ITEM 8.4
		AHC 09.09.2026 PM
ARDS AND NORTH DOWN BOROUGH COUNCIL

A hybrid (in person and via Zoom) meeting of the Active and Healthy Communities Committee was held at the Council Chamber, Church Street, Newtownards, and via Zoom, on Wednesday 9 September 2026 at 7.00pm. 

Present:

	In the Chair:
	Alderman Cummings

	Alderman:
	Brooks (Zoom)


	Councillors:
	Ashe (Zoom, 7.22pm)
	W Irvine

	
	Boyle (7.02pm)
	Kerr (Zoom, 9.19pm)

	
	Chambers
	McBurney

	
	Cochrane
	McClean

	
	Douglas
	McKee (Zoom)

	
	Hollywood
	Moore

	
	S Irvine
	Quinn



Other Elected Members in Attendance: Councillor Cathcart (Zoom) and Councillor Gilmour (Zoom)

Officers in Attendance: Director of Active and Healthy Communities (A Faulkner), Head of Community Services (A Barton), Head of Environmental Health and Regulatory Services (G Kinnear), Head of Leisure (A Cozzo) and Democratic Services Officer (R King)

Others in Attendance: Iain Greenway (NCLT), Simon Boyle (NCLT) and Padraic Murphy (S3 Solutions)

1.	APOLOGIES

There were no apologies received.

NOTED.

2.	DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST

The following declarations for interest were made:

Councillor Chambers – Item 3 – Deputation NCLT

Councillor W Irvine – Item 3 – Deputation NCLT (declared he was a Council representative of NCLT Board but intended to remain in the meeting throughout the deputation)

(Councillor Boyle entered the Council Chamber – 7.02pm)

NOTED.

3.	DEPUTATION – NORTHERN COMMUNITY LEISURE TRUST
	(Appendix I)

(Councillor Chambers withdrew from the meeting having declared an interest in Item 3 – 7.02pm)

The Chair welcomed representatives of the Northern Community Leisure Trust (Iain Greenway, Chair, and Simon Boyle, a Trust member) to the meeting and invited them to address the Committee.

Their address was summarised as follows:

· The deputation was to update the Committee on the Trust's work over the past year and on its direction for the year ahead.

· The Trust was a not-for-profit Registered Society with two Council representatives appointed by the Council, Councillor W Irvine and Councillor McCracken, and was contracted to provide leisure services in North Down from 2013 to 2028. 

· It had appointed Serco Leisure to provide those services, but all staff working in Queen's Leisure Complex, Bangor Sportsplex and Aurora were employed by the Trust. It was not a commercial entity and was not SERCO.

· As a not-for-profit body it could apply for grants and become involved in community activities, which was how social value was delivered. 

· It was strongly connected to the Council and to delivery of the Leisure Strategy, which was about much more than running leisure centres and ran across the Borough through two different delivery methods.

· The motion agreed in September 2025 set out how leisure services would be delivered post-2028 and contained three commitments: greater mutual access to services, an audit and plan for capital improvements and maintenance, and comparable metrics. 

· The Trust's view, put to party group leaders at a meeting in September 2025, was that if those things were good for post-2028 they were good for now and should not wait until 2028 or any other arbitrary date.

· The Trust worked closely with the team in Ards to deliver the best services for citizens and ratepayers, which included learning from each other. Each did some things better, and best value came from putting pathways in place so that people travelled in either direction to access what was excellent in one centre.

· The Five Centre Membership approved by the Committee and Council was an early example.

· Social value generated in 2025/26 stood at £4.88m, a growth of 25%, measured against a UK-wide standard now being adopted across organisations to drive improvement.

· Visits stood at 954,833, again up on the previous year.

· Particularly pleasing were the inclusion measures, with 12,506 Active Ageing participations, a growth of 46%, and 1,192 disability participations, a growth of 53%.

· There were good results in QUEST, covering health and safety and compliance, and performance improvements and control in the food, pool and technical audits, which stood at 98%.

· A greater focus had been placed on grant income and a part-time post created to pursue this, which had been very successful with limited resources. 

· A £1,000 Power NI Brighter Communities grant had funded an eight-week programme for young people aged 12 to 15 from disadvantaged areas of North Down, and an Arts Council grant of £3,150 had funded a 10-week Celebration of Dance and Art bringing local artists and older people together.

· The key performance indicators had been reviewed for the coming year and grouped into five pillars, with social value central and further pillars covering customer experience, operational excellence, participation and fit for the future. 

· A primary indicator sat under each, the aim being balance rather than driving one element over another, delivering good cost control while maintaining a positive customer experience and delivering social value.

· The Trust was actively enthusiastic about doing more cross Borough working.

· There was clear excellence in gymnastics in Ards and no reason to compete with it - feeder and beginners programmes would continue in both centres and the question was how North Down could feed those showing interest and ability into Ards. 

· Equally, with the diving pool working again, there was scope for people from Ards to be signposted to use that facility.

· A pilot sport was to be identified within the Leisure Strategy and the Trust was keen to work with Ards on whichever sport the Strategy Implementation Group selected.

· All four main leisure centres went through the same QUEST process at different levels for their scale and there was learning to share across them, as there was from Lynxight at Bangor - an AI assisted support system to lifeguards, and from key performance indicators and social value measurement. 

· The Trust also had access to Serco Leisure's expertise across a wide range of national facilities.

· Technical and parks issues had persisted since Aurora was built in 2013, including roof and tanking leaks and water entering the Swim Ulster offices, and similar issues affected both the grass and artificial pitches, ISSUES which the Trust understood was not confined to its own facilities.

· There had been real improvement since the current Director and officers came into post, though a sense of a slump over the summer which it was hoped would now lift with schools back, as those issues were getting in the way of delivery for citizens.

· The 2025 motion had committed the Council to an audit and plan for capital improvements and maintenance, and the Trust awaited the opportunity to participate and contribute its expertise.

· In summary, the Borough had the best of both worlds in in-house and contracted-out delivery, with much to be learned across the two, and the Trust was keen to work across them. It believed it was delivering a high-quality performance and could still do more, and its annual report would be issued to each councillor.

The Chair thanked the deputation and invited questions from Members.

Councillor Boyle explained his long standing preference for a single in-house sporting model. He agreed that the Borough was stronger together but at times it appeared that the leisure centres were operating in two different boroughs.

He questioned the geographical coverage of NCLT’s marketing, and if they intended to expand it beyond Bangor and Holywood. He also queried the Trust's vision and its plans to become part of the whole Borough rather than being focused primarily on one part of it.

In response, Mr Greenway explained that discussions had been taking place with the Director of Active and Healthy Communities about communication channels and sharing material. There was nowhere else in these islands with two centres of that magnitude within six miles of each other and more should be made of that, but without appearing to trample on the Council or confuse people with the messaging.

Councillor W Irvine noted that for a centre to work effectively all of its facilities needed to be working all of the time, and that issues had been raised about the 3G pitch not achieving the lifespan it should. He felt the internal workings between the Council and the Trust could be improved, and asked about opening up the Trust to enable as wide a group of people as possible to become part of the leisure process.

Mr Simon Boyle believed that access to capital grants often appeared easier than securing an ongoing maintenance budget but that it was now introducing visual standards audits as a key performance indicator, scoring the appearance of facilities monthly and improving on the back of that. 

(Councillor Ashe joined the meeting remotely – 7.22pm)

Where the standard was right, the maintenance requirement fell over time, as those areas were treated better, and the Trust was driving that approach across all facilities.

Mr Greenway advised that non-elected members of the Trust were nominated through an open call, and a further call was due shortly for Queen's Leisure Complex, where the Trust no longer had a member actively involved. 

In terms of pitches, Bangor FC had installed their 3G pitch a year before the Aurora pitch and a comparison showed which looked older. 

The Council's de-compacting machine for 3G pitches was based in Ards and did not travel up the A21 to service the North Down pitches, which was frustrating, as the matting had to be lifted before it became too compacted.

The Chair thanked Mr Greenway and Mr Boyle for their presentation. He appreciated the distinction drawn at the outset between the operator and the Trust itself, and the emphasis on social value, which ran to the core of what everyone was trying to achieve.

(Mr Greenway and Mr Boyle returned to the public gallery – 7.24pm)

(Councillor Chambers returned to the Council Chamber – 7.24pm)

NOTED.

4.	COMMUNITY STRATEGY (FILE REF: CDV58)
	(Appendix II – V)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Active and Healthy Communities detailing that Council had commenced the development of a Community Strategy for the Borough in June 2025.

Following a procurement process, Sector 3 Solutions was appointed in July 2025 to undertake the development of the Strategy and supporting evidence base. As part of this process, an extensive programme of engagement and research was undertaken to assess current community services provision, community development activity and the operation of Council-owned community centres and halls.

The consultation and engagement programme included:

•	14 public drop-in engagement sessions.
•	6 semi-structured focus groups.
•	2 online surveys.
•	25 stakeholder interviews.

This work resulted in the production of three interrelated documents:

•	Building Stronger Communities Together: Community Strategy 2026-2035.
•	Review of Community Development Direct Provision.
•	Review of Community Centres and Halls Provision and Operating Models.

The Community Strategy provided the overarching strategic framework for Community Services over the next ten years, while the two review documents provided the evidence base, analysis and recommendations which informed the Strategy and accompanying three-year Action Plan. Together, the documents established a clear line of sight from consultation and research through to strategic priorities and future actions.

The Community Strategy, Building Stronger Communities Together: Community Strategy 2026-2035, set out Council’s long-term vision for Community Services and aimed to improve wellbeing through social inclusion, reduce inequality and ensure equitable access to community services and facilities across the Borough.

The Strategy vision was:

To improve wellbeing through social inclusion and reduced inequality and to ensure that all people have equitable access to community services.

The Strategy mission was:

To connect communities by working in partnership to provide accessible, inclusive and sustainable community services and welcoming community spaces that improve wellbeing, build local capacity and enable people to thrive.

To achieve this, five strategic themes had been identified:

•	Strengthen our Connections to Communities.
•	Improve Access to Existing Community Services and Opportunities for All.
•	Develop a Sustainable, Skilled and Empowered Community Sector.
•	Improve Partnership, Collaboration and Whole-System Working.
•	Create a Fit-for-Purpose Community Centres and Halls Estate.

Community Strategy

The Community Strategy 2026-2035 established Council’s strategic direction for Community Services over the next decade. Consultation highlighted a range of challenges including declining volunteer capacity, funding pressures, increasing operating costs, uneven awareness of Council services and facilities, and the need for more consistent access to support across the Borough. The Strategy provided a framework to address these issues through improved partnership working, service accessibility, community capacity building and sustainable service delivery.

Review of Community Centres and Halls Provision and Operating Models

The review confirmed that community centres and halls were important community assets which contributed significantly to health, wellbeing, inclusion and local community development. The review identified opportunities to improve marketing, awareness, booking systems, performance monitoring, accessibility, maintenance planning and utilisation of facilities. The long-term ambition was to develop centres as inclusive community wellbeing hubs which responded to local need and maximised community benefit.

Review of Community Development Direct Provision

The review found that Community Development Direct Provision delivered significant value for local communities and contributed positively to prevention, inclusion and wellbeing. However, pressures relating to ageing demographics, rural accessibility, social isolation, volunteer recruitment and financial sustainability were identified. The review recommended that future provision should be evidence-led, targeted towards need and focused on achieving measurable outcomes for residents.

Subject to Council approval, the Community Strategy and Three-Year Action Plan would move into implementation. Key actions would include:

•	Establishment of a Community Strategy Implementation Group to oversee delivery, monitor progress and coordinate activity across Community Services and relevant partners.
•	Development of annual delivery plans and performance measures aligned to the Strategy’s five strategic themes.
•	Delivery of priority actions within the Three-Year Action Plan.
•	Progression of the recommendations arising from the Community Centres and Halls Review, including improvements to promotion, booking systems, performance monitoring, trusted-user arrangements and partnership opportunities.
•	Progression of recommendations arising from the Community Development Direct Provision Review to ensure services are targeted, evidence-led and focused on improving wellbeing outcomes.
•	Strengthening partnership working with statutory, community and voluntary sector organisations to maximise resources and improve service delivery.
•	Development of a comprehensive communications programme to increase awareness of community services, facilities, grants and support opportunities across the Borough.
•	Identification and pursuit of external funding and investment opportunities to support implementation of priority actions.
•	Regular monitoring and reporting to Members on progress against the Community Strategy and Three-Year Action Plan.

The Implementation Group would review progress annually and oversee the formal review of the Three-Year Action Plan to ensure delivery remained aligned to emerging community needs and Council priorities.

RECOMMENDED that Council approves Building Stronger Communities Together: Community Strategy 2026-2035; the Review of Community Development Direct Provision and the Review of Community Centres and Halls Provision and Operating Models.

The Chair invited Mr Padraic Murphy of S3 Solutions to give Members an overview of the strategy.

His presentation was summarised as follows:

S3 Solutions, an independent consultancy, had been commissioned to formulate the Community Strategy for the next 10 years, and had also undertaken a review of community development provision and of community centres and halls provision.

Phase 1 engagement had taken place in October and November 2025 with seven walk-in sessions across the District Electoral Areas, together with an online survey attracting 233 respondents, roughly half from the community and voluntary sector and half from the wider public. Actions developed from that had been tested with the community at a second engagement in March 2026.

The key emerging themes were that grant awards for running costs were reducing year on year as more groups reapplied. There was increasing pressure and competition to draw down external funding, which in turn discouraged collaboration as associations felt they received a smaller share; that experienced staff were not being retained because of fixed-term contracts; and that there had been a decline in volunteerism, with concern about the age profile of volunteers.

Consultation also identified a desire for more visible connections between residents and Council services through existing networks and forums, for equity in community development support across the Borough and particularly in rural areas, and for more initiatives based on social connection and wellbeing, with emphasis on young people, older teenagers, older people, people with disabilities, women and girls affected by domestic abuse, and people from areas of social deprivation.

There was low awareness of the community centres and halls offer and its potential, with little knowledge of what took place in the halls. Feedback indicated that the halls were treated as venue hire rather than active hubs as in the past, and that booking systems were too long with no online option.

The strategy was built around five themes: strengthening connections to communities; improving access to existing community development opportunities for all; developing a sustainable, skilled and empowered community sector; improving partnership, collaboration and whole-system working; and creating a fit-for-purpose community centres and halls estate. Theme 4 in particular reflected that this was a Council-informed and led strategy but a whole-system strategy for the Borough, with the Council as driver of a multi-agency approach.

Actions under those themes included a communications plan to raise awareness of the offer, inclusive participation across a broad range of ages, building on the existing community development toolkit and a mapping exercise to inform additional support, delivery of grant funding in line with the Council's grants policy with possible consideration of a tiered system based on the size of a group or its ownership of a facility, support to access external funding, and support for volunteer awareness, training and retention. Summer schemes, playgroups and over-50s provision had received very positive feedback.

On the halls review, benchmarking against the other nine council areas showed the Borough's halls to be very competitive on price, with scope to price per facility rather than on a flat basis, and commercial hire significantly lower than elsewhere. Further work was needed on opening hours, including whether halls should open on bank and public holidays and the staffing and remuneration implications.

Booking data showed a wide range of hours available across the estate, as each centre contained a number of different hall offers. Usage among the busiest six ranged from 42% to 21%, and the subvention required to keep the twenty-hall estate running was approximately £800,000 a year. Subvention was normal across all councils, as the purpose of the halls was to provide a service to residents rather than to generate income, but there was disparity between centres in the ratio of income to expenditure.

Provisional recommendations had been prepared for each centre and were set out in the report, ranging from retention as a community service to a licence or lease agreement, a service level agreement, community asset transfer, transfer to another Council department or examination of a development opportunity. Mr Murphy stressed that these were first-cut recommendations and discussion points which would need to be teased out further, alongside further scrutiny of the financial detail provided by Council.

(Councillor Boyle left the Council Chamber – 7.42pm)

On delivery, the report recommended a Community Strategy Implementation Group to oversee delivery and monitor progress against the performance measures aligned to the five themes, together with annual delivery planning and the delivery of priority actions identified in a three-year action plan. Priorities for the halls were promotion, improved utilisation and an improved online booking system, and for direct provision, targeted and evidence-led services, strengthened partnership working, a communications programme and the pursuit of external funding and investment, including potential engagement with the Department for Communities.

(Councillor Boyle returned to the Council Chamber - 7.43 pm)

The Chair invited questions from the Committee and Councillor Hollywood explained that he was broadly supportive and welcomed that Redburn Community Centre was so well used and recommended for retention.

He noted that the strategy aimed to improve equitable access, retain accessible community spaces and ensure that future provision was evidence-led. He asked whether the potential loss of existing community provision at Queen's Hall, arising from the proposed innovation hub, had been factored into the strategy and the assessment of provision in Holywood. 

Responding, Mr Murphy confirmed that it had, and that Redburn was one of the key halls recommended to be retained, with recommendations linking to the Community Development Strategy and the Leisure Strategy which could increase Council interventions there in terms of programming.

The Chair sought a proposal but Councillor McClean felt that this was an enormous and very well put together report running to some 200 pages which would set the direction of travel for the next 10 years. He and probably other Members would have many questions so the preference was for a fulsome debate and as many questions as possible before Members gave direction. 

There were a number of points in the report stating that the Council would decide, check or review a matter and therefore felt Members were not in a position to be signing off something running for 10 years.

The Chair acknowledged the volume of content and the questions it would generate. This was the first step in the process and it was advisable to take questions and get a feel for the report before a proposal was made.

Councillor Chambers was glad that neither Groomsport nor Donaghadee had made the list of seven centres prioritised for change, but noted that a range of options was applied to them in terms of the future operating model, including retention, a licence or lease, or a service level agreement. 

He was intrigued by the reference to introducing new activities or piloting a leisure activity and would be interested to hear residents' views. He would also like to see the boathouse better utilised, as there were long quiet lulls despite it being above the Council average. He asked when decisions would be expected on the future operating models, particularly at Groomsport and Donaghadee, and whether activities would be trialled before any decision on the model was reached. He also asked how the public would be engaged in that process.

The Director advised that the timeline for beginning to implement the actions was the next three years, but that it was a high-level action plan and officers would need to establish the priorities within it in consultation with elected Members and service users. There was no specific timeline for individual actions and no certainty that every recommendation would be carried out, as further consultation would be required.

Councillor Chambers felt it important that residents and the wider population were consulted rather than Members alone, and that Members needed to establish why there was under-utilisation of centres across the Borough. The Director confirmed that there would be community consultation with existing and prospective users, advising that the report referred to internal and external stakeholders.

Councillor McBurney queried if the Council planned to strengthen volunteer recruitment and its planned role in volunteer retention and recognition.

She wondered if additional funding or resources would be provided to enable community development organisations to develop their own volunteer training, or whether the Council would look to the likes of Volunteer NI. 

The Head of Community Services advised that volunteer recruitment had been identified in the review and that Volunteer NI had been approached. The aim was to strengthen the resilience of groups through training and support so that people would take up posts. 

The Director added that volunteering across the Council was recognised and there was an understanding that the volunteering demographic was ageing, so a volunteering strategy was being developed across the board, working with existing groups, developing new ones and getting young people involved.

(Councillor Hollywood left the meeting at 7.54 pm)

In a further query, Councillor McBurney noted that community development was widely recognised as a lever in preventing poverty and that the Council had agreed a Notice of Motion seeking to strengthen its contribution to poverty alleviation, she asked how implementation of the strategy and the three-year action plan would align with any future anti-poverty strategy. The Head of Community Services advised that this approach sat within the strategy under community planning, with improved access to services and reduced social isolation contributing to it. Any plan would be developed by the Council and its partners and officers would ensure the priorities were reflected and supported.

(Councillor Hollywood returned to the meeting at 7.57 pm)

Councillor Moore noted that the Council could not deliver without working with communities and, referring to theme 4 and the implementation group, asked what the structure and make-up of that group would be and how that could be embedded in the delivery.

The Director advised that the initial thinking was for an internal Council group as an umbrella, with different groups underneath it feeding community input across the Council. Terms of reference had yet to be developed and there was an opportunity to consider how it would operate with the groups being used to feed into the themes of the strategy.

Councillor McClean felt that the issue at its heart was that Members were being asked to agree a 10-year strategy together with two reviews which would have implications for how the Council delivered, and that was messy. The minutes would read that the Committee had endorsed all the recommendations in the two reports, which was hasty. He could agree the 10-year strategy but felt Members needed time to look over the reviews. 

The cover report stated that there were no cost or resource implications, which he did not accept when the proposals included new resources such as installing a booking system and establishing an implementation group for example. He also felt the Council was relying repeatedly on incredible work being done for free by volunteers with no concrete help provided to them until 2028. The Council did not want to lose the volunteers doing that work. He would therefore be content for the 10-year strategy to be approved with the two subsequent reports noted.

Councillor McKee sought clarity on what the report was asking of Members at this stage. He was not comfortable making a decision on the future of the estate without knowing what was being signed up to, noting that the Council had allowed some assets to become run down and had then used that condition as evidence to justify selling them off. 

He felt that nuance had been lost in the information presented and he was worried about the lack of consultation with the community in the actions proposed. He would not want to sign off decisions which changed the status of assets without the engagement required with users.

The Director advised that the report and the reviews by S3 Solutions were being presented as the consultant's recommendations and were for discussion. The recommendations in relation to community halls were for the Council to consider, scrutinise and prioritise itself. The intention was to look at the recommendations further and any decisions on assets would be taken following consultation.

Councillor Boyle felt that Councillor McClean and Councillor McKee had made good points, and felt any decision taken by the Committee would be questioned by the full Council.

He believed it was more appropriate for the newly elected Council in 2027 to make the decision next year. While he was not happy to sign it off and had reservations, he was happy to work through parts of it, noting that some centres were not affected at all and that there was a wide scope of people the Council needed to get this right for.

Councillor W Irvine felt it was a lot to ask and that, with the community practitioners forum upcoming in his own area, it made sense to take the reviews step by step and hold a full Member workshop, as many Members would have questions about the centre in their own District Electoral Area. 

The Council had been struck with a low budget from the Assembly which had affected what could be given out for community use, and groups had fed back that they were being asked to do more with less. He also noted that Skipperstone Community Centre was without a Community Association at present and that made consultation difficult. He also noted that some areas did not have strong community representation so wondered if establishing a specific group would assist that consultation process.

Alderman Brooks wondered if a special meeting would be possible, explaining his own concerns and noting that he had been at the Corporate Services Committee the previous day where the Director had advised that big decisions would be taken with the new Council.

The Director stated that whilst it was possible, a special committee meeting would exclude other elected colleagues from participating, and suggested an alternative would be a workshop for all Members. There was also the option of deferring the decision to the new Council in 2027, or of approving the strategy tonight at Committee with further work to be undertaken on the other two documents.

Councillor S Irvine felt a special committee meeting would be better, followed if necessary by a workshop though Alderman Brooks had no issue with a workshop and felt it was the more sensible first step. He felt a special committee would be appropriate when it came to making decisions to allow debate on each point following consultation.

The Director advised that there would be many decisions in relation to the community halls as the recommendations progressed, taken hall by hall and all brought back to Committee. It was unlikely that a single report would set out the approach to every hall at the same time. There would have to be prioritisation because of officer resources, so the halls would be dealt with in phases.

The Chair noted that there were clearly a lot of questions and a great deal of consultation still to take place, and that he accepted that the officers recommendation before Members would not run that evening. He set out the options raised by the Director and again sought a proposal.

Councillor Boyle sought clarity on the urgency of the matter, and the Director advised that the decision was not urgent. The report had come forward because the consultant had completed the work and Members had been waiting for it. It had originally been anticipated for the March committee but there had been delays relating to wider community consultation and changes in personnel in the team.

Councillor Boyle asked whether it could therefore be deferred to the new Council, and at what pace the matter would move over the following months, noting that there would be no committees in April, May or June and that March was the cut-off. He was not comfortable rushing the strategy to have a box ticked by March if he was not satisfied it was a good job, and the Council would then be dealing with half a new Membership which had not been party to the discussion. He felt it would be better dealt with by a council which would be in place for four years rather than by Members who would be there for only a few months.

The Chair invited a proposal but none was forthcoming. He accepted this as an indication that the Committee would prefer to revisit the issue at a later date.

ITEM FELL.

5.      CONSULTATION RESPONSE – FLAGS AND EMBLEMS BILL (FILE REF: CW183)
	(Appendix VI)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Active and Healthy Communities detailing that the Committee for Infrastructure was seeking views on the Display of Flags and Emblems Bill.

Under the Assembly’s usual legislative process, the Display of Flags and Emblems Bill would only be subject to detailed scrutiny by the Committee for Infrastructure if it passed Second Stage. However, in anticipation of that, the Committee was inviting views on the Bill’s objectives, proposals and potential impacts. Should the Bill proceed to Committee Stage, this evidence would help inform the Committee’s detailed consideration.

Relevant links on the Bill and submission responses were provided within the report.

Need for Clear Definitions: Clarify key terms and decision-making criteria to ensure consistent application of the legislation.

Council Involvement: Establish a clear role for local councils in consultation, community engagement and decisions affecting council assets and public spaces.

Robust Code of Practice: The success of the Bill would depend on detailed guidance covering display, consultation, removal processes and implementation arrangements.

Balancing Rights: Ensure the legislation appropriately balances cultural expression with the need for shared, inclusive and non-intimidating public spaces.

Transparent Processes: Notification, consultation and complaints procedures must be accessible, fair and transparent.

Proportionate Enforcement: Removal powers should be supported by engagement, mediation and clear operational procedures.

Partnership Working: Effective coordination between the Department, councils and PSNI would be essential for implementation.

Resource Considerations: Potential staffing, training and financial implications required further assessment.

On approval from members to submit responses from Council on clauses by closing date of 17 September 2026, outlining that this was subject to Council ratification.

Council supported the overall objective of the Display of Flags and Emblems Bill, particularly its focus on reducing intimidation and promoting inclusive shared spaces. However, the Council highlighted a number of key issues requiring further scrutiny: clarity of definitions and decision-making criteria; detailed and practical guidance through the proposed Code of Practice; safeguards around the notification portal; proportional and community-based enforcement arrangements; clear protocols involving the PSNI; consideration of resource implications; and ensuring an appropriate balance between cultural expression, human rights, equality duties and public confidence in the legislation.

RECOMMENDED that Council approves response submission to Department of Infrastructure.

Councillor Cochrane proposed, seconded by Councillor W Irvine, that the Council does not submit a corporate response and that the matter be left to individual parties and Members to respond.

Proposing, Councillor Cochrane said he did not believe it appropriate for the Council to submit a corporate response, as the Bill had nothing to do with Ards and North Down Borough Council. It gave the Council no new role in removing flags or regulating emblems. The proposed powers sat with the Department for Infrastructure, with the PSNI involved where appropriate, and the Council had no substantive statutory function in delivering what the legislation proposed. 

Individual councillors and political parties were entitled to a view and the Assembly was entitled to debate the legislation, but that did not mean Council officers should spend much-needed time and resources preparing corporate political responses on a matter outside the Council's remit. Resources were finite and there were plenty of genuine local issues which were the Council's responsibility.

Councillor Cochrane disagreed with Alliance Party views in the Assembly, that suggested without the legislation there was no ability to deal with harmful or problematic flags, which he argued was not the case. The Department already had powers in relation to unauthorised attachments to its infrastructure, and where there were issues of criminality, intimidation, public disorder or criminal damage associated with a proscribed organisation there were existing legal powers available to the PSNI. 

He questioned who would fund the proposals, given the extent of the Department's existing problems with wastewater infrastructure and the roads network, and whether it would be the sole arbiter of what was or was not acceptable, and he felt the legislation could be used as a tool to discriminate against one culture or tradition.

Councillor W Irvine concurred. Flags and emblems was a particularly thorny issue and he suspected the Committee would not reach an agreement on it. History and culture were complicated and both British and Irish identities were realities, that did not require the disappearance of identity but required people to tolerate the peaceful expression of identities and the aim should be mutual respect rather than enforced cultural uniformity. The consultation also raised issues of territorial marking. Rather than enter a lengthy debate, he felt it right that individual parties and individuals made their own responses, and that it was for the Department and the Assembly to bring forward the rules.

Councillor Moore could not support the proposal. There was no reason why the Council could not respond as well as individual parties, and she thanked officers for a considered and practical response. She supported the principle of the Bill, to which her party colleague Paula Bradshaw MLA was responding, and it was the main issue in her inbox in the run-up to May, June and July. Other parties might consider why they did not receive the same volume of correspondence. 

Residents were very concerned about the proliferation of flags, territorial marking and the impact on how communities felt. This was not about preventing legitimate cultural expression but about recognising that public and shared spaces should belong to everyone, and that displays associated with intimidation, territorial control or proscribed organisations had a very different effect from genuine cultural expression and celebration.

Councillor Moore added that Northern Ireland was not reduced to two communities. Society was much more complex and many people did not identify with reductive emblems. Everyone should be uncomfortable with territorial marking in public spaces and should welcome communities being empowered to speak out. She welcomed the Council's support for a clear statutory framework, particularly around schools, leisure centres, libraries, parks and other shared spaces, and did not accept that the existing framework was sufficient or being implemented. 

Councils provided many of the facilities which brought people together and it made sense that they were properly involved in developing the code of practice and in decisions affecting Council-owned or managed spaces. She recognised the questions raised on equality, cost and implementation as fair, but noted that the Equality Commission had been consulted before the Bill was introduced and identified no potential adverse equality impacts, and that the financial implications had been considered. The code of practice would be crucial and her party wished it to be robust and informed by the cross-party Flags, Identity, Culture and Tradition process.

Councillor Boyle was stepping back and would not become involved in the 2027 election spats between the DUP and Alliance groupings. 

He had driven up from Portaferry that evening and noticed that, four months on, flags remained in place throughout the area and they were no longer flags but rags, and he questioned how much pride there was in that. He was not opposed to flags or to anyone's culture, but it would be hypocritical of the Council to support the report when it would not have the courage to implement what followed from it, and there were many aspects on which it would have to perform a U-turn. 

He felt it was a good and common-sense report which Northern Ireland needed to wake up to in order to move on from structures in which nothing ever changed. He did not have flags where he lived and wished the whole Borough could be the same, and he would therefore not be supporting the proposal.

Councillor Chambers asked why, when the Council was invited to make a consultation response, the matter was not brought to the Committee before the response was prepared, rather than officers carrying out the work only for it to be rejected.

The Director advised that this was due to timing of consultations, which usually allowed an eight or twelve week response period. To bring the question to Committee, then to Council for ratification, then for the officer to prepare the response and bring it back would be very difficult within twelve weeks.

Councillor Chambers asked whether it could be brought directly to a full Council meeting rather than through Committee.

The Director advised that some could be if the timing worked, but a consultation might be received only four weeks before the next Council meeting. All consultation responses came to the Corporate Leadership Team and were allocated to the relevant Head of Service, who worked with the other Heads of Service to determine whether the Council was a stakeholder. In this instance the response focused on clarity as to the Council's role rather than on anything else.

Councillor Chambers thanked the Director but felt it a shame that in some cases there was a good deal of unnecessary work and effort by officers.

On being put to the meeting, with 9 voting FOR, 6 AGAINST, 0 ABSTENTIONS and 1 ABSENT, the proposal was declared CARRIED.

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Councillor Cochrane, seconded by Councillor W Irvine, that the Council does not submit a corporate response to the consultation on the Display of Flags and Emblems Bill, and that the matter be left to individual parties and Members to respond.

6.	FOOD CONTROL SERVICE PLAN 2026-2027 UPDATE
	(Appendix VII)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Active and Healthy Communities detailing that the Council delivered its Food Service Plan in line with its statutory duties under the Food Safety (Northern Ireland) Order 1991 and relevant retained EU food law, including Regulation (EC) No 178/2002 and Regulations (EC) No 852/2004 and 853/2004.

These duties were also supported by associated legislation, including the Food Hygiene Regulations (Northern Ireland), the Food Information Regulations and the Official Controls Regulations (Northern Ireland).

In carrying out this work, the Council had to have regard to the Food Law Code of Practice (Northern Ireland) and associated guidance issued by the Food Standards Agency. These set out the requirements for risk-based interventions, officer competence, enforcement activity and performance monitoring to help protect public health and consumers.

Delivery of the Food Service Plan 2026/27, which was attached as Appendix 1, would support the Council’s statutory duties and Corporate Plan objectives by achieving the following outcomes:

•	Protection of public health through the effective regulation of food hygiene and food standards, with a particular focus on higher-risk premises and activities.
•	Increased compliance across food businesses through a consistent, risk-based programme of inspections, follow-up interventions and proportionate enforcement.
•	Improved consumer confidence through targeted work on allergens, food information, and food authenticity.
•	Timely and effective response to food complaints, food safety incidents, and infectious disease investigations in partnership with the Public Health Agency and the Food Standards Agency.
•	Continued delivery of the new Food Standards Delivery Model, aligned with national and regional priorities.
•	Support for economic growth by providing advice and guidance to food business operators, helping compliant businesses to thrive while ensuring fair competition.
•	Continued assurance to the Food Standards Agency through compliance with the Food Law Code of Practice (Northern Ireland) and positive audit outcomes.
•	Ongoing development of staff competence and resilience through training, supervision, and workforce planning.

The Food Control Service Plan 26/27 was first reported to Council in June, when the decision on whether to approve the plan was deferred until a response was made to the following questions:

•	In terms of food standards enforcement, can officers confirm that under this Plan no action will be taken to remove grey market goods deriving from GB as a result of the Protocol/Windsor Framework?
•	Does the EU law from which the need for this Plan derives in NI differ in any respect from what is in place in GB?

Response

The Council could not provide a blanket assurance that no enforcement action would be taken in relation to goods coming from Great Britain, as any enforcement decision had to be based on the relevant food law requirements applicable in Northern Ireland and the specific circumstances of any identified non-compliance. Authorised officers were required to discharge their statutory duties in accordance with the Food Law Code of Practice (Northern Ireland), which required enforcement activity to be proportionate, consistent, risk-based and evidence-led.

The origin of a product was not, in itself, a determining factor in enforcement decisions. Any action would relate to identified non-compliance with legal requirements applicable to food placed on the market in Northern Ireland, particularly where there was a risk to consumers or where significant regulatory requirements had not been met. Enforcement action, where considered necessary, would therefore be directed at the nature and seriousness of the non-compliance rather than the fact that goods had been sourced from, or moved through, Great Britain.

While regulatory divergence existed in some areas because Northern Ireland continued to apply certain EU goods legislation under the Windsor Framework, the legal position was complex and products moving from Great Britain to Northern Ireland might be subject to specific arrangements that permitted their lawful sale in Northern Ireland. Whether enforcement action was appropriate would therefore depend on the particular product, the applicable legal requirements and the circumstances of the case.

The Council’s food safety service was delivered in accordance with the Food Safety (Northern Ireland) Order 1991, which was domestic Northern Ireland legislation and provided the primary framework for food law enforcement in Northern Ireland. The Order was broadly equivalent to the Food Safety Act 1990, which applied in Great Britain, and both provided a similar basis for food law enforcement across the United Kingdom. Food Service Plans were a standard feature of food regulatory arrangements across the United Kingdom and were not unique to Northern Ireland.

Should the Food Control Service Plan be approved, to ensure effective delivery and continuous improvement, the following actions would be progressed during 2026-27:

•	Implement the planned inspection and intervention programme, with workloads prioritised by risk and progress monitored regularly.
•	Review and update the Scheme of Delegation to reflect current structures, roles, and decision-making arrangements, in response to the January 2026 FSA audit recommendation.
•	Continue to explore and develop mobile working solutions and use of digital technology to improve efficiency, support flexible working, and reduce carbon emissions.
•	Prioritise recruitment, retention, and development of qualified food officers, including expanded training opportunities and exposure to a wider range of premises.
•	Strengthen partnership arrangements and information-sharing protocols, including completion of the revised Memorandum of Understanding with the Public Health Agency.
•	Monitor emerging risks, changes in legislation, and updated FSA guidance, adapting the service approach where required.
•	Review performance against the Food Service Plan throughout the year and report outcomes through appropriate management and committee structures.
•	Carry out the annual review of the Food Service Plan to inform the development of the 2027-28 plan.

The Food Service Plan 2026-27 set out how the Council would meet its statutory food law enforcement duties through a risk-based and proportionate approach. Delivery of the plan would protect public health, support consumer confidence, and promote compliance across food businesses, while contributing to the Council’s Corporate Plan objective of ‘A Sustainable Borough’.

The report also provided clarification regarding the legislative framework governing food controls in Northern Ireland and the scope of enforcement activity delivered under the Plan. Progress would be monitored throughout the year, with key priorities including higher-risk inspections, effective response to complaints and incidents, continued implementation of the Food Standards Delivery Model, workforce development, and ongoing service improvement informed by audit findings and annual review.

RECOMMENDED that Council approves the Food Control Service Plan 26/27, attached as Appendix 1.

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

Councillor Cochrane appreciated the work undertaken by officers but was unable to support the recommendation. His Party felt it was tied too closely to the Windsor Framework regulations and it would not have been possible for him to bring an amendment that evening. He noted that if the plan was not approved it would have no operational impact on food standards, but he was unable to support it.

On being put to the meeting, with 7 voting FOR, 6 voting AGAINST, 2 ABSTENTIONS and 1 ABSENT, the proposal was CARRIED.

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

7.	RESPONSE TO NOTICE OF MOTION 671 – PUBLIC CONSULTATION FINDINGS (FILE REF: NOM671)
	(Appendix VIII)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Active and Healthy Communities detailing that a Notice of Motion relating to Responsible Dog Walking in Public Spaces was adopted at the Environment Committee Meeting in September 2025.

It stated that the Council, as a Dog Friendly Borough, recognised the need to balance animal welfare, public safety, and shared use of parks and footpaths. It raised concerns about individuals walking multiple dogs, the rise of unlicensed professional dog walkers without insurance, and the associated risks to people and pets. It noted that other councils, including Belfast City Council, had introduced limits on the number of dogs walked at one time and suggested similar measures be considered. More specifically, the Notice of Motion proposed that the Council resolves to:

•	1. Produce a report outlining the costs and steps required to introduce a local restriction under the relevant provisions of the Clean Neighbourhoods and Environments Act (Northern Ireland) 2011: Limiting the number of dogs that any one person may be in charge of to a maximum of four at any given time in public spaces.
•	2. Mandating that professional dog walkers must have dogs on leads at all times to ensure dog control and accountability for dog behaviours.
•	3. Include in the report, the provision and cost of a complementary public education campaign, to inform residents, recreational and professional dog walkers about the new limit, about what it means to have a dog under your control in public spaces (whether on or off lead), and what promoting responsible dog control and safety in shared spaces should be.
•	4. To write to the DAERA Minister to ask him to introduce, and provide funding support to Councils to enforce, mandatory registration of professional dog walkers to help to ensure suitable animal welfare standards, the provision of suitable training, experience, insurance, and public safety.

Subsequently, reports were brought to the January and March 2026 meetings of this Committee. Following the March meeting, it was agreed to proceed with carrying out a consultation to assess public opinion, with a range of options on what a future Dog Control Order (DCO) might look like. Additionally, it was agreed that officers bring a report on options for a responsible dog ownership and dog control education campaign. In May 2026, members approved the consultation document prepared by officers.

Following approval of the consultation document, officers undertook a public consultation exercise to seek views on the proposed approach and to inform the Council’s consideration of any future Dog Control Order. Members were advised that the consultation was publicised through the Council’s social media channels and website and was also advertised in local newspapers on two occasions to encourage public awareness and participation. The survey could be completed using an online form, with responses also accepted by email or by letter.

The public consultation was undertaken between 1 June and 5 July 2026 to seek views on a proposal to introduce a maximum limit of four dogs per person when walking dogs in public spaces across Ards and North Down. A total of 465 responses were received. A detailed summary of the consultation findings was attached as Appendix 1, with the main points highlighted below.

The majority of respondents (85%) indicated that they walked dogs within the Borough, with most respondents (78%) typically walking one or two dogs at any one time. 7% reported walking five or more dogs simultaneously.

Overall, the proposal to limit the number of dogs walked received more opposition than support. 69% of respondents either opposed or strongly opposed the proposed four-dog limit, while 29% supported or strongly supported it and 2% expressed a neutral view.

Those opposed to the proposal generally questioned whether a numerical limit would effectively address the issues identified. Common concerns included the potential impact on professional dog walking businesses, a perceived lack of evidence demonstrating a significant problem, and a view that existing dog control measures and enforcement should be prioritised. Many respondents stated that irresponsible ownership, dogs being off-lead, and dog fouling were more significant concerns than the number of dogs being walked. It should be noted that the Council had not received any complaints to date regarding an individual walking excessive numbers of dogs, or more generally the actions or practices of professional dog walkers.

Key arguments in support of the proposal centred on concerns regarding public safety, dog control, dog fouling, impacts on wildlife, and the difficulties associated with managing larger groups of dogs in shared public spaces. Respondents supporting the proposal frequently highlighted experiences involving uncontrolled dogs, intimidation of other users of parks and beaches, and concerns about interactions with children, cyclists and other dog owners.

When asked whether an alternative limit would be more appropriate, 49% agreed. Among those who provided an alternative figure, six dogs was the most frequently selected option, accounting for 48% of responses to that question. Many respondents referenced industry practice and insurance arrangements for professional dog walkers, which commonly permitted up to six dogs.

Views on safety were mixed. While 42% of respondents felt that walking multiple dogs increased risks relating to dog control and public safety, 57% did not agree. Similarly, 61% did not believe that introducing a four-dog limit would improve safety or encourage more responsible dog handling in public spaces.

Responses from professional dog walkers indicated that the proposal could have a significant operational impact. Of those who identified as professional dog walkers and answered the relevant question, 67% currently walked more than four dogs at one time and would therefore be directly affected by the proposed restriction. More than three-quarters indicated that the proposal would have some or a significant impact on their business or daily routine.

If restrictions were introduced, 63% of respondents favoured limiting them to specific locations rather than applying them across all public spaces, with town centres identified as the most suitable areas for inclusion. A further 67% supported the availability of exemptions, particularly for assistance dogs, working dogs and multiple dogs from the same household.

The consultation also identified wider concerns relating to dog management within the Borough. Recurring themes included dog fouling, dogs being off-lead in inappropriate locations, discarded dog waste bags, the need for additional enforcement activity and dog wardens, and requests for more litter and dog waste bins in identified hotspot locations.

The consultation indicated limited support for the introduction of a universal four-dog limit in public spaces. A majority of respondents opposed or strongly opposed the proposal, and most did not consider that introducing such a limit would improve safety or responsible dog handling. On the basis of the consultation responses, and taking account of the absence of complaints received to date regarding excessive numbers of dogs being walked, the evidence available at this stage did not indicate a clear need for a Borough-wide numerical restriction.

It should also be recognised that responses to a number of later survey questions related to the potential design and implementation of a restriction, rather than indicating support for its introduction. Some respondents further commented that an explicit option to oppose the introduction of additional controls would have better reflected their views.

If Council was minded to progress a restriction, the consultation feedback suggested greater support for a more targeted approach, including application in specific locations, consideration of exemptions for assistance dogs, working dogs and dogs from the same household, and alternative arrangements for professional dog walkers. However, introducing exemptions might create practical challenges for enforcement, as officers would need to establish at the point of contact whether an exemption applied and whether sufficient evidence was available to support it. This could make the restriction more difficult to apply consistently, might lead to disputes or uncertainty in individual cases, and would need to be clearly addressed through any future scheme design, guidance and public communications.

The consultation also identified a recurring theme that improved enforcement of existing controls relating to dog fouling and dogs off lead should be prioritised, whether or not any new measures were introduced.

Any decision to introduce controls and/or the proposed education programme would have associated resource implications relating to implementation, communications, maintenance, monitoring and enforcement. These requirements would need to be considered as part of Members’ decision-making process. The projected costs in the table below were first reported to this Committee in December 2025. Stage 1 had been removed from the table as it covered the consultation process.

Proposed Costs Summary

	Item
	Year 1 costs
	Year 2 costs
	Total cost
	Notes

	Stage 2 – Should Council approve following consultation
	
	
	
	

	Signage for Council sites
	£50,000
	-
	£50,000
	New signs at locations frequented by dog walkers

	Additional Enforcement Officer (Salary)
	£38,000
	£38,600
	£76,600 (and continuing)
	Per full time officer

	IT Provision for Enforcement Officer
	£5,000
	£2,000
	£7,000
	Initial setup and ongoing costs

	Vehicle Provision
	£36,000
	-
	£36,000
	Purchase cost

	Vehicle Running Costs
	£7,000
	£8,000
	£15,000
	Fuel, maintenance

	Public Education Campaign
	£5,000
	£1,000
	£6,000
	Press and billboard ads

	Total (1 officer)
	£143,000
	£49,600
	£192,600
	Approximate combined costs

	Total (3 officers)
	£315,000
	£146,800
	£461,800
	



Following consideration of the consultation findings, Members were requested to determine whether any dog control measures should be introduced and, if so, the locations and nature of any such measures.

Members were also requested to consider whether an educational and awareness-raising programme, as proposed within the original Notice of Motion, should be developed and implemented either as a standalone approach or in conjunction with any approved control measures.

Subject to Members’ decisions, officers would:

•	Communicate the outcome of the consultation process and Committee decision.
•	Develop proposals for any approved educational and awareness-raising initiatives.
•	Progress any legal, operational and practical arrangements required to implement any restrictions or control measures approved by Members.
•	Identify and report on the resource implications associated with the implementation, enforcement and ongoing management of any approved measures and/or educational initiatives.
•	Monitor the effectiveness of any measures introduced and report back to Members as appropriate.

In March 2026 Members agreed that a public consultation process be undertaken to gather views on responsible dog walking and the potential introduction of dog control measures within the Borough. The consultation sought views from residents and stakeholders on a range of options and had generated a diverse range of responses.

This report presented the consultation findings, highlighted the key issues raised and outlined the considerations arising from those responses. Members were requested to consider the findings and determine whether any dog control measures and/or an educational and awareness-raising programme should be progressed. Any measures approved by Members would have associated implementation, communication, monitoring and resource implications which would require further consideration.

RECOMMENDED that Council agrees not to proceed with the creation of a Dog Control Order (DCO), restricting the number of dogs that may be walked by an individual in the Borough, having regard to the evidence gathered through the public consultation, the absence of complaints concerning this issue, and the potential resource implications associated with increased enforcement. It is further recommended that Council approves the introduction of an education campaign to promote responsible dog walking.

Councillor McKee proposed, seconded by Councillor Boyle, that the recommendation be adopted.

Councillor McKee welcomed the report and thanked officers for their work on the consultation, which had been beneficial. The most significant outcome, beyond the issue itself, was that it demonstrated the value of proper consultation, and he felt the Council should do this more often where the opportunity arose, as it had given a clear steer of public opinion and a good deal of constructive feedback. It was clear that the majority of respondents did not support a four dog limit such as that operating in Belfast City Council, and he accepted that there was insufficient support or evidence to justify progressing it.

Councillor McKee felt it important not to lose sight of why the motion had been brought forward, which was concern raised by the public to elected Members about dog control and public safety arising from large numbers of dogs not under control. 

The consultation had given people an opportunity to discuss those issues and many respondents had offered suggestions and alternative approaches. What had also stood out was that the conversation had evolved beyond numbers to whether dogs were under effective control, with repeated feedback that concerns reduced where multiple dogs were on leads and properly managed and increased where they were off the lead, which was valuable feedback for officers to take on board.

He felt the education campaign which he and Councillor Kendall had brought forward as part of the motion had to be delivered as thoroughly and ambitiously as possible, as people were crying out for help on the issue and were frustrated by what they saw in parks and open spaces. Including the campaign within dog licensing communication, explaining what keeping a dog under control meant and setting out how residents could report dog control issues, would be significant. He thanked everyone who had contributed to the consultation and asked whether officers might in future bring back a report exploring what other practical measures the Council could take in response to the issues identified.

Councillor W Irvine felt the right decision had been reached after listening to the consultation. The main reason being the impact on professional dog walkers, three quarters of whom had indicated that the proposal would have some or a significant impact on their business or daily routine, together with the financial impact on the Council. Proceeding with the education piece was fine, but not proceeding with the dog control order was the correct decision.

Councillor Chambers noted that Members were always asking for consultations and that responses were not always strong, so it was excellent to see such a healthy response. The message was very loud and clear that those who responded did not welcome the introduction of the restrictions and did not think them merited, and it was important that Members took heed and implemented the recommendation. The motion had been well meant and had good intentions and those who brought it forward had not plucked it out of thin air, but on digging into the detail he had always felt there were far too many variables involved, including how responsible each individual walker was, the types and sizes of dogs, how many were let off the lead at any one time and where they were being walked.

Councillor Chambers added that the Council had far more important dog walking issues to address, namely fouling, dogs off leads in areas and at times where they should not be, and the lack of resources to deal with those matters. He walked along Groomsport beach regularly and considered the number of dogs off the lead outside the season, and the resulting fouling, to be out of hand, and he was sure every Member could give an example from their own DEA. Efforts should be concentrated on those issues, and importantly the public should be encouraged to report them at the time so that enforcement officers knew where the hotspots were and could build a picture of where their efforts needed to be directed.

Councillor McClean praised the proposer for being extremely gracious in defeat, which he meant sincerely. Councillor McKee had not got his own way but had taken the positives from what had been learned. 

He agreed with Councillor Chambers, and explained that dog fouling was the number one issue along with the seafront and had been for 10 years, with potholes now coming in behind.

He wanted to see the Council stick to the education campaign, he was sometimes sceptical of such campaigns but felt this was probably a good case, as many people owned dogs in good faith and did not contain them safely, not out of malice but because they had not thought about it. He asked whether the point of issuing a licence was the right moment to address this, perhaps with something the owner could sign up to, and whether there was good practice elsewhere in the United Kingdom.

The Head of Environmental Health and Regulatory Services advised that at an earlier meeting officers had discussed tying the potential education campaign to renewals and new licences so that the information was shared at that point. 

Councillor McKee had also mentioned the Dogs Trust and other initiatives launched around responsible dog walking. Those matters, together with the consultation responses and how the public felt about particular issues, would help ensure officers were fully informed as to what was important to the public in terms of how dogs were controlled in the Borough.

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Councillor McKee, seconded by Councillor Boyle, that the recommendation be adopted.

8.	UK WIDE FIREWORKS CONSULTATION
	(Appendix IX)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Active and Healthy Communities detailing that the UK Government had launched a consultation on proposed reforms to the regulation of fireworks and pyrotechnic products.

While fireworks continued to play an important role in public events, community celebrations and personal milestones, concerns had increased regarding their negative impacts on individuals, communities and animals.

The Government had previously introduced a range of non-legislative measures, including public awareness campaigns, guidance for community fireworks displays, and engagement with retailers and trade associations. However, it considered that these measures had not fully addressed public concerns, resulting in increasing calls for legislative reform through public petitions, parliamentary activity and representations from stakeholders.

The consultation sought evidence and views from a broad range of interested parties, including consumers, emergency services, public safety bodies, veterans’ organisations, fireworks retailers and importers, professional pyrotechnics businesses, healthcare professionals, local authorities, animal welfare organisations and the devolved administrations. The consultation applied across the United Kingdom. However, it recognised that certain aspects of fireworks legislation were devolved in Scotland and Northern Ireland.

A link to the host page for the consultation was provided within the report.

The consultation proposals were intended to address the principal harms associated with the misuse of fireworks while preserving their use for legitimate and responsible purposes. The key issues identified by the Government included:

•	Excessive noise and disturbance.
•	Risks to public safety and personal injury.
•	Anti-social behaviour involving fireworks.
•	Distress caused to vulnerable individuals, including those with sensory sensitivities and veterans affected by post-traumatic stress.
•	Impacts on domestic animals, livestock and wildlife.
•	Risks to property and wider community safety.

In Northern Ireland, the sale and use of fireworks were already subject to more stringent controls than elsewhere in the UK through the Explosives (Fireworks) Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2002. These regulations restricted the sale of Category F2 and F3 fireworks to members of the public unless they held a licence issued by the Department of Justice. Possession and use of these fireworks was also restricted, and sales might only be undertaken by registered retailers.

Local councils were responsible for enforcing fireworks labelling requirements and acted on behalf of the Department of Justice in assessing applications for fireworks display licences, providing advice on whether licences should be granted for non-council events.

The Police Service of Northern Ireland (PSNI) was responsible for enforcing legislation relating to illegal sales and use of fireworks, including sales by unregistered retailers or sales to persons who did not hold the necessary licence.

The UK Government had stated that it wished to gather evidence from across all parts of the United Kingdom before determining whether amendments to the regulatory framework were required.

Environmental Health and Regulatory Services had prepared a draft consultation response for submission to the Office for Product Safety and Standards (OPSS), reflecting the Council’s experience of the regulation, sale and use of fireworks within Northern Ireland and the potential implications of any proposed changes.

In developing the response, consideration had also been given to the concerns previously expressed by Council through Notice of Motion No. 692, which highlighted the impact of fireworks on animal welfare, vulnerable individuals and local communities. The response therefore reflected local concerns regarding the distress and harm that could arise from the inappropriate use of fireworks, while recognising the need for a proportionate regulatory approach that balanced public safety, animal welfare and the continued responsible use of fireworks for cultural and community celebrations.

Environmental Health and Regulatory Services had prepared a response for submission to OPSS regarding the UK Government consultation on proposed changes to the Pyrotechnic Articles (Safety) Regulations 2015.

The consultation sought views on measures aimed at reducing the harms associated with fireworks misuse while maintaining their availability for safe and responsible use during cultural, community and celebratory events. The principal proposals were to:

•	Restrict higher-noise fireworks from general public sale, making them available only to professional users.
•	Add high-risk pyrotechnic products to the existing list of prohibited products under the Pyrotechnic Articles (Safety) Regulations 2015.
•	Review the classification and regulation of lower-risk fireworks and pyrotechnic products to ensure regulatory controls are proportionate to the risks they present.

The Council’s response had been informed by both operational experience and the concerns previously raised through Notice of Motion No. 692 regarding the impacts of fireworks on residents, animals and local communities. The Government would consider the evidence received through the consultation before deciding whether changes to the existing regulatory framework were required.

RECOMMENDED that Council approves the draft consultation response, attached as Appendix 1.

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

Councillor McKee felt it was good to see the government responding to public concern about fireworks. Northern Ireland had its own version of enforcement and regulation, but the problem of antisocial use stretched across these islands, and the Committee would be aware that he and Councillor Kendall had previously brought a motion on the matter. 

He highlighted that during the meeting itself, and in daylight hours, his wife had had to comfort their terrified dog after fireworks were set off in Castle Park, so the season had already started and the issue was not going away. 

The Council needed to do everything it could locally and within the legislation, and it was very good to see the United Kingdom government looking at better regulation and better outcomes, given what had happened to other animals which had not been as fortunate.

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

9.	CONSULTATION ON RESTRICTING PROMOTIONS OF PRODUCTS HIGH IN FAT, SUGAR AND SALT
	(Appendix X)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Active and Healthy Communities detailing that the Food Standards Agency in Northern Ireland and the Department of Health had launched a public consultation on proposals to introduce restrictions on the promotion of products high in fat, sugar and salt (HFSS).

The consultation sought views on proposals to restrict volume price promotions, such as multibuy offers, and the placement of HFSS products in prominent locations in stores and online to support healthier shopping environments and shift the balance of promotions to increase the affordability of healthier options.

Similar restrictions were already in place in England and Wales, and Scotland would be introducing similar restrictions in October 2026.

Obesity remained a significant public health challenge in Northern Ireland and was associated with an increased risk of a range of serious health conditions.

Evidence showed that:

•	Volume-based price promotions, such as multibuys, significantly increase purchasing and overconsumption of HFSS food, particularly among children.(1)
•	Placement of HFSS products in prominent locations increases impulse purchasing and contributes to unhealthy dietary patterns.(2)
•	The consumption of HFSS food and drink is a key driver of overweight and obesity, which in turn increases the risk of diet related noncommunicable diseases including type 2 diabetes, cardiovascular disease and some cancers.(2)

The purpose of this consultation was therefore to seek views on proposed measures to:

•	Reduce people’s exposure to HFSS promotions and impulse purchase drivers.
•	Support healthier shopping environments and shift the balance of promotions to increase the affordability of healthier options.
•	Ensure Northern Ireland maintains policy coherence with the rest of the UK food market to minimise complexity for industry.

While the draft response was supportive of the proposed measures, should enforcement responsibility fall to local councils, there might be significant resource implications for the Council. These would include the need to identify which businesses and products fell within scope, assess complex compliance requirements, and gather sufficient evidence to support any enforcement action. There would also be an extensive programme of education required prior to implementation.

The draft response also outlined that councils might not be the most appropriate body to enforce this due to the Council’s remit for food law enforcement being primarily focused on food safety and enforcement to be prioritised to high risk areas such as hygiene and allergens; instead it was suggested that Trading Standards might be better placed as they already had responsibilities for marketing, pricing and advertising standards.

The consultation was available on the Department of Health website. A draft consultation response was attached as Appendix 1 for consideration.

RECOMMENDED that Council approves the draft consultation response.

Councillor McClean made an alternative proposal, seconded by Councillor Cochrane, that Council approves a response to the FSA/DoH consultation limited to Questions 1, 2, 5, 9, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 26 and the enforcement-related elements of Question 30 as set out in the officer draft, with the answer to Question 19 amended from 'Not Sure' to 'No'; and that Council does not respond to the remaining questions, on the basis that they call for a policy judgement outside Council's statutory remit, leaving individual members and parties free to submit their own responses directly to the consultation.

Councillor McClean took Members through the questions concerned. Questions 1 and 2 covered organisation identification and the Council’s status as an administrative body. Question 5 concerned the Northern Ireland specific enforcement structure and whether that lay with Trading Standards or the council. Question 9 sought evidence on the operational burden on business and question 18 evidence on the impact on smaller franchise businesses. Question 19 asked whether councils as enforcing authority was a good idea and question 20 covered enforcement approach options. 

Question 21 concerned the resources required for enforcement, question 22 the challenges to consistent or proportionate enforcement, and questions 23 and 24 the implementation timeline and operational barriers. Question 26 sought evidence on business compliance costs, and question 30 retained the enforcement related comments already drafted.

The questions to be left blank were those asking whether restrictions should be introduced at all and by what legislative route, the product categories and nutrient profiling model, questions 10 to 13 on multi-buy, placement, online and free refill restrictions, questions 14 to 17 on size and floor area thresholds, question 25 on evidence of health impacts, question 27 on consumer and household budget impacts, and questions 28 and 29 on equality impact assessment.

Councillor McClean explained that the intention was to take a neutral approach. Some questions were within the Council's statutory authority and it ought to be helpful in answering them, particularly those concerning enforcement, resourcing, the practical impact on local businesses and the capacity of the environmental health team, which was known to be stretched. The other half of the consultation was a politically charged document and, following Councillor Chambers' earlier comments, the Council did not need to spend valuable officer time on something which would end in a substantial debate.

He felt that where the Council responded outside its statutory authority the questions were either trivial, in which case there was no need to respond, or politically charged, in which case there was no need to spend time on them. A member of the public would find it entirely understandable to ask who the Council thought it was in putting forward a position that buy one get one free offers could be banned during a cost of living crisis. He was not taking a position on the substance that evening, but noted that England had delayed such restrictions on three occasions, that there was a disproportionately high number of people struggling, and that the data underpinning the proposals was not nearly as clear as had been taken to be the case in preparing the report.

Councillor McClean added that he would prefer the Council did not respond at all, but there were questions which had been answered and which would be helpful to the Department of Health inquiry, particularly question 19, where very good reasons had been given as to why councils should not be the enforcing authority and why it should be Trading Standards, and yet the draft answered "not sure" rather than "no". That should be a clear no, as it was not within the Council's capacity, remit or budget. Where matters arose about what people could and could not buy, he wanted those left to the political parties to take a position on rather than officers preparing reports for Members' perusal, and the Council did not need to feel obliged to complete every consultation sent to it by what was in this case a perfectly well meaning public health body.

Councillor Moore raised a general point and felt that the proposal was complex and detailed and Members had had no opportunity to consider it. Her party might well have supported it, but they had not had time to consider it. She felt it did a disservice to Council colleagues and to residents not to afford Members the time to consider the implications of something so detailed.

On being put to the meeting, with 9 voting FOR, 4 AGAINST and 1 ABSTENTION and 2 ABSENT, the proposal was declared CARRIED.

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Councillor McClean, seconded by Councillor Cochrane, that Council approves a response to the FSA/DoH consultation limited to Questions 1, 2, 5, 9, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 26 and the enforcement-related elements of Question 30 as set out in the officer draft, with the answer to Question 19 amended from 'Not Sure' to 'No'; and that Council does not respond to the remaining questions, on the basis that they call for a policy judgement outside Council's statutory remit, leaving individual members and parties free to submit their own responses directly to the consultation.

RECESS
(The meeting was adjourned at 9.04pm and resumed at 9.19pm)

(Councillor Hollywood and Councillor Ashe left the meeting – 9.04pm)

(Councillor Kerr joined the meeting remotely – 9.19pm)

10.    PORTAFERRY SPORTS HALL FLOOR UPDATE (FILE REF: CW74)
	(Appendix XI)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Active and Healthy Communities detailing that the previous Portaferry Sports Centre (PSC) update on 15 April 2026 to this Committee, explained that the Department of Education (DE) had provided written confirmation that they would provide budget for the intrusive investigations on the PSC Sports Hall floor issue.

Sports Hall Floor Update

Subsequently, Leisure and Estates officers in collaboration with the school arranged a Ground Penetrating Radar (GPR) survey to be completed on 1 July 2026. The purpose of the survey was to detect and map any potential voiding under the floor slab.

The survey reported that there were no signs of any structural issues or subsidence beneath the floor slab and the GPR data was consistent throughout the survey. This was positive news and alleviated the previous concern that structural remedial works were required. Currently, two potential options were being considered as next steps:

•	Remove the sports hall floor and inspect screed integrity, provide renovating self-levelling screed over the existing screed and provide new sports hall floor.
•	Remove the sports hall floor and screed, provide new screed and sports hall floor.

Whilst Option 2 was likely to require a longer period of closure, it was understood that the longevity of this type of repair was likely to be more robust than option 1.

To complement the information gleaned from the GPR survey and to ensure an informed decision making process was achieved regarding Option 1 or 2, a small intrusive opening of the surface of the floor to determine the exact composition of the layers of the floor was completed on 14 August 2026. At the time of writing this report officers awaited the results of this process and would provide a further update when this information was available.

The GPR survey was included in this report as Appendix 1 for reference.

Whilst progress was now underway towards a resolution to the floor issue it was acknowledged that the disruption to PSC users from Leisure’s perspective was still relevant. The other 2 courts were still being used to provide fitness classes and other activities in the hall, and the school holidays had mitigated the impact for the school temporarily. It was noted that there would be a period of complete closure of the Sports Hall to enable the repair works to be completed (Option 1 or 2). Communications with PSC Leisure customers and the school would be actioned as soon as the information was available; officers would attempt to mitigate the impact as much as possible for their users.

Officers had been in contact with DE and provided the GPR survey for their information. The GPR survey, further process on 14 August, and any subsequent recommendation and estimated costs by the contractors would be communicated with DE as soon as possible to enable them to complete their business case required to proceed with the next steps.

Management Agreement Update

Members might recall that officers from Leisure in collaboration with other Council officers had been working towards updating the Management Agreement between the ‘Trustee of St Columba’s College and Ards and North Down Borough Council in respect of Dual Use of the sports facilities located at St. Columba’s College, Portaferry’ (PSC).

In July 2026 officers received a Trustee approved version of the agreement by the Diocese of Down and Connor.

Officers were now reviewing this version of the agreement to ensure alignment with the operational and strategic use of PSC, in addition to ensuring clarity on points such as liability and responsibility for maintenance issues and costs given the recent challenges on this issue. Further Council discussions were required on the agreement before discussions with the Trustees took place. The Committee would be kept informed on this process. To ensure a mutually beneficial and robust agreement was achieved it was anticipated that the new agreement would be introduced effective from 1 April 2027.

Ongoing communication within various Council departments and external partners were gaining momentum towards the resolution of the Sports Hall floor issue and Management Agreement at PSC.

RECOMMENDED that Council notes this report.

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

Councillor Boyle placed on record his appreciation to the Director and to the Head of Leisure for their ongoing work, and was sure they would be glad to have the matter closed. 

He asked who was paying for the works and the Head of Leisure advised that the Department of Education had confirmed that it was paying and had paid for the works completed to date. 

A contractor’s report was awaited in respect of works completed in and around 14 August, and the Department had indicated that it would use the outworkings of that report to inform a business case which it hoped would release the money to pay for the remedial works required.

Councillor Boyle asked whether there was any idea of costings, and the Head of Leisure advised that the Council was looking to proceed with option 2 as outlined in the paper, but that this was pending the outworkings of that report.

Councillor Boyle said option 2 would clearly be his own choice for the longevity of doing the job properly. He asked whether the entire facility would close for the works or whether the gym would remain open, and how long any closure might last.

The Head of Leisure advised that under either option the sports hall would close, but that the intention was to retain the gym and to provide other classes in the surrounding area, for example using the Market House. No timescale for the closure was available at that stage and Members would be informed as soon as it was confirmed.

Councillor Boyle asked whether the new agreement would be in place by April 2027 so that everybody would know where they stood, as people needed to know who was responsible for what, which was part of the problem. The Head of Leisure advised that this was the feeling among all the stakeholders and among the partners the Council was working with, and that clear roles and responsibilities needed to be attributed to each of them.

Councillor Boyle noted that by June of the following year the hall would have been out of commission for five years, which was a long time for a leisure centre to be without its main hall. There had been two or three years when there was no movement at all because nobody knew which way matters were going. There were now signs of movement and he asked that the pressure be kept on.

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

11.    RESPONSE TO NOTICE OF MOTION 711 – INVICTUS GAMES (FILE REF: LEI34)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Active and Healthy Communities detailing that Members might recall Notice of Motion 711 which stated as follows:

that this council recognises the Invictus Games, Birmingham 2027, a multi sports event, for wounded, injured and sick military service personnel, both serving and veterans, is being hosted in the UK for the first time since the inaugural games. Further, that we task officers to engage with Invictus Games to explore how we might facilitate additional training for Northern Ireland competitors in advance of the games, offering the best opportunity for local veterans and participants to attain the peak level of fitness, and to identify potential funding sources to assist in minimising the cost attributed to commuting to and from the mandatory national training camps, as required by all registered participants.

The Invictus Games was an international biennial event overseen by the Invictus Games Foundation (IGF) which was an independent charity. The inaugural Games were held in London, 2014 involving 14 nations and the Games had now grown as a result of events in Orlando, Toronto, Sydney, the Hague, Dusseldorf, Vancouver/Whistler. The next Games were to be held in Birmingham in July 2027.

The ethos of the Games was unique in that participants were not chosen solely because of their ability, but because their participation would help them in their recovery journey of injury or illness suffered as a result of service to their country. It was anticipated that 25 nations would compete at the Games in July 2027 with approximately 550 participants from various Armed Forces personnel that were wounded, injured or made sick (WIS) during service to their country. Next year’s event would involve nine core sports, with each nation able to bring in new elements (for 2027, the UK would be introducing Pickleball, the fastest growing sport in the World; Laser Run (a biathlon involving running/pushing and shooting) and eSports.

For reporting purposes, the NoM had been separated into two parts.

that we task officers to engage with Invictus Games to explore how we might facilitate additional training for Northern Ireland competitors in advance of the games, offering the best opportunity for local veterans and participants to attain the peak level of fitness

Officers had contacted Invictus Games through their website to enquire on the partnership and sponsorship opportunities of the Games. Details of the partnership and sponsorship opportunities were listed below.

Champions Programme

The Champion’s Programme was specifically designed for SMEs and provided a means to support the Invictus Games Birmingham 2027 and the Armed Forces community. Details of the 3 levels of the programme were summarised below however it appeared they did not directly support the athletes:

Bronze £500

•	The organisation’s name is listed on the online Champions Programme Roll of Honour
•	A recognition certificate
•	Access to priority booking for Invictus Games Birmingham 2027 tickets at The NEC
•	10x virtual Places at a Champions Programme leadership event, connecting the core values of the Games with those of the businesses supporting the Games
•	The first 100 sign-ups receive two Festival Quarter passes at the NEC for a day at the Games
•	Champions Programme communications and impact updates
•	Two exclusive IG27 T-Shirts and caps
•	Discount on official Invictus Games merchandise

Silver £1,500

•	20 virtual places at a Champions Programme leadership event
•	The first 100 sign-ups receive four Festival passes
•	Champions Programme communications and impact updates
•	Access to exclusive discounts on official merchandise
•	Use of the Official Invictus Games Birmingham 2027 logo

Gold £3,000

•	Two complimentary guest places at a pre-Games event
•	The first 100 sign-ups receive x4 Leadership event places
•	The first 100 sign-ups receive x8 Festival passes
•	Use of the Official Invictus Games Birmingham 2027 logo
•	All other Champion Benefits

It should be noted that Officers were unable to determine whether the bronze, silver and gold levels of support were used to support athletes in their preparation or participation in the Games and therefore did not believe that joining the Champion’s Programme suitably answered part (a) or (b) of the NoM.

Direct Sponsor

The second option for financial support for the games noted on the Invictus Games website was by becoming a Direct Sponsor; the website did not offer sufficient detail on this option but Officer research had shown that this was more likely to be Commercial level sponsors investing upwards of £1,000,000.

It was noted that other partners were listed on the Invictus Games website and Officers had contacted these organisations. As yet, some had not responded however an online meeting had been arranged between Officers and Help for Heroes on 8 September.

and to identify potential funding sources to assist in minimising the cost attributed to commuting to and from the mandatory national training camps, as required by all registered participants.

Goldcard

Officers had considered the Goldcard scheme as a potential mechanism to support athletes from the Borough with their training needs whereby they could use Leisure facilities free of charge for a period of time before the Games. However unfortunately Sport NI did not recognise the Invictus Games and therefore to ensure officers’ compliance with the Sports Forum Grants Terms and Conditions the awarding of a Goldcard in this instance was not possible.

Blair Mayne Bursary Award Scheme

Members might be aware of the Blair Mayne Bursary Award Scheme that was established using surplus funds raised during the public appeal to raise funds for the bronze memorial statue in Conway Square Newtownards.

The Bursary welcomed applications from residents of the Ards and North Down Borough who were aged 25 years or younger under the following four categories:

•	academic study
•	sport.
•	adventure training
•	disability

Each bursary was £1000.

Additionally, the late William John Blair Mayne in his Will bequeathed £2,000.00 to “the Blair Mayne Bursary to be used by the Trustees thereof in their absolute discretion but I express the wish that the said legacy be used to augment any funds that the bursary has in place for supporting those persons who might be able to participate in the Paralympics or to provide such a fund.”

The Blair Mayne Bursary Award Scheme was administered by a sub-committee of the Corporate Services Committee. At a meeting on 26 March 2026 the sub-committee considered whether it would be appropriate to use the bequeathed sum of £2,000 from the late William John Blair Mayne to support the selected Invictus Games participants currently residing within the Borough as no Paralympic participants had applied for the Bursary. Members noted that it was not known if, or when, the Blair Mayne Bursary would receive future applications from Paralympians from the Ards and North Down area.

All sub-committee members agreed that allocating the funds in this manner would be appropriate in principle, with the caveat that the late William John Blair Mayne is formally recognised, and that the Blair Mayne Bursary is referenced in any related communications or documentation.

Therefore, should an athlete from the Borough be selected to compete in the Games, or if Members agreed to further explore the Champions Programme or Direct Sponsor options with the Games, Leisure officers would undertake the necessary next steps and provide a subsequent update report for further consideration.

Existing Veteran Support

Members might be aware that emergency services personnel, including military veterans, were currently entitled to a 20% discounted Leisure membership price upon receipt of proof of status.

RECOMMENDED that Council notes this report.

(The Chair, Alderman Cummings, vacated the Chair for this item and Councillor S Irvine, Vice Chair, took the Chair)

Alderman Cummings proposed, seconded by Councillor Douglas, that the recommendation be adopted.

Alderman Cummings thanked the Director and officers for their diligent work on the report, which had involved a number of conversations over recent months. 

Earlier in the year he had brought forward a notice of motion asking the Council to support local participants in the Invictus Games, a multi-sports event for wounded, injured and sick military service personnel, both serving and veterans. He welcomed the report, particularly as it expanded on the anticipated Games and recognised the important role that affordable access to leisure facilities played in maintaining both physical fitness and mental resilience.

He added that for those injured, recovery took time and demanded a careful and coordinated mix of physical and psychological therapy over a concentrated period. As someone who had sustained gunshot wounds as a serving police officer many years previously, he knew at first hand the value he had placed on exercise and physical activity on the road to recovery. 

It was a long and difficult road both physically and psychologically, but with the right support it was one which could be conquered. In seeking to support those participating in the 2027 Games through the Blair Mayne Trust, the Council also recognised the wider veteran community and those of the emergency services, with particular reference to discounted access to leisure services, and the decision reinforced the value placed upon veterans and the emergency services collectively. 

He trusted it would serve as an encouragement to them to rediscover the benefits of physical activity in redressing the often hidden pressures attributed to their vocation.

The seconder, Councillor Douglas, concurred, adding that she was pleased to read that if an athlete from the Borough was selected for the Games the Council agreed to explore further options to support their participation in Birmingham the following year. She also highlighted a veterans evening to celebrate the return of the Games, taking place on 1 October from 7pm to 9pm in the Island Centre, Lisburn. It was a free event open to all veterans and members of the Armed Forces community, with friends and family welcome, and registration was through the Northern Ireland Veterans Commissioner’s website.

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

(Alderman Cummings resumed the Chair)

12.    SPORTS FORUM GRANTS Q1 2026 & 2027 (FILE SD155)
	(Appendix XII – XVII)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Active and Healthy Communities detailing that Members would be aware that on 26 August 2015 Council had delegated authority to the Ards and North Down Sports Forum, in order to allow it to administer sports grants funding on behalf of the Council.

£90,000 had been allocated within the 2026/2027 revenue budget for this purpose.

During April, May & June 2026, the Forum received a total of 131 applications, of which 112 were successful (2 Coach Education, 7 Goldcards, 12 Equipment, 10 Events and 81 Individual Travel/Accommodation).

A summary of the 112 successful applications was detailed in the attached 2026/27 Successful Coaching, Equipment, Event, Goldcard and Travel/Accommodation Appendices.

	2026/2027 Budget £90,000
	Annual Budget
	Awarded to Date
	Committed Funding Awarded April, May & June 2026
	Remaining Budget

	Anniversary
	£3,000.00
	£0
	£0
	£3,000.00

	Coach Education
	£2,500.00
	£0
	£750.00
	£1,750.00

	Equipment
	£28,000.00
	£0
	£8,260.61
	£19,739.39

	Events
	£13,000.00
	£0
	£11,385.98
	£1,614.02

	Seeding
	£2,000
	£0
	£0.00
	£2,000.00

	Travel and Accommodation
	£38,500.00
	£0
	£15,407.72
	£23,092.28

	Discretionary
	£1,000.00
	£0
	£0
	£1,000.00

	Schools/Sports Club Pathway
	£2,000.00
	£0
	£0
	£2,000.00

	Remaining Budget
	
	
	
	£54,195.69



7 Goldcards Awarded in Q1 April, May & June 2026.

Budget Remaining

Please note that the following budget remaining breakdown was subject to receipt of all outstanding information required to process payments, such as proof of travel, accommodation or equipment purchases. In the rare event that committed funding was not awarded, the budget would be returned to the relevant funding stream.

The remaining budget for Coaching of £1,750.00 was based on a committed funding award for April, May and June of £750.00.

The remaining budget for Equipment of £19,739.39 was based on a committed funding award for April, May and June of £8,260.61.

The remaining budget for Events of £1,614.02 was based on a committed funding award for April, May and June of £11,385.98.

The remaining budget for Travel and Accommodation of £23,092.28 was based on a committed funding award for April, May and June of £15,407.72.

Remaining budget allocations not awarded during April, May, and June:

•	Anniversary Fund: £3,000
•	Discretionary Fund: £1,000
•	Schools/Sports Fund: £2,000
•	Seeding £2000

The remaining budget for 2026/27 was £54,195.69 (40% of the 2026/27 budget spent).

This report outlined the Q1 (April – June 2026 only) of grants that had been administered and approved by the Ards and North Down Sports Forum and was for noting purposes only. This was in line with the Council’s Grant Policy and the Council ratifying delegated authority to the Sports Forum on 12 November 2025.

RECOMMENDED that Council notes this report.

Councillor Boyle proposed, seconded by Councillor S Irvine, that the recommendation be adopted.

Councillor Boyle felt matters were going well within this section of the Council and it was good to see the applications coming in, the interest that was there, the team behind it and the working group which attended the meetings. 

He noted the new appointment now in place and asked that thanks be passed through the Head of Leisure and the Director to the Sports Development team and to all those who made it work so well.

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

The Chair advised that, where the subject matter of reports was closely related, they could be taken together, and he suggested that items 13 and 14 fell into that category.

13.    GOOD RELATIONS ANNUAL REPORT 2025/26 (FILE REF: GR18)
	(Appendix XVIII)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Active and Healthy Communities detailing that the Ards and North Down Borough Council Good Relations Strategy and Action Plan outlined a comprehensive plan to promote inclusivity, cohesion, and positive community engagement across the Borough.

Developed through community consultations including focus groups, one to one meetings and survey responses, the strategy identified key challenges and prioritised action areas in alignment with the “Together: Building a United Community” (T:BUC) framework.

The Good Relations Strategy (2025-2028) informed an annual action plan, which was submitted to the Executive Office for assessment. The Action Plan was based on the four key themes of the Executive’s Strategy Together Building United Communities:

•	Children and Young People
•	Shared community
•	Safe Community
•	Cultural Expression

The action plan’s aim was to promote the use of shared spaces, provide educational programmes for young people, and develop targeted cultural expression programmes. It also prioritised support for inclusive cultural events and education on shared history. By addressing entrenched divisions and leveraging opportunities for collaboration, the strategy aimed to build a thriving and peaceful Borough.

The Good Relations section was funded 75% externally from the Executive Office and 25% by Council.

The 2024-2025 Programme operated within a challenging budgetary environment and continued budget cuts from the Executive in 2025-2026. This had the potential at the beginning of the financial year to reduce the number of programmes in the 2025-2026 action plan. The total Good Relations budget from TEO was reduced in 2025-2026 from £170,053.50 to £127,540.12, a reduction of 25%.

However, in July 2025, following the riots in Ballymena, the Executive office offered Councils an (additional) £20k budget to address racial and social cohesion. The application was approved and did not require match funding from Council. In September 2025 a further £30k was offered, and again match funding was not required. In January 2026 a further £12,700 was offered, and again match funding was not required.

The total amount awarded to ANDBC was £190,240.12 enabling the Council to deliver targeted Good Relations interventions despite the uncertainty and reduction of funding in the first quarter of the financial year.

The annual 2026-2027 action plan had been submitted to the Executive Office for approval and based on the 2025-2026 initial funding that was asked for of £170,053.50. Indeed, as reported in LoO for DGRP (District Good Relations Plan) 2026/27 there had been a reduction in funding to £114,460.66.

The Good Relations Team had been able to deliver all projects captured in the 2025-2026 Action Plan. However, there was recognition that reduced funding at the beginning of the financial year created pressures on the team to potentially consider reducing and removing projects. The additional funding from TEO over three application processes from July 2025 allowed officers to fully deliver all Good Relations programmes while ensuring outcomes of funding were achieved.

The Good Relations section worked closely with PCSP, PEACE and Community Development sections to avoid duplication and ensure a cohesive delivery of programmes to the community.

RECOMMENDED that Council notes the Good Relations Annual report 2025-2026.

14.    DISTRICT GOOD RELATIONS PLAN 2026/27 (FILE REF: GR18)
	(Appendix XIX)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Active and Healthy Communities detailing that in January 2026 Council approved the District Good Relations Action Plan 2026 – 2027 prior to its submission to the Executive Office for approval in order to draw down funding.

The initial Action Plan requested an amount of £170,053.50 from TEO with Council match funding this at 25% with £56,684.50.

A Letter of Offer for 2026 – 2027 had now been received offering financial assistance from TEO totalling £114,460.66 to deliver the AND Good Relations Action Plan. However there was a deficit of £55,592.84.

Section 1.2 in the attached DCGRAP (District Council Good Relations Plan) outlined in red the reduction in the amount of budget available under each theme. Once salaries were removed from the financial assistance there was reduced budget to run programmes for the remaining months of 2026-2027. Maximum budget available for programmes was £31,473.21 compared to £105,597. The Council would work with departments such as PCSP (Policing and Community Safety Partnership) and other stakeholders and agencies to deliver the Good Relations Action Plan.

It was anticipated, as in previous years, that there would be further rounds of funding from TEO that would be made available throughout the financial year. However, this was not guaranteed and any further funding would be updated through Committee.

Members had previously been made aware of the reduction in the budget and releasing of small amounts of funding well into the financial year made delivery and impact of projects extremely difficult. The Good Relations Team continually sourced alternative and additional funding and worked in partnership with all agencies and stakeholders to mitigate against these issues.

Members should note that due to the reduction in funding of £55,592.84 the action plan had been highlighted in red with reduction in programmes under all aims and removal of Children Relations Through Sport Project, Holocaust and Other Genocide Programmes and Intergenerational Programmes. This would continually be reviewed and if further funding became available from TEO members would be advised accordingly.

RECOMMENDED that Council notes the report.

Councillor Boyle proposed, seconded by Councillor Quinn, that the recommendations for Item 13 and Item 14 be adopted.

Councillor Boyle thanked officers for the reports, praised the range of areas that were covered.

The seconder, Councillor Quinn, considered the Good Relations work invaluable. She worked across many primary and post-primary schools in Ards and North Down and had been on the Somme trip a couple of years previously. 

She was disappointed to see that it had been cut, but understood that something similar was being organised. Face to face contact was really important for children, particularly after COVID, in finding out about their heritage, and Bangor, North Down, Ards and Comber were rich in that. It had been valuable to visit and research street names and connections, and it was good to see the Shared Voice work coming in from Primary 4, with children from many different backgrounds coming to appreciate one another, and the work at post-primary level. 

She hoped the funding would continue, as a price could not be put on what it did for the children, and she saw the outworkings of it all the time.

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Councillor Boyle, seconded by Councillor Quinn, that the recommendations be adopted.

15.    RESPONSE TO NOTICE OF MOTION 703 – FEMICIDE (FILE REF: NOM703)
	(Appendix XX – XXI)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Active and Healthy Communities detailing that in February 2026 Council agreed to NoM 703, which requested that a letter to be written to Stormont to request the introduction of femicide as a specific hate crime which therefore carries an appropriate sentence, as well as specific deradicalisation support while in prison in order to prevent reoffending.

The letter was attached as Appendix 1.

The NoM stated Femicide is defined as the intentional killing of a woman due to factors such as hatred, discrimination or subjugation.

It also includes acts motivated by control, possession or domination over a woman, or in relation to her refusal to establish or maintain an emotional relationship, or as an act of limitation of her individual freedom.

This Council recognises that the motivation for this crime is rooted in a desire for the control and subjugation of women, driven by patriarchal attitudes in society.

That perpetrators can be partners but as our communities are changing, we are also seeing a growing trend of ‘honour based’ killings of women by family members.

That while femicide lies at the extreme end of the spectrum of violence against women, other acts motivated by control, possession, or dominance—such as domestic abuse, coercive control, and harassment—create the conditions in which femicide occurs. These acts serve as warning signs that, when left unaddressed, can escalate to fatal violence.

And that by establishing femicide as a distinct criminal offence, we send a clear message that gender-based violence will not be tolerated and that the lives of women have inherent value deserving of specific legal protection.

A response had been received (Appendix 2) from the Justice Minister citing her commitment to tackling gender-based abuse and violence in all its forms. Minister Long remained open to learning from developments in other areas and continued to keep this area under review and concluded that policy work on this was ongoing as part of the consideration of sex/gender as a protected characteristic in hate crime legislation.

RECOMMENDED that Council notes the report.

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

Councillor McKee welcomed the Minister’s commitment to tackling violence against women and girls, both in the letter and in her work in the Assembly, but he was disappointed that she had ruled out a standalone femicide offence at this stage. 

At a time when far too many women continued to experience violence, abuse and intimidation, every possible avenue for reform should be explored, and he hoped the Department’s commitment to learn from developments elsewhere and to remain open to strengthening the law would be carried through.

Councillor Moore also welcomed the Minister’s response. Tackling violence against women and girls was a priority for her Party, and the level of abuse women continued to face and the number of women who had lost their lives, something which had been very close to home for many, was a matter which all of society should be appalled by. The Minister had clearly indicated that she supported the intent behind the original motion, and she thanked Councillor Brady and Councillor McKee for bringing it. This was a complex area of law and the priority had to be ensuring that any change was legally robust, workable in practice and genuinely strengthened protection for women, rather than creating an offence which was difficult to apply or which duplicated existing protections.

Councillor Moore added that the Minister was not ruling out a specific offence of femicide forever but was saying that more work was needed, and it was important to make that distinction. She recalled that Women’s Aid had been one of the charities supported by her party colleague Councillor McCollum during her term as Mayor, who had used that platform to raise awareness and funds for the issue. 

As a practical example, remote evidence centres had been introduced for domestic abuse cases under the Minister’s leadership. Their use had grown significantly and outcomes were strong, with conviction rates of around 90% and a substantial proportion secured through guilty pleas, which meant that many complainants did not have to give oral evidence at trial. That showed how the reforms could reduce the burden on victims while still delivering effective justice, and the Minister’s focus was on measures which improved outcomes, reduced the trauma of engaging with the justice system, held perpetrators to account and fitted within the wider framework already under way.

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

16.    DRINKING WATER QUALITY REPORT 2025

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Active and Healthy Communities detailing that the Drinking Water Quality Report 2025, produced by Northern Ireland Water (NIW), was attached as Appendix 1.

The report indicated a 99.9% level of compliance with an extensive array of drinking water quality parameters as laid down in the Water Supply (Water Quality) Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2017 as amended in 2018.

The map in the report showed the various supply zones in the Borough.

The table below demonstrated compliance levels of drinking water in Ards and North Down when sampled at the customer’s tap since 2020.

	
	Target
	2021
	2022
	2023
	2024
	2025

	Northern Ireland Compliance
	99.7%
	99.9%
	99.9%
	99.9%
	99.9%
	99.9%

	Ards and North Down Compliance
	99.7%
	100.0%
	99.9%
	100.0%
	99.9%
	99.9%



During 2025, enforcement action taken by the Drinking Water Inspectorate, a branch of the Northern Ireland Environment Agency, was successfully concluded in relation to drinking water quality in the Ards and North Down area. Enforcement Notice Regulation 31(4) 2021/001 required NI Water to install and operate a treatment system at Drumaroad Water Treatment Works capable of removing or reducing aluminium to achieve a final water quality result within the maximum regulatory limit of 200 μg/l by 30 April 2025. The Notice was issued on 8 July 2021 and subsequently amended, with works completed by 30 September 2025. Following evidence provided by NIW demonstrating that the new treatment process met the requirements of the Notice, the Drinking Water Inspectorate issued a Revocation Notice on 19 December 2025.

One Major Drinking Water Quality Event was recorded across Northern Ireland in January 2025, when Storm Éowyn affected all areas. In the days preceding the storm, NIW took action to maximise water levels at service reservoirs and clear water tanks to optimise treated-water storage levels and mitigate against customer supply interruptions.

Severe winds across Northern Ireland disrupted electricity and telecommunications services and damaged NIW infrastructure. Around 6,000 properties experienced mains water supply interruptions. Substantial resources, including generators, bottled water and asset-to-asset tanker transfer, were deployed to restore and maintain customer supplies. Drinking water quality was not impacted.

In the week preceding Storm Éowyn, one Serious Drinking Water Quality Event affected all areas of Northern Ireland, when a period of freezing weather followed by thaw caused burst mains across the network, increasing water demand and interrupting supply. NIW declared a Category 1 Incident. Proactive measures were put in place by NIW ahead of the thaw period in anticipation of increased demand. Burst repairs were prioritised, output from treatment works was increased to meet demand, and re-zoning and asset-to-asset tanker transfer were used where necessary to restore water levels. Drinking water quality was not impacted.

RECOMMENDED that Council notes the report.

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

17.    RESPONSE TO NOTICE OF MOTION 685 – RUBY’S LAW CORRESPONDENCE (FILE REF: NOM685)
	(Appendix XXII – XXV)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Active and Healthy Communities detailing that a Notice of Motion relating to Ruby’s Law was adopted at the Active and Healthy Communities Committee Meeting in November 2025.

Ruby’s Law was a legislative reform campaign launched in England in January 2025, aimed at closing critical gaps in the Family Law Act 1996 and the Domestic Abuse Act 2021, to protect companion animals used as tools of coercive control. The proposal sought to grant courts the power to include pets in Non-Molestation and Occupation Orders, allowing survivors to retain custody and legal protection for their animals when fleeing domestic abuse. A parallel campaign to introduce Ruby’s Law was underway in Northern Ireland, with the matter debated at Stormont in October 2025. Ards and North Down Borough Council was the first local authority in Northern Ireland to publicly endorse Ruby’s Law.

The Notice of Motion read as follows:

“This Council recognises the link between domestic abuse and non-accidental harm to companion animals and the emotional trauma this causes victims and survivors, acknowledging that companion animals are often used as tools of coercion and control in abusive relationships and that their welfare is intrinsically linked to the safety and wellbeing of victims. The introduction and implementation of Ruby’s Law, as proposed in other parts of the United Kingdom, seeks to provide legal protection for pets in households where domestic abuse occurs, ensuring that they are considered in protective orders and safeguarding measures. Therefore, this council resolves to:

•	1. Write to the Ministers for Justice, Communities, Finance, DAERA, and Health, calling for: (i) The introduction of Ruby’s Law in Northern Ireland; and (ii) Them to work in partnership to deliver a cross-departmental collaboration with Causeway Coast Dog Rescue charity, and other animal welfare and domestic abuse organisations as required, to ensure the development of robust and enforceable provisions, taking a multidisciplinary approach to identify key stakeholders and government agencies to support victims and survivors of domestic abuse and coercive relationships and the protection of their pets.
•	2. Promote public awareness of the connection between domestic abuse, coercive control and animal abuse, in collaboration with statutory agencies and animal welfare organisations.
•	3. Encourage engagement and collaboration within all Councils and other key stakeholders to support the implementation of Ruby’s Law in the community to protect animals and people.”

A draft letter to the Ministers was approved by Council in March, and responses from the relevant departments had now been received. The correspondence was attached as Appendices 1-4. No response had been received from the DAERA Minister to date.

Correspondence received in response to the proposed introduction of Ruby’s Law in Northern Ireland indicated broad support for recognising the role that threats of harm, or actual harm, to pets and animals can play within domestic abuse, coercive control and intimidation. The Justice Minister confirmed support for amendments to the Justice Bill which would strengthen consideration of animals within domestic abuse-related protections, including non-molestation and occupation orders, and future Domestic Abuse Protection Notices and Orders. The Health Minister also expressed support, noting the Department’s joint leadership with the Department of Justice of the Domestic and Sexual Abuse Strategy and recent engagement with Causeway Coast Dog Rescue on the proposals.

The responses also recognised that responsibility for relevant protections cut across a number of Departments, particularly Justice, Health and Finance. While existing legislation might already allow courts to take pets and companion animals into account where relevant, there was acknowledgement that making such protections more explicit could assist both courts and victims, and that additional legislation which removes barriers preventing victims from leaving dangerous situations was to be welcomed. Overall, the responses demonstrated support for further consideration of additional safeguards, with ongoing engagement anticipated as Justice Bill amendments, family law reform work and wider domestic and sexual abuse policy progress.

RECOMMENDED that Council notes the report.

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

Councillor Moore welcomed the responses received. The multiple letters from multiple ministers reflected the complexity of the issue and the fact that it required a joined up response from across the Executive, with both the Department of Justice and the Department of Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs having important roles. 

The DOJ was strengthening the legal protections while the DAERA was progressing practical animal welfare measures, including specialist domestic abuse animal fostering services. The most impactful approach was to protect victims in law while also ensuring there was practical support for them and their animals.

Councillor McKee welcomed the report and the responses from the ministers. It was important to recognise that the work had begun with a notice of motion brought forward by his colleague Councillor Kendall, who would have liked to speak that evening but was unable to attend, and it was remarkable that Ards and North Down had become the first council in Northern Ireland to formally support Ruby’s Law, which was something all Members could be proud of. 

Ruby’s Law addressed an issue which was often overlooked, as the abuse of companion animals could play a significant part in coercive control and domestic abuse, and anything which could be done to help people in that situation should be done. It was encouraging to read the broad support reflected in the responses and the recognition that stronger protections could help remove the barriers facing victims and survivors.

Councillor McKee also acknowledged the work of Causeway Coast Dog Rescue and the campaign led by Christina Warner, whose advocacy had been instrumental in bringing the issue to public and political attention and in highlighting the link between animal welfare and tackling violence against women and girls. 

This was a good example of a council showing leadership on an issue of real societal importance, and while there was work still to do he welcomed the progress and hoped to see more momentum behind Ruby’s Law despite its complexity and the number of departments involved.

Councillor W Irvine was glad to see the departments acknowledging the issue, but urged them all to remain true to their stated commitments and to work collectively to ensure that Ruby’s Law progressed without delay. Victims, families and support organisations had made clear the importance of the safeguards, and it was vital that the momentum was maintained as amendments to the Justice Bill, family law reform and wider domestic and sexual abuse policies continued.

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

(Alderman Brooks and Councillor McKee left the meeting at 9.40pm)

18.    NOTICES OF MOTION

18.1    NOTICE OF MOTION SUBMITTED BY COUNCILLOR CATHCART AND COUNCILLOR GILMOUR

That this Council condemns recent anti-social behaviour witnessed in Bangor and the North Down coast and commits to reviewing our own resources, as well as working with relevant agencies to tackle this problem. Whilst grateful for police action taken, this Council recognises that the officers need additional powers to tackle anti-social behaviour and expresses disappointment that the Justice Minister has ruled out passing relevant legislation during this Assembly mandate. This Council therefore agrees to write to the Justice Minister, calling for action on anti-social behaviour legislation, more police officers for the Borough, the reopening of Bangor custody suite and the rejection of any lowering of the age of criminal responsibility.

(Councillor Cathcart and Councillor Gilmour joined the meeting remotely to propose the Notice of Motion – 9.40pm)

Councillor Cathcart advised that there was a typo in the Notice of Motion as it appeared on the agenda, in that the final line referred to the rejection of any lowering of the age of criminal responsibility when it should refer to any increase, as nobody was calling for the age to be lowered. He proposed the Notice of Motion with that change of one word, and the Chair was content that it was a non-substantive amendment.

Proposed by Councillor Cathcart, seconded by Councillor Gilmour, that the Notice of Motion, as amended, be adopted.

Councillor Cathcart said that when the Borough enjoyed good weather, Bangor and the other seaside destinations also became a destination for those wishing to engage in underage drinking, antisocial behaviour and other illegal activity rather than simply enjoying the seaside. 

Some of the images seen that summer were unacceptable and had done reputational harm. He thanked all those involved in tackling antisocial behaviour along the seafront, including police officers, Translink staff, community safety officers, street pastors, the YMCA and all the agencies and volunteers involved. 

Trouble had eased as the summer progressed, having been more prevalent in the early stages, and he paid tribute to the work done, which was not an easy task given that incidents could occur anywhere from Seapark to Ballyholme across a vast area.

Councillor Cathcart said efforts were being hampered by inaction and inertia on the part of the Justice Minister in resourcing the police and giving them the additional powers they had been calling for. The Minister was well aware that the legislation needed to change, her own Department having published a consultation on amending antisocial behaviour legislation in which 97% of respondents felt more needed to be done. 

That consultation had closed two and a half years previously, and the Minister’s current position was that it remained her intention to bring forward legislation in the next Assembly mandate, which was kicking the can down the road despite there having been two bills to which such powers could have been attached during this mandate.

He highlighted two additional powers which would assist the PSNI. The first was the seizure of alcohol. Those engaging in antisocial behaviour often travelled by train and were fuelled by alcohol, and while it was welcome that Police had provided a presence on trains over the summer, seizing alcohol and preventing entry with alcohol was not as simple as many people thought. 

There were no general powers to seize alcohol from anyone drinking in public, and alcohol could be seized from those under 18 only if it was on clear display, with no power to search bags on suspicion or to seize where the alcohol had been decanted into another bottle. 

The Department of Justice had itself stated in that consultation that the legislative framework needed updating to ensure it was fit for purpose, and 98% of respondents had agreed there should be a power to seize and dispose of alcohol. The lack of powers had been intended to be addressed in the Criminal Justice Order 2008 but had never been brought into force because of legal issues identified after the legislation passed, and as the Alliance Party had held the justice portfolio for many years since 2010 it could not look elsewhere for someone to blame.

The second power was that required to disperse large crowds, as antisocial behaviour often resulted from such gatherings and English police forces had benefited from powers to break them up and de-escalate situations. 

When questioned on the matter by his colleague Peter Martin MLA, the Justice Minister had replied that dispersal powers had been considered during a lengthy cross-departmental and multi-agency review, that a decision had been taken not to pursue them, but that given the passage of time she would re-engage with the PSNI, with the new Assembly mandate the earliest opportunity to bring forward changes. 

He had shared that response with police officers, who were frankly in disbelief at it.
Councillor Cathcart said there were simply not enough officers on the streets to address the seafront during the busy summer period. 

When trouble had occurred at Crawfordsburn Country Park earlier in the summer, officers had been deployed from other areas along with drones and dogs and the trouble had fizzled out quickly, which showed what could be achieved with that level of support. 

Officer numbers were not helped by arrests requiring officers to drive out of the Borough to process detainees, with local officers describing trips to Craigavon and as far as Londonderry because of capacity issues at custody suites, which removed officers for an entire shift. Officers had told him privately that the reopening of Bangor custody suite was required to allow them to do their jobs in a timely and efficient manner.

He recalled that when the motion was drafted in June the appalling attack on Ryan Gray and his dog Max of K9 Search and Rescue was fresh in everyone’s minds, and he continued to wish them well. The assault had shocked the community and had brought home that allowing antisocial behaviour and large gatherings could lead to serious consequences. 

The case highlighted serious concerns about the proposal in the Justice Bill to raise the age of criminal responsibility from 10 to 14, which would have seen one of those charged escape prosecution. Those who carried out the attack knew what they were doing and it was right that they faced consequences, and a justice system was needed which punished perpetrators and supported victims. 

Public perception of the justice system was already low and any move allowing perpetrators to avoid justice would damage it further. The Council for its part needed to press on with expanding and enhancing its CCTV coverage and working on a multi-agency basis, as the consequences of antisocial behaviour were serious and lasting and caused economic and societal harm as well as harm to victims.

In closing, Councillor Cathcart stated that it was clear stronger powers should have been in place and that the community had been let down. Now Council needed resources and new powers to tackle the problem.

The seconder, Councillor Gilmour recalled that when she had been a councillor in the Holywood area Helen’s Bay and Seapark had been regular areas where residents had long-suffering issues. 

What had been witnessed earlier in the year in Bangor and along the North Down coast was deeply concerning, and the social media videos circulating of some of the events had been horrific. 

She noted that the motion had been submitted before the summer and was being heard in September because of the absence of committees. People should be able to enjoy their town and city centres, parks, beaches and public spaces without being subjected to intimidation, disorder or behaviour which made them feel unsafe in their own community.

Councillor Gilmour was clear that the motion was not about blaming young people generally, as the vast majority of young people in Ards and North Down were respectable members of the community, but where serious antisocial behaviour occurred the police and other agencies needed the powers and resources to deal with it. 

She put on record her appreciation of local PSNI officers, who were dealing with significant pressures and could not be everywhere at once, which was why the Council had a responsibility to make its voice heard and why she had proposed at Council in April that it write to the Chief Constable seeking more officers for North Down to assist the District Commander, following the attack on Ryan Gray and his search and rescue dog Max. 

Additional police resources were needed so that officers could respond properly rather than being tied up transporting people to custody suites across the country, and the reopening of Bangor custody suite was a practical measure deserving serious consideration, as decisions about the Borough should take account of the particular challenges faced by a busy coastal city such as Bangor.

She added that the problem could not be solved by policing alone and commended the multi-agency approach taken by the Council, the PSNI and local community groups, with prevention and early intervention a positive. 

Where attacks and incidents did occur, however, those responsible needed to be held to account, and she strongly opposed any proposal to increase the age of criminal responsibility, as victims needed to see justice done when someone ended up in hospital at the hands of a 13 year old. 

Residents wanted to feel safe in their communities and to enjoy Bangor, its beaches and its coastline, and to see their children and families use public spaces without fear. The Council could not solve every aspect of the problem itself but could use its collective voice to demand the resources, legislation and support the community needed from the Minister who could effect change.

Councillor Moore said that the Minister had ruled out only bringing forward the relevant legislation in this mandate, including measures such as the seizure of alcohol, and that this was not unique to the Department of Justice but was reflected across the entire Executive in trying to prioritise legislation. 

There remained a question as to who would enforce any new powers, particularly as not all councils supported taking on that responsibility. On police numbers, the Minister and the Chief Constable had developed a plan to increase them which had been agreed by the Executive, but the additional funding required had not yet been approved. 

As the reopening of Bangor custody suite and police officer numbers were operational policing matters, she suggested writing to the Chief Constable in addition to writing to the Minister.

Councillor Moore said the age of criminal responsibility was a particularly uncomfortable matter. Responsible elected representatives repeatedly called for expert and evidence led legislation but rejected it when it was politically inconvenient. 

The best way to protect victims was to prevent victims, and the evidence showed that early intervention and holistic support was better at interrupting offending behaviour than early criminalisation and entry into the justice system. 

Raising the age of criminal responsibility would support the prevention of offending behaviour and retaining it at 10 simply perpetuated it, so it would come as no surprise that she would not support that element. Her party had no issue with writing to the Minister, which was absolutely the Council’s right, but she felt the points raised were better addressed locally.

Councillor W Irvine thanked both Members for bringing the motion forward. The position in Bangor in early summer had been of grave concern to residents and elected representatives, particularly the persistent attacks on local businesses and the disruption caused to their work, and thankfully matters had improved as the summer progressed. 

It was regrettable that the additional powers had not been given, particularly given the large crowds of young people which gathered on occasion at Ballyholme, Bangor seafront and elsewhere in the Borough. 

Officers were held up when arrests were made and the loss of the custody suite had been a particular blow, taking officers out of the area. He also referred to the case for strengthening the Council’s own community safety team, which had been brought before the Committee previously and was another tool in its armoury, and thanked the volunteers who assisted the emergency services at weekends, particularly the Street Pastors and their work in the towns and city centre. He commended the local PSNI commander for the efforts he and his team had made to address the issues over those months.

(Councillor Kerr left the meeting – 9.59pm)

Councillor Cochrane said that every meeting he had attended with the police about antisocial behaviour had raised the same two matters, officer numbers and additional powers. The police were crying out for help and the media had recently highlighted the pressures on policing, yet the Justice Minister had not acted. There had been plenty of time in the mandate to increase police powers and she had failed in that responsibility. 

The scenes witnessed that summer in Bangor had been nothing short of a disgrace and he hoped they would never be repeated. Reopening Bangor custody suite would be a significant psychological boost, as people considered not only numbers but whether they felt a police presence, and without a custody suite there was a lack of presence in Bangor. 

Having seen antisocial behaviour in his own District Electoral Area at Linear Park and Cremellan Wood, he considered any attempt to increase the age of criminal responsibility incredibly dangerous and something he could never support, as it would create a loophole which older children or criminal gangs could use to exploit younger children. He asked for a recorded vote.

Councillor Chambers noted a number of different parts to it, covering the Council reviewing its own resources, antisocial behaviour legislation, additional police officers, the reopening of Bangor custody suite and the age of criminal responsibility. 

Normally with a motion containing so many elements he found himself unable to support them all and would consider an amendment, but on this occasion he was largely supportive of everything it asked for. As a parent of three sons, the eldest of whom was 14 and at an age where he wanted to go out with friends to Ward Park, Linear Park, Aurora and Bangor town centre, antisocial behaviour was something he and his wife worried about a great deal. 

He fretted every time his son asked to go to those places, which was shaped by the incidents seen in the local news not only over the summer but at weekends, and it was not fair that he had to consider denying his children the ability to go out because of those fears.

Councillor Chambers said Members would be aware how under-resourced the PSNI were in the Borough and he doubted anyone would disagree that more officers were needed. The lack of police visibility was a real problem, which was not an attack on the PSNI, who did a fantastic job with what they had when called upon, but more support was badly needed. 

The lack of a custody suite covering the whole Borough was shameful and he would like to see Bangor custody suite reopened as a routine provision rather than the contingency it currently was. When an arrest was made, two officers were taken off duty to transport the offender to Musgrave or, if Musgrave was full, to Antrim, which put extra pressure on already stretched local resources. 

While he supported the proposals he did not hold out much hope of additional resources or the custody suite being reopened soon, and as Councillor Moore had said that was an operational matter for the Chief Constable, so the proposers might consider writing to him in that regard. 

On the age of criminal responsibility, which had been well debated at Stormont, his concern was that younger people would become a target for criminal gangs seeking to recruit them, and that where young people committed crimes and were unable to go through the justice system those gangs might administer their own form of punishment.

In summing up, Councillor Cathcart addressed the suggestion that he had been electioneering. Having been in the Council for 10 years he was not very political, and his party colleagues would probably prefer him to mention his party affiliation more often. 

He had brought the motion forward because police officers had highlighted to him that the powers were needed if the issue was to be tackled, and it was right that the Council as a corporate body highlighted a major issue in the Borough to the Minister responsible. 

There was also real vulnerability associated with the drinking referred to, and he recalled young people, and young girls in particular, collapsing after drinking far too much and placing themselves in very vulnerable situations. In terms of reputational damage, Councillor Chambers had been right about perceptions, and he recalled a person who was not from the area asking his colleague Lord Weir of Ballyholme why he would name himself after a place where children were beaten up, which was a completely false impression of a very lovely place but showed the harm being done. 

He had expected the Alliance Party to reject the motion because it was critical of their Minister, but he believed they knew the issue should have been tackled a good deal earlier so that the PSNI had the powers to deal with it.

A recorded vote had been requested.

On being put to the meeting with 10 voting FOR, 1 AGAINST, 0 ABSTENTIONS and 5 ABSENT, the Notice of Motion was declared CARRIED.

The voting was as follows:

	FOR (10)
	AGAINST (1)
	ABSTAINED (0)
	ABSENT (5)

	Alderman
	Councillor
	
	Alderman

	Cummings
	Boyle
	
	Brooks

	Councillor
	
	
	Councillor

	Chambers
	
	
	Ashe

	Cochrane
	
	
	Hollywood

	Douglas
	
	
	Kerr

	Irvine, S
	
	
	McKee

	Irvine, W
	
	
	

	McBurney
	
	
	

	McClean
	
	
	

	Moore
	
	
	

	Quinn
	
	
	



AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Councillor Cathcart, seconded by Councillor Gilmour, that the Notice of Motion, as amended, be adopted.

(Councillor Cathcart and Councillor Gilmour left the meeting – 10.11pm)

18.2    NOTICE OF MOTION SUBMITTED BY ALDERMAN MCRANDAL AND COUNCILLOR HARBINSON

That this Council acknowledges the financial costs that it incurs in dealing with and disposing of litter and in seeking to take enforcement action. That this Council acknowledges that it needs to take further action to positively influence the attitude of some people towards littering. This Council therefore resolves to consider what additional actions it can reasonably take both to inform the public about the various harms that result from littering and to seek to change people’s attitudes towards littering.

The Chair noted that Alderman McRandal had been unable to attend the meeting and had been made aware of a request to defer it for hearing at the next Committee meeting.

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Councillor Moore, seconded by Councillor McBurney, that the Notice of Motion be deferred to the October meeting of the Active and Healthy Communities Committee.

19.    ANY OTHER NOTIFIED BUSINESS

There were no items of Any Other Notified Business.

NOTED.

EXCLUSION OF PUBLIC/PRESS

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

20.    BANGOR AND NEWTOWNARDS MARKETS (FILE REF: CW75)

**IN CONFIDENCE**

NOT FOR PUBLICATION

SCHEDULE 6 - 3. Exemption: relating to the financial or business affairs of any particular person

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Active and Healthy Communities detailing that at its meeting in February 2026, Council had agreed for officers to carry out a pre-market engagement exercise in relation to Bangor and Newtownards market provision, and to engage with both the existing market traders and Ards and North Down Business Forum. 
 
RECOMMENDED that Council agrees to proceed with a procurement exercise for Newtownards and Bangor Markets, as detailed in the report. 
 
Councillor Boyle proposed, seconded by Councillor W Irvine, that the recommendation be adopted. 
 
AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Councillor Boyle, seconded by Councillor W Irvine, that the recommendation be adopted.

RE-ADMITTANCE OF PUBLIC/PRESS

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

TERMINATION OF MEETING

The meeting terminated at 10.16pm.
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