    ARDS AND NORTH DOWN BOROUGH COUNCIL

A hybrid (in person and via Zoom) meeting of the Corporate Services Committee was held at Church Street, Newtownards and via Zoom, on Tuesday 8 September 2026 at 7.00 pm. 


PRESENT:

In the Chair:	 	Alderman Smith   

Aldermen:	Brooks (Zoom)	
Graham	
McIlveen 	 

Councillors:	Chambers	McBurney (Zoom)
Cochrane  	McCracken  
Gilmour	Moore 
W Irvine	Thompson
S Irvine	Quinn

    
Officers in Attendance: Director of Corporate Services (M Steele), Head of Corporate Governance (A Curtis), Head of Finance (S Grieve), Head of Strategic Change (S Denny), Compliance Officer (L Porter), Democratic Services Manager (J Wilson) and Democratic Services Officer (J Alexander)

1.	APOLOGIES

Apologies were received from Alderman Graham for late arrival at 7.03pm. No other apologies were received.

NOTED.

2.	DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST

[bookmark: _Int_bPcJOztt][bookmark: _Int_ZfVgNlIw]The Chairman sought declarations.  No declarations of interest were declared.

NOTED. 

3.	DEPUTATION

There were no deputations received.

NOTED. 



REPORTS FOR APPROVAL

4.	DRAFT ANNUAL SELF-ASSESSMENT REPORT 2025/26
(APPENDIX I)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED: Report from the Director of Corporate Services detailing the key points within the Annual Self-Assessment Report, including progress achieved in 2025/26 against the Performance Improvement Objectives.

Background 
The Local Government Act (Northern Ireland) 2014 put in place a framework to support continuous improvement in the delivery of council services in the context of strategic objectives and issues that were important to those who received the services. 

[bookmark: _Int_WrobIWIq]Section 92 of the Act placed a requirement on councils to assess and report on their performance against the previous financial years; and to compare its performance, so far as was practicable, with the performance of other councils in the exercise of the same or similar functions. The comparison and assessment report covering 2025/26 should be published by 30th September immediately following the financial year to which it related. 

[bookmark: _Int_0bcPe2E5]The purpose of the report was to review our performance in the delivery of our agreed Improvement Objectives for the 2025/26 financial year and to assess our performance in discharging our duties under Section 84 of the Act. The intention of the report was to:

· give an assessment of the effectiveness of our continuous improvement arrangements and reflect on our performance against the 2025/26 Performance Improvement Plan;
· provide an assessment of wider performance aspects including statutory indicators and self-imposed indicators; and
· provide an update on progress against proposals made in the NIAO Audit and Assessment Report 2025/26. 

Key Issues 

Progress summary – 2025/26 Performance Improvement Plan objectives

Performance Improvement Objective 1: We would increase economic growth by attracting more jobs and businesses 

[bookmark: _Int_3QXVJ0K2]The majority of measures were on target, demonstrating strong overall progress. 

[bookmark: _Int_N14HexyQ]Momentum continued across the Bangor Waterfront Redevelopment Programme during 2025/26. The Pickie Fun Park and Bangor Yacht Club Watersports Centre projects progressed through design and pre-application community consultation, with planning and marine licence applications submitted for the Watersports centre. Procurement also progressed for the Urban Waterfront and Public Realm project, while preparations continued for the appointment of the Marina Wetside consultancy team in 2026. Work also continued to secure private-sector investment across the waterfront. Significant progress continued to be made within the Go Succeed programme with job creation under this scheme increasing from 77 in 2023/24 to 179 in 2025/26. 

In 2025, the Supporting Thriving High Streets Programme commenced, with the Glow Up Grant and Empty to Energised Pilot Grant Schemes being successfully rolled out. The programme had moved into continued delivery with the third strand, the Freshen Up Grant, available to support further capital improvements by businesses. Collectively, these strands provided a practical mechanism for improving the commercial environment and strengthening the conditions that helped retain, attract, and grow rate-paying businesses. 

Performance Improvement Objective 2: We would reduce carbon emissions as we transition to net zero 

Strong progress was made across most measures, with the majority meeting target; however, a few measures fell slightly below expectations. 

[bookmark: _Int_LPJC4tzx]Waste management household recycling % had increased from 2024/25 (now 58.5%) and was above the statutory target however still remained a challenge for Council. 

[bookmark: _Int_RtblA6vR]Significant progress had been made towards achieving the Council’s estate energy emissions reduction objectives. Performance was currently ahead of the committed target trajectory, and with continued investment and delivery, officers remained confident that the long-term targets could be achieved. However, fuel-related emissions from the Council’s fleet remained a significant challenge, particularly in relation to heavy goods vehicles, for which viable decarbonisation solutions were not yet fully established. Although fleet electrification offered a potential pathway to reduce emissions, it would require significant capital investment, increased electricity capacity, and substantial investment in renewable energy generation and grid infrastructure to ensure that the full carbon reduction benefits were realised. 

Annual target of 15,000 trees planted exceeded, along with 132,00 0m2 of rewilded lands being maintained and target being exceeded. 

[bookmark: _Int_SewXKhsM][bookmark: _Int_VMINEkXC]A number of measures within this objective had been carried forward to 2026/27 Performance Improvement Plan as they still remained a priority for Council in terms of reducing carbon emissions as we transitioned to net zero. 

Performance Improvement Objective 3: We would improve wellbeing through social inclusion and reduced inequality 

[bookmark: _Int_9wIsVb9m]The majority of measures were on target, demonstrating strong overall progress. 

Council celebrated the completion of works in 2025/26 of the new Whitespots line of the Comber Greenway – a transformative 5.4k active travel route linking Newtownards and Bangor. The new shared-use path strengthened opportunities for walking, wheeling, and cycling through a safe, accessible, and scenic route. 
[bookmark: _Int_dfzUqdbk]Significant development work was completed in 2025/26 to progress other major capital and strategic projects that would provide outdoor facilities aimed at improving health and wellbeing including further Greenway development, the Whitespots redevelopment project and the Ward Park redevelopment project. Officers would continue to progress these projects, along with other outdoor recreation projects, in 2026/27.  

2025/26 saw the launch of Council’s 10-year Leisure Strategy “Getting Active, Staying Active”, which links clearly with the Council’s Corporate Plan, and would contribute to ‘A Sustainable Borough’ through innovation in our services and greater partnerships with our residents and other organisations. The Strategy sets out a clear direction for developing leisure across Ards and North Down, promoting an inclusive and sustainable approach that supports health and wellbeing for all. 

Significant work was completed by the Parks and Cemeteries Service including £36,052 invested in ‘In Bloom’ projects, 8 ‘In Bloom’ /Best Kept awards achieved, 7 Green Flag awards for the Borough achieved and 104 community gardening projects delivered. 

Performance Improvement Objective 4: We would be a high-performing organisation 

Strong progress was made across most measures, with the majority meeting target; however, a few measures fell slightly below expectations. 

A new digital financial management system was introduced across Council to improve access to, and understandability of, financial information for non-finance managers; improve management information in relation to financial commitments and contract management; and improve efficiency within the Finance service. 

A new ‘Electronic Document and Records Management System’ and supporting Corporate File Plan was developed and implemented across the organisation. This programme of work had been a significant step forward in how the Council managed, governed, and used its information. It represented a key culture change transformation that strengthened information governance and supported staff to work in a more collaborative way. 

Next Steps 
Subject to Council approval, the annual Self-Assessment Report for 2025/26 would be published on Council’s website by the legislative date of 30 September 2026. 

Summary 
As the Council continued to work towards its vision to be ‘A Sustainable Borough,’ the priorities outlined in the Corporate Plan 2024-2028 drove the annual Performance Improvement Plan objectives to ensure our focus remained on achieving the commitments Council had set for the remainder of the four-year period. 

The past few years had seen the Council and the Borough face unprecedented challenges; however, Council was confident that it was demonstrating good overall performance and would continue to further develop, monitor and manage its activities to secure continuous improvement in the exercise of its functions.

RECOMMENDED that Council Approve the draft annual Self-Assessment Report for 2025/26 attached at Appendix I for publication by the required deadline date of 30th September 2026.

Councillor McCracken referred to page 43 of the Self-Assessment Report on staff absence. He noted that, following a strategic review of sickness, Council had set a deadline of March 2026 to achieve its three-year target of 5% staff absence, which it had failed to achieve, with the most recent reported sickness rates at 7.46% and long-term absence at 7.5%. Councillor McCracken noted Item 21 and asked that it be moved out of the In-Committee section. He voiced concern that, given that half the Council budget was spent on staff, recent sickness rates represented a huge loss of productivity every year and noted their effect on Council's corporate objective to be a high-performing organisation. 

Councillor McCracken added that, during his tenure on Council, he had sought to work with officers to help reduce the concerning levels of absence and he noted that sick pay terms and conditions were constantly used as justification for long-term absence. He advised that sick pay entitlement and capability management were different, and that a contractual right was separate to ongoing management responsibility, noting that Council should be supporting staff on sick leave, including supporting their return to work as soon as they were able to do so.

[bookmark: _Int_rwSXpA1h]He recognised that sickness records for most Council staff were very good and stressed that his concern about sickness levels was neither an attack on staff, nor on trade unions. It was about understanding the reasons for staff sickness and addressing them.

Councillor McCracken noted that ONS figures reported average sickness in the English public sector as 2.9% and suggested that the issue in Council may be cultural in that workplace factors contributing to staff sickness may include disagreements with management, disciplinary matters, failed applications for promotion, and feelings of having been treated unfairly. He was not suggesting that those reasons were illegitimate but suggested that Council should not accept a culture in which unresolved workplace issues may become long-term sickness absence. 

Councillor McCracken added that the Northern Ireland Audit Office had consistently raised this issue as a major concern for over a decade. The people of Northern Ireland deserved a high-performing public sector, and its leaders should come together with employees and trade unions to discuss this issue.

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



5.	DRAFT WORKFORCE PLAN 2026 – 2031
	(APPENDIX II)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED: Report from the Director of Corporate Services detailing the key points within the Draft Workforce Plan 2026-2031.

Background 
The Ards and North Down Borough Council Workforce Plan 2026–2031 set out how the Council would attract, retain, develop, and support the workforce needed to deliver its Corporate Plan and become a high-performing, future-ready organisation. The plan responded to:

· An ageing population and workforce.
· Increasing service demand and financial pressure.
· Recruitment and skills shortages across local government.
· Growing need for digital, data, AI, transformation, and leadership capability.
· Changing employee expectations around flexibility, development, inclusion, and wellbeing. 

External evidence identified shortages in frontline, technical and digital roles, slow recruitment processes, ageing workforces, limited succession planning and gaps in change, digital and leadership skills. Locally, the greatest priorities were:
· Succession planning and knowledge transfer.
· Stronger leadership and management.
· Modernised recruitment and employer branding.
· Digital confidence, collaboration, and responsible AI use.
· Improved recognition, engagement, wellbeing, and attendance.
· More structured workforce intelligence and skills planning. 

The future ambition of the Council, was that it aimed to become:
· An employer of choice.
· An organisation with strong and effective leadership.
· A skilled and digitally enabled workforce.
· An engaged and inclusive workplace.
· An employer that actively invests in staff wellbeing. 

Six delivery priorities:
1. Effective Resource Planning – employer branding, reward and recognition, recruitment modernisation, responsible AI in recruitment, improved onboarding, and early-career pathways.
2. Digitally Enabled – digital and AI governance, targeted digital skills development, digital leadership, and continuous improvement.
3. Employee Engagement and Wellbeing – culture change, employee listening, wellbeing programmes, mental-health support, and confidential counselling.
4. Equality, Diversity, and Inclusion – fair policies, inclusive recruitment, staff networks, awareness, and improved monitoring.
5. Outstanding Leaders and Managers – structured leadership development, succession planning, coaching, mentoring, and career support.
6. Performance and Development Culture – stronger appraisal, workforce skills audits, internal career pathways, knowledge sharing, and consistent performance management. 

Actions ran from 2026 to 2031, with named owners, timescales, and success measures. Progress would be delivered through service plans and reviewed annually. Key indicators included improvements in recruitment, retention, attendance, engagement, leadership capability, digital confidence, equality outcomes, and internal progression. 

As part of the Policy Review Procedure, consultation had occurred with management, trade union partners, and the Staff Consultative Committee.

RECOMMENDED that Council Approve the Workforce Plan for the period 2026 to 2031.

The Head of Strategic Change advised the Committee that Ards and North Down Borough Council was the first Council in Northern Ireland to produce a Workforce Plan. It had given recognition to the issues Council faced in terms of an ageing population, ageing staff members, financial pressures, service demands, upskilling in relation to IT, and AI. She advised that the five-year Workplan was very substantial and should address many of the problems that had been raised.

Councillor Quinn expressed her interest in the upskilling element of the report, particularly as she worked in post-primary education where classes had been introduced such as working in the uniformed services. Pupils needed role models and could be informed about Council and the pathway they could take to become involved.

Councillor W Irvine addressed Council's aim of being an attractive employer and advised that certain sectors would find that particularly difficult. He noted that the private sector was more attractive to prospective employees than the public sector and asked if Council was struggling to recruit, particularly in the leisure sector.

[bookmark: _Int_Nbecssyh]The Director of Corporate Services advised that there were acute problems at certain points and for certain disciplines. In leisure, some staff had left to go to another council for the same job but at a higher salary. More broadly, there were areas where skills were scarce, particularly in procurement. He advised that Council's Procurement Department had not had a full complement of staff for several years. Council had also struggled to recruit for a Digital Services Manager despite re-grading the role and changing the job description. These difficulties were largely caused by the competitiveness of salaries. 

He advised that potential solutions had been implemented including more reliance on digital services, outsourced contracts where external companies provided more services for the Council, and feedback from former applicants and those who had abandoned their job application.

Alderman McIlveen referred to pages 10 and 11 of the report regarding comments on the importance of EDI support within organisations. Council did not have an EDI strategy, following its decision not to go along with the Employment Commission, as it did not want to create an unfair playing field and he was aware that, in Northern Ireland, there had been some wholly inappropriate exclusions due to EDI strategies. 

Alderman McIlveen asked for assurance that the Workforce Plan was not an attempt to introduce an EDI strategy by other means despite Council's previous decision.

The Director responded that EDI was mentioned within the first half of the Workforce Plan. There were also some actions relevant to Priority 4, which was workforce equality, diversity, and inclusion and what the Council planned to do in that area. The Plan did not include the development of an EDI strategy, but a review of the existing employment policies and practice recruitment policy and processes to ensure that they were fair, inclusive, and consistently applied.

Alderman McIlveen took the response as general assurance but emphasised that he remained uncomfortable with EDI being mentioned within the Workforce Plan, adding that he did not want a situation where people were disadvantaged as a result of Council policies, as had happened in other organisations.

[bookmark: _Int_NCa2AYT8]The Director clarified the broad view of what EDI meant in terms of the Council. He advised that the Council had progressed with several strategies in relation to, for example, age-friendly strategies which were about inclusivity. The Council had a track record of undertaking EDI activity that it was comfortable with. 

[bookmark: _Int_D9dB8ngT]Alderman Graham voiced concern about the absence of a full complement of Procurement staff, and the resulting increase in the Council's susceptibility to litigation. He asked if the Council had had any communication with SOLACE, the universities or other higher education institutions with regard to ensuring that students were being trained to fill the demand within local government.

The Director of Corporate Services advised that conversations had taken place with SOLACE but not with higher education institutions. Collaboration with other councils had also been explored before. He further advised he and the Head of Finance were looking at collaboration with other councils in relation to the procurement of internal auditors. However, this required other councils being similarly interested in collaboration.

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

6.	REQUEST FOR CIVIC RECEPTION – DONAGHADEE PARISH 	CHURCH

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED: Report from the Director of Corporate Services detailing that a formal request had been received from Councillors Thompson, Cochrane and Gilmour proposing that a Civic Reception be held in honour of Donaghadee Parish Church. 

The proposed reception would commemorate the Church’s 400th anniversary. Given the historical importance of Donaghadee Parish Church and the significance of its 400 years of ministry and service, it was considered appropriate that a Civic Reception be held in 2026 to mark this notable anniversary.  
  
(Councillor Chambers joined the meeting at 7.23pm.)

Key Issues  

Council Policy on Civic Receptions   
[bookmark: _Int_mFGGUzro]The Council’s Policy for Civic Receptions required requests to be submitted in writing to the Chief Executive and signed by at least three Elected Members. The request, once received, was assessed against set criteria and an officer’s report, with an appropriate recommendation, was prepared for consideration by the Corporate Services Committee.  
 
Assessment Criteria for a Civic Reception  
The criterion against which each request would be assessed were as follows:
  
1. Exceptional Service to the Borough/Local Community and a Significant Anniversary. The exceptional service should be in the areas of Voluntary or Charitable work AND the anniversary should be a milestone of 25-year increment anniversaries. OR 
2. [bookmark: _Int_b1ANPvWi]A Very Significant or Unique Achievement - An achievement which would be recognised throughout Northern Ireland and beyond and the recipient had a strong association with the Borough.  
  
Next Steps  
This request was submitted in line with agreed procedures and met the criteria for a civic reception as stated in point 1 above - Exceptional Service to the Borough/Local Community and a Significant Anniversary. The cost could be met from the 2026/27 civic budget. 
 
RECOMMENDED that Council Agree to offer Donaghadee Parish Church a Civic Reception to acknowledge 400 years since its formation and, should the offer be accepted, proceed to arrange same on a date to be agreed by relevant parties. 

Councillor Thompson thanked Councillor Cochrane and Councillor Gilmour for putting their names to this proposal and expressed his hope that the Committee would support the proposal and the reception itself.

[bookmark: _Int_uPxc7z9Q][bookmark: _Int_ZSigsj5f]Councillor Cochrane advised that he was happy to see the proposal coming before the Committee as 400 years was an incredible and rare achievement. He stated that he knew Donaghadee Parish Church was very active with their motorbike show and fair, and that it was very much involved in community outreach. So, essentially, it was a very old church looking forward to the future. He advised that the church was to be treated as part of the Ulster-Scots Festival so it would be fitting to have a civic reception to complement the year of festivities and acknowledgements.

[bookmark: _Int_FYPpNkHA]Councillor Gilmour echoed previous comments. For those who were not familiar with the building and its history, she advised that it had taken part in the European Heritage Open Day, and that it would be open on Saturday, 12 September 2026, to showcase its history. She noted that, during her year as Mayor, there had been a couple of institutions, including churches, celebrating 125 years but a church celebrating 400 years was worthy of a significant civic reception.

Councillor Quinn agreed with Councillor Gilmour's comments and welcomed the proposal for a civic reception.

[bookmark: _Int_IXyYg6FI]AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Councillor Thompson, seconded by Councillor Cochrane, that the recommendation be adopted.   

REPORTS FOR NOTING 

7.	CORPORATE PLAN ANNUAL PERFORMANCE REPORT YEAR 2
(APPENDIX III)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED: Report from the Director of Corporate Services detailing the key points within, and progress against, the Council’s Corporate Plan (2024 – 2028). 

Background 
Ards and North Down Borough Council’s third Corporate Plan (2024-2028) was approved by Council in June 2024 and published in July 2024. The Plan was driven by three corporate priorities that aligned with the three pillars of sustainable development:

1. Economic - Increasing economic growth by attracting more jobs and businesses.
2. Environmental - Reducing carbon emissions as we transitioned to net zero.
3. Social – Improving wellbeing through social inclusion and reduced inequalities. 

The Plan identified seven outcomes that needed to be achieved to meet our priorities. They were (not in order of priority):

1. An engaged Borough with citizens and businesses who had opportunities to influence the delivery of services, plans, and investment
2. An environmentally sustainable and resilient Council and Borough meeting our net zero carbon targets
3. A thriving and sustainable economy
4. A vibrant, attractive, sustainable Borough for citizens, visitors, businesses, and investors
5. Safe, welcoming, and inclusive communities that were flourishing
6. Opportunities for people to be active and healthy
7. Ards and North Down Borough Council was a high performing organisation 

Across the seven outcomes, 48 separate measures were agreed that would demonstrate whether we had been successful or not in achieving each outcome.




Key Issues and Next Steps 
As we entered the second half of the Corporate Plan, an evaluation of the first two years of activity had been undertaken to assess progress against our measures and desired outcomes. Crucially, this review had also highlighted the work that must be prioritised over the next two years to ensure continued successful delivery of the plan. 

Summary 
The attached report provided a comprehensive summary of the first two years of activities, each of which had been assigned a ‘RAG’ rating, and the table below highlighted the overall RAG status of all 48 measures. 

Key
[image: ]

RECOMMENDED that Council Note the Corporate Plan Annual Performance Report for Year 2 (2025/26) attached at Appendix 1.

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

8.	THE BRIDGE PROJECT
(APPENDIX IV)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED: Report from the Director of Corporate Services detailing the key points within the BRIDGE Project and its training, networking, and collaborative governance development work.

Background 
The BRIDGE (Building Resilient Institutions for Development, Governance & Engagement) Project was a 36-month cross-border project, co-funded by the European Union and the UK Government through the PEACEPLUS Programme. It was led by East Border Region Ltd (EBR) in partnership with the Irish Central Border Area Network (ICBAN). 

What BRIDGE Delivered
BRIDGE engaged 12 councils and two cross-border groups through a structured programme of training, networking, and collaborative governance development. The project was organised around three work packages:
[image: ]

[bookmark: _Int_klFHH8YI]Training Programmes at a Glance
Across the three years, BRIDGE delivered targeted training to as many as 775 participants including elected members and council officers:
[image: ]

A consultation session took place on 15-16 April 2026, with 39 elected members attending. These sessions provided an opportunity to:
· Hear a full presentation on the BRIDGE project, its objectives and timeline
· Meet the project team and ask questions
· Contribute views on training priorities and programme design
· Network with elected members and colleagues from councils on both sides of the border. 

Elements of project delivery had already commenced. However, there would be a focus on activity and engagement with council officials during the early part of 2027, partly due to the timing of the forthcoming local government elections. 

RECOMMENDED that Council Note the information provided on the Bridge Project.

[bookmark: _Int_M2xH8QxD]AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Councillor W Irvine, seconded by Councillor S Irvine, that the recommendation be adopted.   

9.	NOTICE OF MOTION

9a	Notice of Motion submitted by Councillor Brady and Councillor McKee

That Council reverse its decision of 29th October 2025 to withdraw funding from the NAC NI Region and reinstate its membership, in line with the other ten councils in Northern Ireland.

[bookmark: _Int_33Hawrqn]The Chairman welcomed Councillor Brady to the meeting and invited him to address the Committee.

Councillor Brady stated that he was asking the Committee to reverse the decision to pull Ards and North Down Borough Council out of the National Association of Councillors (NAC). The NAC had approached the Minister for Communities and were now in regular contact and building a productive relationship. The Minister had said that he would keep his door open and continue to engage with the NAC and the membership, and that the NAC membership remained relevant.

Councillor Brady advised that the NAC was the only body that was run by councillors and that it existed to represent, advocate for and defend the interests of councillors. He recognised that it was not perfect. Speaking as an Independent, he stated that it was the only place that he could go to for support if something were to happen and he needed fair and impartial advice and representation. He added that, without the NAC, there would be no pension scheme for councillors and that it was also partially responsible for the introduction of the Independent Remuneration Panel. While the matter of strike action that precipitated this issue, it was also a right that everyone should enjoy, and at times was the only lever that could force through needed and meaningful changes. He acknowledged that strike action should be and was reserved for situations when all other avenues had been exhausted.

Councillor Brady added that to take the NAC off the table entirely, significantly weakened councillors' position in future negotiations. Ards and North Down had an historic connection to the NAC in that the old Ards Borough Council was involved in its founding and played an important role in its establishment. The NAC had relied on the Council for administrative support. He emphasised that the NAC was unique as it was the only organisation solely dedicated to representing councillors. NILGA represented councils but not individual councillors and there was no significant overlap in their responsibilities.

He noted that there were many scenarios where the interests of an individual councillor might diverge from the interests of the council they represented and if, for example, a case were to go to the Ombudsman, the NAC would represent the councillor, regardless of party. Every major party was represented on the NAC, and it was where councillors from across Northern Ireland worked together. The other ten Councils remained members and all parties were represented. He concluded that he believed that Ards and North Down Borough Council should be brought back in line with the rest of Northern Ireland as Independents such as himself were being deprived of a potentially vital service.

Councillor McKee advised that earlier in 2026, members had had the opportunity to hear directly from representatives of the NAC when they made a deputation to the Council. On that occasion, they outlined the organisation's history and the role it continued to play in representing councillors in discussions with the government. Therefore, the arguments being put forward were not new. The Committee was being asked to reconsider the decision taken in 2025 and to take on board the fact that other councillors and councils in Northern Ireland had continued to maintain their NAC membership.

He asked the Committee to consider whether the NAC provided value to elected members. Having listened to the case made in April, he believed that it did. Given that councillors managed increasing workloads, growing expectations from their constituents, and an increasingly complex local government environment, he believed it was reasonable for elected members to have access to a body whose focus was advocating on councillors' behalf.

Councillor McKee advised of the NAC's achievements including its engagement in and advocacy for the pension scheme, the Dependent Carers' Alliance, and the financial recognition for councillors' responsibilities. What was being asked of the Committee was nothing new; it was the restoration of a longstanding relationship in this Council area.

In terms of executive positions within the NAC, he advised that these were available to elected members from all parties, so this argument was not about party politics or left versus right. It was about whether councillors in the Ards and North Down Borough should have access to the same representative body's opportunities for engagement as other councillors in Northern Ireland. Every other council remained a member, had looked at the question of value and had seen the benefit of its councillors having access to that collective voice. He and Councillor Brady were simply asking for the restoration of that access to the councillors of Ards and North Down Borough Council. 

[bookmark: _Int_VaRT3UUf]Councillor Chambers thanked the two members for bringing the Motion to the Committee and for the opportunity to discuss it. However, he stated that he would be voting against the Motion; not on the basis of whether the NAC provided a useful service to councillors, but rather on the basis of whether membership of the NAC was an appropriate use of public money. Ultimately, the membership fees were coming from the ratepayers. 

He remarked that when residents paid their rates, they had a reasonable expectation that their money was going to be used to provide services and facilities for the residents of the Borough. They expected their bins to be emptied, parks and public spaces to be maintained, and leisure centres, playgrounds, cemeteries, and community amenities to be provided and well maintained. They expected the Council to deliver the services that everyone relied on. The ratepayer expected to see and experience the tangible benefits of paying their rates.

[bookmark: _Int_lInppgbo]Councillor Chambers asked members to consider what the ratepayer would get in return if their money was used to pay councillors' NAC membership fees. There was a very important distinction between something that was beneficial to councillors and it being an appropriate expenditure for the Council. He stated that he had no objection to councillors believing that the NAC provided them with valuable representation and advice, and he understood that there was no opportunity for individuals to join the NAC. However, that should not mean that the Council should pay the membership fee on their behalf.

Councillor Chambers noted that when Council discussed expenditure, the need to scrutinise Council spending and look for efficiencies to ensure that money was spent wisely was prioritised. The same test had to be applied to this issue. The NAC membership fee was considered modest but collectively would be a significant amount. The Council's responsibility was to decide what was right for the Borough and the decision on NAC membership had already been decided in 2025, after extensive debate. 

He remarked that, most importantly, the principle of using ratepayers' money appropriately mattered. For these reasons, he would not be supporting the Motion.

[bookmark: _Int_oSs7fpNW]For clarification, the Chairman advised that the NAC membership fee was approximately £4,000.

Alderman McIlveen welcomed Councillor Chambers' remarks, adding that the DUP had rehearsed those arguments often over the years with varying degrees of success. He stated that he had no objection to individual NAC membership, but that councillors should pay their own membership fees. It was not for the ratepayer to pay a corporate fee. He added that the NAC was placed in a very privileged position with corporate membership paid by the ratepayers of 11 Northern Ireland councils. They were able to go into negotiations representing all 462 councillors, whether those councillors wanted to be members, or agreed with the NAC. It was a position that he felt the NAC had abused.

Correcting one of the proposers' statements, Alderman McIlveen clarified that councillors did not have the right to strike. The NAC was not a union. Councillors could withdraw their services, but the electorate would have something to say about that. He recognised that councillors were in a very privileged position in terms of standing for election and being elected by the people to serve the people, not themselves. That was one of the fundamental problems with the NAC; it expected the ratepayer to fund its lobbying to make councillors better off. In that, he agreed completely with Councillor Chambers.

Alderman McIlveen reminded members of the letter they previously received from the NAC, giving them three options: (1) a full strike and withdrawal from all Council duties; (2) a work to rule, limiting councillors' work to 20 hours per week and attending only selected meetings; and (3) accepting the Minister's decision. The NAC's recommendation was Option 2 in the first instance and there was anticipation that they would move to a point where the work of the Council would have ground to a complete halt. It was unacceptable. 

[bookmark: _Int_0InigALp]Alderman McIlveen noted that, at the time of the NAC's presentation to the Council, DUP members had asked the NAC whether, on reflection, they regretted their actions and would they have done anything differently. There was no reflection, no apology, and no apparent self-awareness about how awful their proposed course of action had been. They also ignored the fact that this Council had cancelled its NAC membership. He added that an organisation that cannot bring itself to reflect on its actions was not worth this Council considering. Council had written to the NAC, asking that it change its constitution to enable individual members to join. That letter was ignored. Alderman McIlveen stated that he would welcome a change in the NAC constitution. He would not join but others would have that opportunity. On the basis of the aforementioned, Alderman McIlveen stated that would not support the Motion and requested a recorded vote.

Councillor Moore asked for clarification of the membership fee and the Director of Corporate Services advised that it was between £3,000 and £4,000.

[bookmark: _Int_rarmLsdv][bookmark: _Int_OfjcUwGn]Councillor Gilmour confirmed her party's consistent criticism of the NAC's approach to corporate membership and emphasised that it was not about party politics. It was about wrong versus right, and it was wrong that ratepayers, if Council were to rejoin the NAC, would be forced to pay for corporate membership.  She stated that at one time the NAC website had referred to individual membership.  At the time of the NAC delegation to Council, she had challenged them as to whether they had made any considerations about individual membership, to which they suggested that the Council should write to them. The Council had, and they ignored the letter.

In conclusion, Councillor Gilmour suggested that the members who brought the Motion to the Committee should turn their focus on the NAC and challenge them to have individual membership. Then, if they wished to be members, they could join and pay for their own membership rather than expecting the ratepayers to foot the bill.

[bookmark: _Int_okAVbqud]Councillor Brady summed up by stating that he was disappointed with the view of his colleagues and reminded them that ultimately the ratepayer would pay, regardless of whether members paid the contribution voluntarily or through a corporate membership. He added that councillors were currently underpaid based on the recommendation of the independent panel, making it very difficult to serve their constituents full-time, if they chose to. He believed that ratepayers would value councillors being paid properly, which would allow them to devote more time to representing their constituents' interests. The NAC was the only body pushing for that. He thanked the Committee for hearing the Motion.

[bookmark: _Int_9nzZQGDL]The Chairman proceeded to a recorded vote. 

On the motion being put to the meeting, with 4 voting For and 10 voting Against, the MOTION FELL.

(Alderman Graham left the meeting at 7.52pm)



9b	Notice of Motion submitted by Councillor Wray and Councillor Newman

[bookmark: _Int_XQ561DEE]On the night of 15th-16th April 1941, as the Luftwaffe attacked the City of Belfast, fourteen bombs also fell in the town of Bangor, killing five local residents. During the course of the raid, 35 Bangor residents sustained injuries. Carnegie Library was set up as a temporary morgue for the fatalities.  As part of the current Cathedral Gardens redevelopment, there would be a fitting memorial to those who lost their lives in the Belfast Blitz. The casualties in Bangor would not be named.
  
On the basis that there appears to be no knowledge of any memorial to the people who lost their lives here in Bangor, Officers be tasked with a report on the potential for a memorial or suitable plaque within Ward Park, Bangor (with the inclusion of the Carnegie Library), marking the local loss of life.

Councillor Wray thanked members for the opportunity to bring the Notice of Motion to the Committee.

[bookmark: _Int_3lT2njX8]He noted that, on the nights of 15th and 16th April 1941, as the Luftwaffe attacked the city of Belfast, 14 bombs also fell on the then town of Bangor. Matilda Lillian Gratton and her daughters, Sheila Gratton and Angelina Gratton died as a result of the bombing. Margaret Briars Watt was the fourth victim of the Luftwaffe attack and Robert Wright died the following day in a local hospital from the injuries he sustained. The Carnegie Library was set up as a temporary morgue for the fatalities which was, for him, a chilling thought given how thriving and beautiful it was today.

Councillor Wray advised that, in Spring 2027, as part of the current Cathedral Gardens redevelopment beside the Ulster University Belfast Campus, there would be a fitting memorial to those who lost their lives in the Belfast Blitz. However, the Bangor casualties would not be named, and he felt it was up to the Council to acknowledge those victims in Bangor. He noted that the Belfast memorial had a lot of investment, but he was proposing a more modest memorial in Bangor.

[bookmark: _Int_RWROKmIN]On the basis that there appeared to be no knowledge of any memorial to the people who lost their lives in Bangor, he and Councillor Newman were proposing that officers be tasked with a report on the potential for a memorial or a suitable plaque within Ward Park, Bangor, with the inclusion of the Carnegie Library, marking the loss of life. He advised that, beside the war memorial in Ward Park, there was a plaque mentioning the Easter bombings but that no names were detailed on it. He noted that the plaque was in a bad state and was very difficult to read.

Councillor Wray advised that the proposal went further than a brief reference on the plaque and that it should name the victims, as it was important that such times in Bangor's history were remembered. The victims were parents, sons, daughters, brothers and sisters, and remembering through memorials and plaques would help keep their stories alive. He noted that, considering the current geopolitical situation across the world, it was even more important that people understood the human cost of war. Remembering past tragedies would help people to value peace in our part of the world. It was also important that everyone understood the devastating impact of violence so that everything possible could be done to stop such conflicts happening in the future. Finally, he welcomed comments and questions from the Committee.
[bookmark: _Int_vsXKhD5B]Councillor Newman welcomed the opportunity to second the Notice of Motion before the Committee. In her view, it was an issue that had been overlooked for 85 years, and it was time for the Council to take meaningful steps to properly remember what happened in Bangor during the Blitz. She acknowledged that there was a plaque at Bangor's War Memorial but there was a compelling case for a dedicated standalone memorial to the people of Bangor who were directly affected by the Blitz. Five people in Bangor lost their lives and 35 others were injured during that bombing, but the existing memorial did not name those five individuals or tell the story of what happened in Bangor. That distinction was important. There was a difference between acknowledging that people lost their lives and remembering those individuals by name. A dedicated memorial would give people the opportunity to do exactly that by naming the five people who were killed, acknowledging the 35 who were injured, and providing a short explanation of the events of April 1941. This would allow future generations to understand that the Blitz was not something that happened just in Belfast during World War II. It reached Bangor and ordinary people paid the ultimate price.

Councillor Newman noted that Carnegie Library remained an important and much-loved community and education building. A memorial there would have a direct connection with the events of April 1941, and it could become a place of not only educational resource for future generations, but a place of remembrance. She advised that the Second World War and the Blitz continued to form an important part of children's education across the Borough and so a properly designed memorial could help bring that history to life by connecting what students learned with the experience of people who lived in their city.

[bookmark: _Int_S7sxSCke]Given that 85 years had passed, Councillor Wray proposed that very few people who experienced the Belfast Blitz and the Bangor bombings in 1941 were still with us and, with each passing year, the opportunity to capture and preserve those memories became less. Therefore, it was the right time to take action. She believed that Council officers should be asked to examine the feasibility, design, and cost of a memorial, with Carnegie Library and Ward Park among the locations to be considered. That would allow the Council to establish exactly what could be achieved and consult with relatives and the wider community to ensure that the memorial was historically accurate, appropriate and meaningful.

In conclusion, Councillor Newman advised that the War Memorial told people that lives were lost in the Second World War. The proposed memorial would tell people who those victims were, what happened to them and it would ensure that their connection to Bangor was never forgotten. She urged members to support the Motion because 85 years was long enough.

Councillor S Irvine thanked Councillor Wray and Councillor Newman for bringing a fantastic Notice of Motion to the Committee. He and Alderman McIlveen had brought a similar proposal to the Committee in 2025 for the UDR4. He advised that the Borough was steeped in military history.

[bookmark: _Int_vMM4HuYD]Councillor W Irvine also thanked the two Councillors for bringing this important Motion forward. He expressed his strong support for the establishment of a permanent memorial to commemorate those who lost their lives in Bangor during the 1941 bombings. He also noted that, although Belfast suffered most of the death and destruction, many areas of Bangor were also affected. He agreed that it was important to honour the victims and to support the memorial as an important education piece, including the introduction of QR codes for educational purposes now that the technology was available, allowing people to interact with memorials through their smartphones.

Alderman McIlveen also thanked the proposer and seconder of the proposal and added that he was surprised that there was no memorial in place. He recalled a memorial at the Newtownards Cenotaph for the 13 soldiers killed in the Blitz at Newtownards Airfield. He remarked on the importance of remembrance for us, as a nation, to bring our history to life for children, such as his own, who had visited the Northern Ireland War Memorial. Alderman McIlveen concluded by confirming that he had no difficulty in supporting the Motion.

Alderman Brooks also welcomed the Notice of Motion and advised that he lived in Ashley where many of the bombs and incendiary devices hit. Fortunately, no serious fires broke out. Famously, local boys collected 12 tail fins from unexploded incendiaries. He added that he now lived two doors away from where the Gratton family had lived. The family had been sheltering from the attack in their bomb shelter when tragically it was hit by a high explosive bomb.

Councillor Wray thanked the members for their support and agreed with Alderman McIlveen in terms of the dignified and correct manner in which this country remembered, and the importance of that remembrance in ensuring that such tragedies never happened again.

[bookmark: _Int_dgeEoskp]AGREED TO RECOMMEND on the proposal of Councillor Wray, seconded by Councillor Newman, that the recommendation be adopted.   

10.	ANY OTHER NOTIFIED BUSINESS

No Other Notified Business.

EXCLUSION OF PUBLIC/PRESS

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

11.	EXTENSION OF AGENCY WORKERS CONTRACTS

** IN CONFIDENCE **

NOT FOR PUBLICATION SCHEDULE 6 – INFORMATION RELATING TO THE FINANCIAL OR BUSINESS AFFAIRS OF ANY PARTICULAR PERSON (INCLUDING THE COUNCIL HOLDING THAT INFORMATION)




Council carried out a tendering exercise for the Provision of Agency Workers to Ards and North Down Borough Council in 2023. The contract was awarded for the two-year period 1 November 2023 to 31 October 2025 and included an option to extend for a further three x twelve month-periods, to be reviewed annually and subject to satisfactory performance.  

In 2025, Council approved a twelve-month extension of the contract to 31 October 2026. 
 
Following a satisfactory service review, Council was asked to approve the extension of the Agency Workers contracts with the companies ranked 1 and 2 in respect of each Lot until 31 October 2027. 

The recommendation was that Council accede to the request.

The recommendation was adopted.

12.	TENDER EXTENSION FOR EVENT SUPPORT SERVICES

** IN CONFIDENCE **

NOT FOR PUBLICATION SCHEDULE 6 – INFORMATION RELATING TO THE FINANCIAL OR BUSINESS AFFAIRS OF ANY PARTICULAR PERSON (INCLUDING THE COUNCIL HOLDING THAT INFORMATION)

A contract for the provision of Event Support Services was awarded on 18 October 2024 to ACK Productions for two years until 17 October 2026, with the option to extend for a further 3 x 12-month periods, to be reviewed annually. 

Following a satisfactory service review, Council was asked to approve the extension of the Event Support Services contract with ACK Productions, for a further one-year period from 18 October 2026 to 17 October 2027.

The recommendation was that Council accede to the request.

The recommendation was adopted.

13.	TENDER EXTENSION FOR PROVISION OF SIGNAGE AND FIXINGS

** IN CONFIDENCE **

NOT FOR PUBLICATION SCHEDULE 6 – INFORMATION RELATING TO THE FINANCIAL OR BUSINESS AFFAIRS OF ANY PARTICULAR PERSON (INCLUDING THE COUNCIL HOLDING THAT INFORMATION)

A contract for the Provision of Signage and Fixings was awarded on 22 November 2024 to (Lot 1) Beyond Signage and (Lot 2) PWS for two years until 21 November 2026, with the option to extend for a further 2 x 12-month periods, to be reviewed annually. 

Following a satisfactory service review, Council was asked to approve the extension of the Provision of Signage and Fixings contract with (Lot 1) Beyond Signage and (Lot 2) PWS, for a further one-year period from 22 November 2026 to 21 November 2027.

The recommendation was that Council accede to the request.

The recommendation was adopted.

14.	BUDGET STRATEGY FOR ESTIMATES 2027/28
(APPENDIX V)

** IN CONFIDENCE **

NOT FOR PUBLICATION SCHEDULE 6 – INFORMATION RELATING TO THE FINANCIAL OR BUSINESS AFFAIRS OF ANY PARTICULAR PERSON (INCLUDING THE COUNCIL HOLDING THAT INFORMATION)

Council was asked to agree to the budget strategy for setting the 2027/28 budgets and district rates. This covers a review of the outturn for 2025/26, internal and external context, working budget assumptions, budget principles and a timetable.

The recommendation was that the budget strategy for setting the 2027/28 budgets and district rates be agreed.

The recommendation was adopted.

15.	BALLYHOLME YACHT CLUB PROPOSALS
(APPENDIX VI)

** IN CONFIDENCE **

NOT FOR PUBLICATION SCHEDULE 6 – INFORMATION RELATING TO THE FINANCIAL OR BUSINESS AFFAIRS OF ANY PARTICULAR PERSON (INCLUDING THE COUNCIL HOLDING THAT INFORMATION)

Exemption: relating to the financial or business affairs of any particular person 
Council was asked to agree to a request that no future built development be permitted within an area of land adjacent to the proposed development of the new BYC complex. 

The recommendation was that the request be acceded to and that consideration be given to registering this as a burden on the title of the subject land.

The recommendation was adopted. 

16.	WHITESPOTS – LAND ADJACENT TO SOMME CENTRE
(APPENDIX VII)

** IN CONFIDENCE **

NOT FOR PUBLICATION SCHEDULE 6 – INFORMATION RELATING TO THE FINANCIAL OR BUSINESS AFFAIRS OF ANY PARTICULAR PERSON (INCLUDING THE COUNCIL HOLDING THAT INFORMATION)
Council was asked to agree to acquire land for the development of Whitespots Country Park.

The recommendation was that the request be acceded to.
  
The recommendation was adopted.  

17.	WHITESPOTS – LAND ACQUISITION

** IN CONFIDENCE **

This item was withdrawn from the agenda in advance of the meeting.

18.	GREENWAY LAND AT COMBER
(APPENDIX VIII)

** IN CONFIDENCE **

NOT FOR PUBLICATION SCHEDULE 6 – INFORMATION RELATING TO THE FINANCIAL OR BUSINESS AFFAIRS OF ANY PARTICULAR PERSON (INCLUDING THE COUNCIL HOLDING THAT INFORMATION)
Council was asked to agree to a timeframe being issued to landowners in respect of land required for the Greenway.

The recommendation was that the request be acceded to.

The recommendation was adopted. 

19.	NORTH DOWN HOCKEY CLUB – REQUEST FOR LICENCE
(APPENDIX IX)

** IN CONFIDENCE **

NOT FOR PUBLICATION SCHEDULE 5 – A CLAIM TO LEGAL PROFESSIONAL PRIVILEGE.  
  
Council was requested approve the request from North Down Hockey Club to renew the licence for the paths and shed subject to the terms and conditions.
 
The recommendation was that Council acceded to the request.

The recommendation was adopted.

20.	COMBER REC FC – REQUEST FOR LICENCE
(APPENDIX X)

** IN CONFIDENCE **

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

Council was asked to approve a retrospective request from Comber Rec FC for the gate they have installed between their grounds and Council Land at Comber Parkway.  
 
The recommendation was that the request be acceded to.

The recommendation was adopted.

21.	ABSENCE UPDATE Q1
(APPENDIX XI)

** IN CONFIDENCE **

NOT FOR PUBLICATION SCHEDULE 6 – INFORMATION RELATING TO THE FINANCIAL OR BUSINESS AFFAIRS OF ANY PARTICULAR PERSON (INCLUDING THE COUNCIL HOLDING THAT INFORMATION)

 An update on the Council absence and action plan was provided.

The recommendation was that the report be noted.

The recommendation was adopted. 

RE-ADMITTANCE OF PUBLIC/PRESS

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

TERMINATION OF MEETING

The meeting terminated at 9.06pm.
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