help them understand it, practise it and believe that their voice had value.

For those reasons, she supported the Motion and commended it to the Council.

Councillor Moore added her support saying that the Motion demonstrated how engagement could be encouraged and she thought that the Council had the power and opportunity to carry out that engagement.   She thought the Motion was an incredibly powerful way to include younger people and she hoped other Committee Members would also see the value in it and add their support.       

Alderman McIlveen welcomed a report being brought to the Committee but noted that much of what was being called for in the Motion was already in place.  He had three young children and was aware that this was taught in schools at different levels.  However, there were things that did happen and could be teased out further and he explained that he had often being invited to schools himself to speak of his role as a elected representative and was aware of schools running mock elections.  Young people were also being encouraged to engage through programmes such as school councils and Eco Schools so he urged caution to those who believed that nothing happened in relation to democracy at school since he had witnessed good engagement.  While welcoming a report being brought back he was not sure this was a good use of the Council’s money and was not part of the Council’s overall responsibility.

Councillor Gilmour noted as her colleague Alderman McIlveen had already pointed out, a number of projects already occurred so it would be important not to replicate that to preserve rate payers’ money.      

In summing up Councillor McBurney thanked Members for their contributions and took on board the point that there was already work being undertaken but she recognised that not all young people were engaged with it so it was important to take steps to address that.     

AGREED, on the proposal of Councillor McBurney, seconded by Councillor McCollum, that the Notice of Motion be adopted. 

ANY OTHER NOTIFIED BUSINESS 

There were no items of Any Other Notified Business. 

EXCLUSION OF PUBLIC/PRESS

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

17.	LAND AT DICKSON PARK, BALLYGOWAN 
	(Appendix XXII & XXIII) 

***IN CONFIDENCE***

NOT FOR PUBLICATION SCHEDULE 5 – A CLAIM TO LEGAL PROFESSIONAL PRIVILEGE. 

Council was asked to agree grant a right of way as part of a land transaction.  
The recommendation was that Council agreed to the request.

The recommendation was AGREED.

18.	REQUEST TO GRANT LICENCE TO ULSTER UNIVERSITY FOR STUDY AT CLOUGHEY BEACH
	(Appendix XXIV & XXV)

***IN CONFIDENCE***
 
NOT FOR PUBLICATION SCHEDULE 5 – A CLAIM TO LEGAL PROFESSIONAL PRIVILEGE.  

Council was asked to grant a licence to the University of Ulster for a study at Cloughey Beach.      

The recommendation was that Council agreed to the request. 

The recommendation was AGREED.

19.	REQUEST FOR A LICENCE FOR NATIVE OYSTER DISEASE TESTING SITES 
	(Appendix XXVI – XXVIII)

***IN CONFIDENCE***

NOT FOR PUBLICATION SCHEDULE 5 – A CLAIM TO LEGAL PROFESSIONAL PRIVILEGE. 

Council was asked to agree to consent to a licence to DAERA for native oyster disease testing site.  

The recommendation was that Council agreed to the request.

The recommendation was AGREED.

20. 	LAND ACQUISITION AT AMBLESIDE, BANGOR 
	(Appendix IXXX) 

***IN CONFIDENCE***

NOT FOR PUBLICATION SCHEDULE 5 – A CLAIM TO LEGAL PROFESSIONAL PRIVILEGE. 

An amendment was proposed to the effect that the Council continue to explore options for concluding the gift of land. 

The amendment was AGREED.

21. 	REQUEST OF LEASE OF LAND AT NEWTOWNARDS ROAD, DONAGHADEE 
	(Appendix XXX) 

***IN CONFIDENCE***

NOT FOR PUBLICATION SCHEDULE 5 – A CLAIM TO LEGAL PROFESSIONAL PRIVILEGE. 
The Council was asked to approve a lease of land at Newtownards Road, Donaghadee. 
It was recommended that the Council approve the request. 
The recommendation was AGREED.

22. 	PARENTAL AND MISCARRIAGE LEAVE POLICY 
	(Appendix XXXI) 

***IN CONFIDENCE***

***IN CONFIDENCE***

NOT FOR PUBLICATION SCHEDULE 6b – order or direction under any statutory provision

The recommendation was that the Council adopts a change to internal policy for Parental Bereavement Leave and Pay.

The recommendation was AGREED.

23. 	RESPONSE TO BUDGETING NOTICE OF MOTION 708 

***IN CONFIDENCE***
 
NOT FOR PUBLICATION SCHEDULE 3 – relating to the financial or business affairs of any particular person

The report responds to the notice of motion “Council aims to reduce its level of rates increases in future years by introducing a zero-based budgeting process, completing the ongoing review of planned capital expenditure and undertaking an in-depth engagement process with ratepayers/residents to explain our current strategy and to obtain feedback and input to the next rates process.”

The recommendation was that the Council notes this report.

The report was NOTED.

24. 	ABSENCE REPORT Q4 2025 2026 
	(Appendix XXXII – XXXIV) 

***IN CONFIDENCE***

NOT FOR PUBLICATION SCHEDULE 1 – relating to an individual

This report gave an update and detailed analysis of the Council’s % absence figures both for Quarter 4 and the overall annual % absence figure for the 2025/2026 leave year. 

The recommendation was that the Council notes this report.

The report was NOTED.
	
RE-ADMITTANCE OF PUBLIC/PRESS

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

TERMINATION OF MEETING

The meeting terminated at 8.37 pm.
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