
ARDS AND NORTH DOWN BOROUGH COUNCIL 
 

5 January 2022 
 
Dear Sir/Madam 
 
You are hereby invited to attend a meeting of the Ards and North Down Borough 
Corporate Services Committee which will be held remotely via Zoom on 11 January 
2022. 
 
Yours faithfully 
 
 
Stephen Reid 
Chief Executive 
Ards and North Down Borough Council  
 

 
 

A G E N D A 
 

1. Apologies 
 
2. Declarations of Interest 

 
3. Response to consultation on Charlotte’s Law (Report attached) 

 
4. Prudential Indicators and Treasury Management 2021/22 In-Year Report 

(Report attached) 
 

5. Amendment to Barclays Bank UK PLC Loan Agreement DR505 (Report 
attached) 

 
6. Public Consultation on Marriage Law (Report attached) 

 
7. Call for Evidence – Local Government ability to hold remote / hybrid meetings 

(Report attached) 
 

8. Fairtrade Signage (Report attached) 
 

9. (a) Stonewall Diversity Champions Employee Programme (Report attached)  
 

9      (b) SOLACE NI - Additional Support (Report attached) 

 
10. Notices of Motion:  
 
(a.) Notice of Motion submitted by Councillors MacArthur and Adair: 
 
That this Council writes to the Minister for Communities to express concern at the 
high level of housing stress and shortage of social housing within our Borough. 



Further, that the Minister is made aware of the limited temporary accommodation 
available to our residents. The Council further requests that the Minister should bring 
forward proposals to identify sites in towns and villages within our Borough for 
additional social housing and, in the interim, requests that she works with the 
Northern Ireland Housing Executive to ensure that additional emergency 
accommodation is made available to those in extreme housing stress, particularly in 
these challenging times. 
 
(b) Notice of Motion submitted by Councillor Kendall and Councillor Dunlop: 
 
This Council recognises and acknowledges the potential symptoms and impacts 
experienced during peri-menopause and menopause, and will treat all staff fairly and 
equally, with dignity and respect, whilst seeking to improve their wellbeing, comfort 
and general health. 
 
Furthermore, council officers will introduce a policy that shows commitment to 
supporting the wellbeing of our workforce by ensuring appropriate support is 
available to anyone experiencing symptoms or impacts associated with menopause. 
 
(c) Notice of Motion submitted by Councillor Thompson and Councillor Edmund: 
 
That this Council recognises the need for an additional park and ride to serve the 
Ards Peninsula and agrees to lobby Translink and the Department of Infrastructure 
to seriously consider this facility, which would further reduce vehicle movements 
within the Borough and assist our residents to continue to reduce the Borough's 
carbon footprint.  
 
(d) Notice of Motion submitted by Councillor Greer and Councillor McAlpine: 
 
That this Council includes funds for an additional resource to deal with Public Rights 
of Way as part of the Estimates process for 2022/23. 
 
(e) Notice of Motion submitted by Councillor McKee and Councillor Boyle: 
 
That this Council recognises that an unprecedented number of workers have lost, or 
are at risk of losing their jobs due to the Covid-19 pandemic; acknowledges that 
workers who lose their jobs should be entitled to fair compensation and due process; 
is concerned that companies are using the Covid-19 crisis to by-pass collective 
redundancy consultation processes and are adopting the ‘fire and rehire’ approach to 
re-employ workers on worse terms and conditions; and calls on the Minister for 
Economy to bring forward legislation that strengthens redundancy protections for 
workers to protect against 'fire and rehire' and delivers on the New Decade New 
Approach Agreement employment commitments to improve worker's rights and 
entitlements. 
 
11. Any other notified business 

 
ITEMS 12 – 16 ***IN CONFIDENCE*** 
 
12. Extension of Agency Workers Contract (Report attached) 



 
13. Trade Dispute 2021/22 Pay (Report attached) 

 
14. Merchant Services Contract Renewal (Report to follow) 

 
15. Request from Rosemount Recreation Football Club to use land at Islandview 

for car parking on 12th July 2022 (Report attached) 
 
16. Request for changes at Kircubbin Community Centre by PHLP Ltd (Report 

attached) 
 
17. Request to renew Conacre Agreement for Land at Bowtown Road, 

Newtownards (Report attached) 
 

 
MEMBERSHIP OF CORPORATE SERVICES COMMITTEE (16 Members) 

 

Alderman Keery  Councillor Dunlop  

Alderman Gibson  Councillor Egan (Chairman) 

Alderman Girvan  Councillor Greer 

Alderman Irvine  Councillor Gilmour  

Alderman McIlveen (Vice-Chairman) Councillor Mathison  

Councillor Blaney  Councillor McKimm  

Councillor Chambers  Councillor T Smith  

Councillor Cooper Councillor P Smith  
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ITEM 3  
 

Ards and North Down Borough Council 

Report Classification Unclassified 

Council/Committee Corporate Services Committee 

Date of Meeting 11 January 2022 

Responsible Director Director of Organisational Development and 
Administration 

Responsible Head of 
Service 

      

Date of Report 05 January 2022 

File Reference       

Legislation Proposed new legislation 'Charlottes Law' 

Section 75 Compliant  Yes     ☒         No     ☐        Other  ☐ 

If other, please add comment below:  

      

Subject Response to Consultation on Charlotte's Law 

Attachments Charlotte's Law Response Questionaire 

 

On 22 November 2021, Justice Minister Naomi Long announced her intention to 
launch a public consultation on proposals for ‘Charlotte’s Law’.  The consultation 
follows a review of current law in relation to disclosure of information on the locations 
of victims’ remains by those convicted of their killing. 

The review examines the need for new legislation similar to ‘Helen’s Law’ which was 
introduced in England and Wales, and whether a bespoke change in the law should 
be made in Northern Ireland, to be known as ‘Charlotte’s Law’ inspired by a 
campaign led by the family of Charlotte Murray and supported by the family of Lisa 
Dorrian. 

Charlotte Murray went missing in 2012. Her body has never been found.  However 
her former partner Johnny Miller was convicted of her murder.  Her family believe the 
failure to identify the location of the body should be taken into account at parole 
hearings.  After his sentencing, they said that Charlotte's killer should not be 
released from prison until he reveals the location of her body.  Charlotte Murray's 
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family have been backed in their campaign to change the law by relatives of Lisa 
Dorrian who disappeared in 2005 and whose body has never been found.  
 
The Council’s response to this consultation was discussed at Council on 22 December 
2021 and it was agreed that the Council would respond to the consultation on 
Charlotte’s Law after inviting representatives of the Dorrian family to present to the 
Corporate Committee in order to shape the response. 
 
Joanne Dorrian, Lisa’s sister is in attendance this evening to make a presentation to 
the Committee. 
 

RECOMMENDATION 
 
It is recommended that Council welcomes Joanne Dorrian to address the Committee 
and Officers bring back a proposed response to the consultation document to full 
Council in January 2022. 



Charlotte’s Law Consultation Questions and Response Form  

 

What is your Name? (optional)  

What is your email address? (optional)  

What is your organisation? (optional)  

 

Question 1. Do you consider that in life sentence tariff setting, concealment of the 

victim’s body should continue to be treated as an aggravating factor? Yes/No - 

Please provide reasons for your response. If yes, please proceed to question 3.  

 

Question 2. Do you consider that in Life sentence tariff setting, concealment of the 

victim’s body should place the murder in the very serious murder category? Yes/No - 

Please provide reasons for your response.  

 

Question 3. Do you consider that a review of tariff for early post sentence disclosure 

should be introduced? Yes/No - Please provide reasons for your response.  

 

Question 4. If yes to Question 3: should the post sentence period for a disclosure to 

be considered be (i) 2 months; (ii) 6 months; or (iii) other? Please provide reasons 

for your response.  

 

Question 5. If yes to Question 3, should the provision apply to (i) all life sentence 

prisoners; or (ii) just to those convicted of ‘no body’ murders? Please provide 

reasons for your response.  

 

Question 6. Do you consider that a provision equivalent to Helens Law should be 

introduced? Yes/No - Please provide reasons for your response.  

 

Question 7. Do you consider that the Parole Commissioners should specifically 

address prisoners’ failure to disclose details about victims’ remains in their 

decisions? Yes/No - Please provide reasons for your response  

 

Question 8. Do you consider any further changes are required or that a different 

approach might achieve disclosure from an offender? Yes/No - If yes, please set out 

your suggestions.   



 

Question 9. Do you consider that there are any equality issues raised by this 

consultation which could have a significant and disproportionate impact on any of the 

Section 75 groups? Yes/No - If yes please specify the possible impact and the group 

or groups that you consider will be affected.  
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ITEM 4  
 

Ards and North Down Borough Council 

Report Classification Unclassified 

Council/Committee Corporate Services 

Date of Meeting 11 January 2022 

Responsible Director Director of Finance and Performance 

Responsible Head of 
Service 

Head of Finance 

Date of Report 16 December 2021 

File Reference FIN146 

Legislation Local Government Finance Act (NI) 2011 

Section 75 Compliant  Yes     ☐             No     ☐        Not Applicable  ☒ 

Subject Prudential Indicators & Treasury Management  - 
2021/22 In-Year Report 

Attachments       

 
Introduction 
 
In February 2021, to comply with requirements of the Local Government Finance Act 
(NI) 2011, Council approved its annual Treasury Management Strategy and 
associated Prudential Indicators for the financial year 2021/22.   

 

The purpose of this report is to provide Members with an in-year progress report on 
performance, measured against the Prudential Indicators set for the financial year 
2021/22.  The figures presented in this report are based on knowledge held as at 
30 November 2021 and ignores the impact of the proposed change in accounting for 
leases which is yet to take effect. 
 
 
1   Capital Expenditure & Financing 
 

The aforementioned legislation and the CIPFA Prudential Code together require the 
Council to set and monitor a series of Prudential Indicators (PIs) for capital expenditure 
and financing.  These PIs should ensure that, within a clear framework, the capital 
investment plans of the Council are affordable, prudent and sustainable.  An update 
on the specific PIs which were set in February 2021 is provided below. 
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1.1 Capital Expenditure PI 

 
The following table summarises the current estimate of capital expenditure compared 
to the original estimates approved by Council: 
 

 Original Revised 

Indicator £’000 £’000 

Capital Expenditure PI 2021/22 (Current Year) 8,230 5,263 

Capital Expenditure PI 2020/21 (Previous Year) 7,529 5,929 

 
For 2021/22, the original estimate of £8.2m has been revised to £5.3m, reflecting the 
capital expenditure that is now expected to be incurred by 31 March 2022. The 
reduction in the forecast is primarily due to delays in funding and the planning stages 
for works which were scheduled to commence in 2021/22. These budgets have now 
been re-profiled in line with revised plans and estimated funding flows. 

 
The revised forecast, together with the recent review of project prioritisation, 
programming delivery timescales and capital financing implications have resulted in 
changes to the total estimated capital expenditure and financing requirements for the 
three-year period from 2021/22 to 2023/24, as summarised below:   

 
 

 Revised Original 

 2021/22 2022/23 2023/24 Total Total 

 £’000 £’000 £’000 £’000 £’000 

Capital Expenditure 5,263 17,261 17,847 40,371 37,944 

Financed by:      

Loans 3,619 8,426 11,836 23,881 22,599 

Grants 1,136 7,460 5,791 14,387 13,925 

Capital Receipts 403 1,375 220 1,998 1,420 

Revenue/Reserves 105 - - 105 - 
 

 
 
1.2  Capital Financing Requirement and External Borrowings 
 
The following table summarises the position on the Capital Financing Requirement 
and Borrowing PIs, resulting from changes to the Capital Expenditure PI and an 
assessment of the Council’s current cashflow position. 
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Original 
31/03/22 

Revised 
31/03/22 

Indicator £’000 £’000 

Capital Financing Requirement (CFR) 87,992 80,719 

External Gross Borrowing 76,040 66,860 

Gross Borrowing within CFR Yes Yes 

 
With revised external gross borrowing of £66.9m, the Council is forecast to remain well 
within both the Operational Boundary and Authorised Borrowing Limit set for the year 
as follows: 
 

Operational Boundary for External Debt £82.6m 

Authorised Borrowing Limit £87.6m 

 
 
2   Treasury Management 
 
2.1 Debt Activity 
 

During the period from 1 April to 30 November, loan principal repayments of £1.64m 
were made against existing long-term borrowings, resulting in a level of long-term 
borrowings at 30 November 2021 of £68.4m.   
 
During the same period, a short-term loan repayment of £3m was made, reducing the 
Council’s short-term borrowings balance to £nil. 
 
The revised capital financing requirement shows that the Council could increase its 
level of external borrowings to £80.7m by 31 March 2022 (see table 1.2 above).  
However, an assessment of the Council’s cashflow position forecasts that the current 
level of borrowings is adequate and therefore, no further borrowing will be required 
before the end of the financial year.   
 
Therefore, after further repayments on existing long-term loans are made in February 
2022 of £1.53m, the level of external borrowings at 31 March 2022 is forecast to be 
£66.9m. 
 
 
2.3 Investment Activity 
 

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



Unclassified 

Page 4 of 4 
 

For the period from 1 April to 30 November 2021, Council has earned interest of 
£3,293 on investment deals with approved financial institutions as summarised below:   
 

 Average 
Deposit 

Size 

Average 
Term 

Average 
Interest 

Rate 

Interest 
Earned 

CCLA £3.0m    Call A/c 0.028% £563 

Santander £3.0m Call A/c 0.12% £2,408 

Bank of Scotland £2.1m Call A/c 0.01% £145 

Lloyds Bank £2.6m Call A/c 0.01% £177 

Total £3,293 

 
The Council’s limit for total principal sums invested for periods longer than 364 days 
is £500k.  As at the date of this report, the Council has not entered into any such 
investments.  
 
The total balance of funds held in investment accounts at 30 November 2021 was 
£10.5m. 
 
 
2.3 Debt Related Treasury Activity Limits 
 

The table below shows the position at 30 November 2021 of all debt related treasury 
activity limits.   

Interest rate exposures 
Limit set 

for 2021/22 
Actual at 
30/11/21 

Quantity of debt held at variable interest rates - upper limit 30% 3% 

Quantity of debt held at fixed interest rates - upper limit 100% 97% 

 

Maturity structure of fixed interest 
rate borrowing  

Lower Limit 
set for 
2021/22 

Upper Limit 
set for 
2021/22 

Actual at 
30/11/21 

Under 12 months 0% 15% 4.7% 

12 months to 2 years 0% 15% 6.1% 

2 years to 5 years 0% 20% 14.1% 

5 years to 10 years 0% 30% 22.9% 

10 years and above 30% 90% 52.2% 

 
RECOMMENDATION 

 
It is recommended that Council notes this report. 
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ITEM 5  
 

Ards and North Down Borough Council 

Report Classification Unclassified 

Council/Committee Corporate Services 

Date of Meeting 11 January 2022 

Responsible Director Director of Finance and Performance 

Responsible Head of 
Service 

Head of Finance 

Date of Report 20 December 2021 

File Reference FIN92 

Legislation Section 1 Local Government Finance Act (NI) 2011 

Section 75 Compliant  Yes     ☐             No     ☐        Not Applicable  ☒ 

Subject Amendment to Barclays Bank UK PLC Loan Agreement 
DR505 

Attachments Appendix 1 - Amendment Agreement dated 12 
November 2021 relating to a loan instrument originally 
dated 21 January 2008 

 
Barclays Bank UK PLC has written to the Council regarding an amendment it wishes 
to make to a loan agreement between the bank and the Council dated 21 January 
2008.  The requested amendment is the result of an industry wide change due to the 
cessation of the London Interbank Offered Rate (LIBOR), which is used in the 
definition of the amount due for early repayment of the loan (ie. the breakage cost).   
 
The bank is requesting that references to LIBOR in the breakage cost definition are 
replaced with the established alternative Sterling Overnight Index Average (SONIA) 
rate plus an adjustment that takes into account the difference in nature between 6 
month LIBOR and the overnight SONIA rates. 
 
There are no other proposed changes to any other terms and conditions of the loan.  
The Council’s treasury advisors, Arlingclose, have discussed this change with 
Barclays and are comfortable with their proposals.   
 

RECOMMENDATION 
 
It is recommended that the Council agrees to the proposed amendment and duly 
authorises the sealing of the amendment agreement set out in Appendix 1. 
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ITEM 6  
 

Ards and North Down Borough Council 

Report Classification Unclassified 

Council/Committee Corporate Services 

Date of Meeting 11 January 2022 

Responsible Director Director of Organisational Development and 
Administration 

Responsible Head of 
Service 

Head of Administration  

Date of Report 20 December 2021 

File Reference       

Legislation Marriage Law  

Section 75 Compliant  Yes     ☒         No     ☐        Other  ☒ 

If other, please add comment below:  

      

Subject Public Consultation on Marriage Law 

Attachments Appendix 1: Proposed response to consultation  

 
 

The Department of Finance has launched a public consultation on two aspects of the 

marriage law: 

i. A proposed legislative change that would see the inclusion in our 

marriage law of belief marriage (marriage solemnised by a celebrant 

who subscribes to a non-religious philosophy such as humanism). 

ii. The minimum age at which people can legally marry or enter into a 

civil partnership, currently 16. 

 

Changing the marriage laws to include belief marriage will put belief marriage on an 

equal footing with religious marriage. This follows the judgments of the High Court 

and the Court of Appeal in the case of Re Smyth in 2017 (2017 NIQB 55 and 2018 

NIQB 25). It is the Department of Finance’s opinion that these judgments create an 

obligation to include belief marriage in our marriage law. While belief marriages 

have been able to take place on foot of the court cases, and will continue to do so, 
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the present arrangements relating to such marriages are temporary, and legislative 

change will be needed to give full effect to the judgments. This consultation is 

seeking views solely on the detail of this change. 

 

The minimum age at which a person can marry or enter into a civil partnership is 

entirely separate from the issue of belief marriage. Under current law, people aged 

16 and 17 can marry, or form a civil partnership, conditional on parental consent. 

(No consents are required for people aged 18 and over). The United Nations 

Committee with oversight for the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) 

has criticised the availability of marriage and civil partnerships to those under the 

age of 18 in all jurisdictions that permit it. This is part of a wider campaign against 

child marriage that has been supported by international NGOs as well as by local 

groups and stakeholders. However, we are under no obligation to legislate on 

minimum age. The principal purpose of the present consultation in respect of 

minimum age is therefore to collect as diverse a range of views as possible on that 

subject on the understanding that these might influence future policy debate. 

 

A consultation document has been published ( https://www.finance-

ni.gov.uk/consultations/public-consultation-marriage-law ) that provides 

background detail on these two issues as well as a series of questions to help 

inform and structure responses.  The consultation closes on 18th February 2022. 

 

This Council’s proposed response is attached in Appendix 1.  

 

RECOMMENDATION 

 

It is recommended that the Council confirms it wishes to respond to the consultation  

as laid out in Appendix 1.  

https://www.finance-ni.gov.uk/consultations/public-consultation-marriage-law
https://www.finance-ni.gov.uk/consultations/public-consultation-marriage-law
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Appendix 1 

The Department of Finance public consultation on two 

aspects of the marriage law: 

 

1. Belief Marriage 

Question 1 

Are you content that the current marriage law is being amended to include belief 

marriage, and with the rational provided for this proposed change? 

Yes. The opinion of both the High Court and the Court of Appeal in 2017 was that the 

absence of legal belief marriage in this jurisdiction breached the human rights of non-

religious believers. Therefore, there is a legal requirement for the law to reflect this and 

leaves very little room for debate in this matter. 

 

Question 2 

Should the Registrar General in this jurisdiction determine the genuineness and 

appropriateness of any applicant belief group as she currently does for religious groups? 

Yes.  To put any other system into place could be seen as discrimination. 

 

Question 3 

Do we need qualifying criteria for belief groups, or should it be for the Registrar General 

to determine whether a belief group is or is not genuine? 

Qualifying criterion should be drawn up.  It protects against discrimination as all groups are 

treated the same and is not open to interpretation or opinion. 

 

Question 4 

If so, should we adopt relatively loose qualifying criteria for belief bodies, on the Scottish 

model, or more specific criteria (and exclusions) on the Dublin model? 

Scottish marriage law defines a belief body as: 

• An organised group of people that is not a religious body 

• Whose principal object (or one of whose principal objects) is to uphold or promote 

philosophical or humanitarian beliefs; 

And 

• That meets regularly for that purpose. 
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The Dublin Government’s Civil registration (Amendment) Act 2012, refers to ‘secular’ rather 

than ‘belief’ bodies, defines secular bodies as groups that: 

• Number at least 50 members. 

• Have a continuous existence of at least 5 years 

• Are secular, ethical, and humanist in their aims; 

And 

• Meet regularly in respect of their beliefs. 

It is also worth noting that, unlike the Scottish legislation, it also excludes some groups, such 

as political parties from being considered secular bodies for the purpose of this legislation. 

It seems clear that the Dublin model is less open to interpretation and protects against 

groups being formed to take advantage of the legislation – e.g.  to simply allow a friend or 

family member to officiate at a ceremony. This better preserves the solemnity of marriage, 

which should not be forgotten. 

The Scottish model opens itself up to any group of people (without a number, this could be 

4 or 400) who are meeting temporarily, to apply to be allowed to marry. This would be an 

ongoing administrative challenge. 

For the above reasons, the Dublin model is supported. 

 

Question 5 

If we adopt such qualifying criteria for belief groups, should we adopt them for religious 

groups as well? 

Yes. The rules and opportunities should be the same for all groups. Equality should be at the 

heart of all regulations. 

 

Question 6 

Do you consider that belief marriage offers a greater opportunity to the organisers of 

illegal sham marriages as religious or civil marriages? 

There is no reason for this to be the case. Provided, as outlined above, there is a strong 

qualifying criterion for a ‘belief’ group to be legally recognised in terms of marriage.    

 

Question 7 

Are there adequate controls in place to prevent sham marriages? 

The controls for belief marriages would be the same as those for religious and civil ones. 

Everyone is required to given ‘legal notice’ of their intention to marry with their local 
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Registration office. Staff are trained to be on the alert for possible sham marriages and that 

is the same regardless of who is conducting them or where they are taking place.  

 

Question 8 & 9 

Do you consider that eccentric or frivolous marriage ceremonies are more likely to take 

place under belief marriage than under religious or civil marriage? 

Are there adequate controls in place to guard against eccentric or frivolous marriage? 

The answer to these questions is the same, and very much in line with the answer to 

question 6.  To guard against this, there must be a strong criterion drawn up for a belief 

group to be recognised in terms of this legislation. It is vitally important it must be a group 

of many people of long standing.  Anything less than this potentially opens this up to groups 

being formed purely for financial purposes or to have an attention-grabbing ceremony.   

 

Question 10 and 11  

Should the law be changed to allow independent wedding celebrants, who operate on a 

for-profit business basis, to offer legally binding marriage ceremonies? 

Are there risks in permitting marriage ceremonies to be provided for profit/gain? 

Independent celebrants already provide ceremonies but they are not legally binding, so a 

couple are required to have a separate civil ceremony. 

While it is understood that independent celebrants will feel they are being discriminated 

against for not having the same standing as belief bodies, moving forward, the case for 

them being allowed to hold legal ceremonies is very different. 

By setting a strong criterion in place for a belief body to be recognised, you are providing 

some protection against sham, frivolous and eccentric marriages, as that belief body is 

unlikely to have come into being just for profit. Due to the risk inherent in allowing 

individuals, rather than religious or belief groups, to offer marriage ceremonies, we would 

not be in favour of independent wedding celebrants. 

 

Question 12 

Would you favour religious and belief groups being allowed to offer marriage ceremonies 

for profit? 

No, we are not in favour of ceremonies for profit for the reasons outlined above. 

 

Question 13 
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Are you content with the current regulations which prohibits the solemnisation of 

marriages for profit or gain? 

It would be naïve to suggest that this is not potentially already happening.  

 

Questions 14 

Should religious and belief groups publish the fees they charge for solemnising marriages? 

Yes.  Making prices more open and transparent would let people decide what is 

appropriate. 

 

2. Minimum Age for Marriage or Civil Partnership 

 

Question 1 

Should Government introduce legislation to raise the minimum marriage/civil partnership 

Age to eighteen in line with the recommendation of the United Nations Committee 

responsible for the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child? 

If it is agreed that the basic premise is that a child is anyone under the age of 18 then, quite 

simply, to allow anyone younger than this to marry is to actively condone child marriage.  

 

Question 2 

Should government continue to permit 16- and 17-year-olds to marry or enter a civil 

partnership but either: (i) replace the current parental consent requirement with a 

requirement for the consent of an authoritative body such as a court or (ii) make such 

unions conditional on both parental consent, as now, AND the consent of an authoritative 

body such as a court? 

The UN Committee on the Rights of the Child supports increasing the marriage to 18 in ALL 

member states. This is for several very legitimate reasons, including, but not restricted to, 

the fact there is an increased risk of the marriage being non-consensual – that at least one 

party is being threatened by family disownment or worse. Also, the life chances and 

opportunities for girls are greatly reduced. 

It is worth noting that while relatively few under 18 marriages take place in Northern 

Ireland, when they do occur, the girl is twice as likely to be the party underage.  In the most 

recently recorded year, 2019, 54 under 18 girls were married and 15 boys. 

Local stakeholders such as the NI Commissioner for Children and Young People (NICCY) and 

the NI Human Rights Commission (NIHRC) also back the UNCRC’s recommendation. 
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There is a contrary argument that says that since the age of sexual consent is 16, the age for 

marriage should be the same. However few people would argue against the law that states 

you are an adult from 18, as it provides basic protection for the young and vulnerable. If it is 

accepted that you are a child if you are under 18, then it stands to reason that no child 

should be in a marriage or civil partnership.   

 

Question 3 

If this jurisdiction were to set its minimum marriage/civil partnership age at 18. Should it 

refuse to recognise marriage/partnerships contracted outside the jurisdiction where one 

or both party is under eighteen? 

All marriages/civil partnerships that take place outside our jurisdiction are traditionally 

accepted, even if they involve beliefs and or cultural practices that are not recognised here.  

While we cannot make changes at an international level, by changing the legislation in our 

own jurisdiction, we can send out a clear message that we do not tolerate marriage here of 

people who are legally children.   

 

Question 4 

Should Government make marriage/civil partnership, where one or other party is under 

the age of eighteen, a criminal offence? 

This can obviously not be done retrospectively and if we change the minimum age for 

marriage to 18 then it would automatically be an offence to proceed if one party is under 

18, as they would/could only happen if it was a fraudulent application. 

 

Questions 5, 6 and 7 

Do you believe that, by allowing marriage/civil partnership by people under the age of 

eighteen, there is a risk of forced marriage? 

What do you see as the principal risks of forced marriage? 

Do you believe that marriage/civil partnership before the age of eighteen – before 

adulthood – can deprive young people, especially girls of opportunities such as education? 

It is believed that there is an increased risk of forced marriage when one or both parties are 

under eighteen for several reasons, and this is borne out by UN statistics. When they are, 

effectively children, they will not have received their full educational experience. In the UK it 

is a legal requirement for children to remain in education or training until at least 18. They 

are also more likely to be under the protection/jurisdiction of their parents, so they are still 

dependant on them – making them potentially more open to coercion and pressure. 
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Also, as stated previously, it is more likely that the female will be under-age.  Her life 

chances are likely to be curtailed as she will have less educational opportunities and vitally, 

is less likely to have autonomy of her life decisions. 

 

Question 8 

Would you be concerned if this jurisdiction were the only jurisdiction on these islands that 

permitted marriage for 16- and 17-year-olds? 

This would be a major concern as it would open the gates for people to come here purely to 

avail of this legislation.  

 

Consultation ends 
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ITEM 7  
 

Ards and North Down Borough Council 

Report Classification Unclassified 

Council/Committee Corporate Services Committee 

Date of Meeting 11 January 2022 

Responsible Director Chief Executive 

Responsible Head of 
Service 

      

Date of Report 23 December 2021 

File Reference       

Legislation Local Government (Coronavirus) (Flexibility of District 
Council Meetings) Regulations (NI) 2020 

Section 75 Compliant  Yes     ☒         No     ☐        Other  ☐ 

If other, please add comment below:  
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The Department for Communities (DfC) has issued a call for evidence to seek views 
on the use of the current arrangements whereby councils in Northern Ireland have 
been able to hold meetings remotely or in a hybrid format during the coronavirus 
pandemic. The call for evidence closes on 15 February 2022. 
 
A document setting out the background to the call for evidence and including a 
questionnaire is attached at Appendix 1. Some of the questions within the 
questionnaire would be difficult to respond to corporately given that they seek views 
on the experience of Members to date in meeting remotely, which will be subjective 
and vary depending on the individual. Members may therefore wish to submit their 
own individual responses to the questionnaire. A draft Council response providing 
more general feedback has been prepared and is attached at Appendix 2 for 
consideration.  
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RECOMMENDATION 

 
It is recommended that Council agrees to issue the letter attached at Appendix 2 in 
response to the DfC call for evidence on remote meeting legislation.  
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Introduction 

This call for evidence seeks views on the use of 
the current arrangements which made provision 
for district councils in Northern Ireland to hold 
meetings remotely or in a hybrid format during 
the coronavirus pandemic.

This call for evidence refers to the Local 
Government (Coronavirus) (Flexibility of 
District Council Meetings) Regulations 
(NI) 2020, made under section 78 of the 
Coronavirus Act 2020. These regulations 
came into operation on 1 May 2020 and 

applied to meetings taking place before 7 May 
2021.  Subsequently, the Local Government 
(Meetings and Performance) Act (NI) 2021 
extended these regulations until March 2022.

If any changes to legislation are made as a 
result of this call for evidence, they would 
apply to Northern Ireland only.

Impact assessment: If any policy changes 
are made following this call for evidence they 
will be subject to appropriate assessment. No 
impact assessment has been conducted at 
this time.

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/nisr/2020/74/contents
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/nisr/2020/74/contents
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/nisr/2020/74/contents
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/nisr/2020/74/contents
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2020/7/part/1/crossheading/local-authority-meetings
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2020/7/part/1/crossheading/local-authority-meetings
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/nia/2021/8/contents/enacted
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/nia/2021/8/contents/enacted
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/nia/2021/8/contents/enacted
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How to respond

Comments should be sent by  5pm 15 February 
2022 to:

You can email your responses to:

lgpdconsultations@communities-ni.gov.uk
or download and post to:

Local Government Remote Meetings 
Consultation 
Department for Communities,
Local Government & Housing Regulation 
Division, 
Level 4, 
Causeway Exchange,
1–7 Bedford Street,
Town Parks,
Belfast,
BT2 7EG 

When you reply it would be very useful if you 
could confirm whether you are replying as an 
individual or submitting an official response on 
behalf of an organisation. 

If you are replying on behalf of an organisation 
please include: 
•	 your name

•	 your position in the organisation
(if applicable)

•	 the name of your organisation

•	 an address (including postcode)

•	 an email address

Response to Call for Evidence:

We will consider the responses received 
and publish an outcome report on the 
Departmental website. 

In line with good practice and sustainable 
development, this document has been 
published electronically. 

Accessibility: 

A range of alternative formats are available 
upon request from this Department. 

Please email the Department at: 
lgpdconsultations@communities-ni.gov.uk

Or write to: 

Local Government Remote Meetings 
Consultation, 
Department for Communities,
Local Government & Housing Regulation 
Division, 
Level 4, 
Causeway Exchange,
1–7 Bedford Street,
Town Parks,
Belfast,
BT2 7EG.

mailto:lgpdconsultations%40communities-ni.gov.uk?subject=
mailto:lgpdconsultations%40communities-ni.gov.uk?subject=
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Privacy, Confidentiality and 
Access to Call for Evidence 
Responses

For this Call for evidence, we may publish 
all responses except for those where the 
respondent indicates that they are an 
individual acting in a private capacity (e.g. a 
member of the public).  All responses from 
organisations and individuals responding in 
a professional capacity may be published.  
We will remove names, email addresses and 
telephone numbers from these responses; but 
apart from this we will publish them in full.  

Responses to this Call for Evidence may 
be subject to requests under the Freedom 

of Information Act 2000 (FOIA) and the 
Environmental Information Regulations 2004 
(EIR).  All disclosures will be in line with this 
legislation.  If you feel that information that 
you provide should be treated as private or 
confidential, please explain why so that we 
can take this into account.

All personal data will be processed in line with 
the requirements of the Data Protection Act 
2018/UK General Data Protection Regulations.

The Department for Communities privacy 
notice, which gives details of your rights in 
respect of the handling of your personal data, 
can be found at: https://www.communities-
ni.gov.uk/dfc-privacy-notice. 

https://www.communities-ni.gov.uk/dfc-privacy-notice
https://www.communities-ni.gov.uk/dfc-privacy-notice
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Purpose of this  
Call for Evidence

The Department for Communities would 
like to gather evidence about the use of the 
current arrangements for district councils in 
Northern Ireland to meet remotely or in hybrid 
format, as set out in the Local Government 
(Coronavirus) (Flexibility of District Council 
Meetings) Regulations (NI) 2020.

The powers in section 78 of the Coronavirus 
Act 2020 were brought in specifically to 
make express provision for local authorities 
in England, Wales and Northern Ireland to 
deal with the challenges of holding physical 
meetings during the coronavirus pandemic. 
They have helped district councils to redeploy 
resources to deal with the pandemic and 
ensure that essential business continues 
whilst protecting the health and safety of their 
members, officers and the public.

We are aware that experience of remote 
meetings has been varied, and that while the 
experience of managing and participating 
in remote meetings has grown considerably 
during the period since the remote meetings 
regulations came into operation, there have 
been examples of the difficulties this format 
has posed for some authorities.

We have received representations from the 
local government sector making the case for 
permanent provision for remote meetings to 
be explored. The Department for Communities 
would like to hear from interested parties 

about the pros and cons of making such 
arrangements permanent in Northern Ireland 
and the use of the arrangements to date.

We are particularly interested to receive any 
quantitative data that can be included to 
substantiate the responses you make.

Throughout this call for evidence the phrases 
‘remote meetings’ and ‘remote meetings 
arrangements’ will be used interchangeably 
to refer to the provisions for councils to 
meet remotely or in hybrid format, as set 
out in the Local Government (Coronavirus) 
(Flexibility of District Council Meetings) 
Regulations (NI) 2020.

These regulations make provision for district 
councils to hold meetings remotely, for 
example through typical digital conference 
software (e.g. Zoom, Skype, Teams) or 
telephone conference calls. However, they do 
not require them to be held remotely or even 
in a single format. This means, for example, 
that district councils can hold ‘hybrid’ 
meetings (where some members attend 
virtually and other members attend in person) 
and they are also still able to hold fully ‘in-
person’ physical meetings.

You can therefore assume that any reference 
to ‘remote meetings’ or ‘remote meetings 
arrangements’ also refers to hybrid meetings. 
The term ‘member’ will be used to refer to 
any elected council members covered by the 
regulations above.

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/nisr/2020/74/contents
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/nisr/2020/74/contents
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/nisr/2020/74/contents
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Background

There was no express provision for remote 
meetings for district councils in Northern 
Ireland pre-pandemic. The Local Government 
(Coronavirus) (Flexibility of District Council 
Meetings) Regulations (NI) 2020 which came 
into operation following the introduction of 
the Coronavirus Act 2020, made provision for 
councils in Northern Ireland to hold meetings 
before 7 May 2021 remotely (such as through 
digital conferencing software or telephone 
conference) so that they could protect their 
members and comply with public health 
guidance.  Subsequently, the Local Government 
(Meetings and Performance) Act 2021, which 

came into force on 27 August 2021, extended 
those regulations until the date that section 
78 of the Coronavirus Act 2020 is due to expire 
(currently 24 March 2022).

As district councils in Northern Ireland have 
now had extensive experience of conducting 
remote meetings over the past year, this call 
for evidence is an opportunity to understand 
these experiences and inform a decision 
about whether to make these arrangements 
permanent. Any permanent change would 
require subordinate legislation that would 
be subject to the agreement of the Northern 
Ireland Assembly.
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Questions

The Department for Communities would 
like to gather evidence about the use of the 
arrangements that make provision for district 
councils to meet remotely or in hybrid format 
during the coronavirus pandemic.

Q1. Generally speaking, how well do you 
consider the current remote meetings 
arrangements work?

Very Well

Well

Neither well nor poorly

Poorly

Very Poorly

Unsure

While the powers in section 78 of the 
Coronavirus Act were brought in specifically 
to help district councils in Northern Ireland 
(and local authorities in England and 
Wales) deal with the challenges of holding 
meetings during the coronavirus pandemic, 
the Department would also like to hear from 
interested parties about the pros and cons of 
making permanent provision, in whole or in 
part, for district councils in Northern Ireland.

Q2. Generally speaking, do you think district 
councils in Northern Ireland should have 
the ability to hold at least some meetings 
remotely on a permanent basis?

Yes

No

Unsure

Beyond having provision to avoid face-to-face 
meetings during the coronavirus pandemic, 
we are aware of feedback from councils about 
additional benefits of being able to hold 
remote meetings including, but not limited 
to, the environmental and cost benefits of 
reduced travel, increased participation from 
local residents, and the potential to attract 
more diverse council members. We are keen 
to obtain representative views on the benefits 
of remote meetings and would particularly 
welcome any quantitative evidence to support 
these views.
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Q3. What do you think are some of 
the benefits of the remote meetings 
arrangements? Please select all that apply.

More accessible for council members

Reduction in travel time for councillors

Meetings more easily accessed by local 
residents

Greater transparency for council 
meetings

Documents (e.g. minutes, agendas, 
supporting papers) are more accessible 
to local residents and others online

Easier to chair meetings in an orderly 
fashion

A virtual format promotes greater 
equality in speaking time during 
meetings

I do not think there are any benefits to 
remote meetings

Other (please specify)

One area which may have been impacted 
through the holding of remote meetings is the 
cost savings they have achieved, particularly 
regarding a reduction in travel expenses 
and accommodation costs. We would be 
interested to receive any quantitative data 
about the cost savings that have been 
achieved, including any estimates of the 
comparative cost of running a remote meeting 
versus a face-to-face meeting.

Q4. (For district councils only) Have you seen 
a reduction in costs since implementing 
remote meetings in your council?

Yes

No

Unsure

Reference has also been made to the 
difficulty that some members have had with 
the remote meeting format, particularly 
in relation to the difficulties in managing 
misconduct, the challenges of working with 
unfamiliar software and technological issues 
caused by a poor internet connection. We 
are keen to obtain representative views on 
the disadvantages of remote meetings and 
would particularly welcome any quantitative 
evidence to support these views.



Call for Evidence Northern Ireland Councils - Remote/Hybrid Meetings

10

Q5. What do you think are some of the 
disadvantages of the remote meetings 
arrangements, and do you have any 
suggestions for how they could be mitigated/
overcome? Please select all that apply.

It is harder for members to talk to one 
another informally

Meetings are less accessible for council 
members or local residents who have a 
poor-quality internet connection

Meetings are less accessible for council 
members or local residents who are 
unfamiliar with video conferencing/
technology

There is less opportunity for local 
residents to speak or ask questions

Some find it more difficult to read 
documents online than in a physical 
format

Debate is restricted by the remote 
format

It is more difficult to provide effective 
opposition or scrutiny in a remote 
format

It is more difficult to chair meetings in 
an orderly fashion

Virtual meetings can be more easily 
dominated by individual speakers

It might enable democratically elected 
members to live and perform their duties 

outside their local area on a permanent 
basis, therefore detaching them from 
the communities they serve

I do not think there are any 
disadvantages to remote meetings

Other (please specify)

The Department for Communities considers 
that there are also many advantages of holding 
meetings face-to-face. For example, physical 
meetings provide numerous opportunities for 
councillors to speak with one another informally 
and build alliances, as well as to encounter 
local residents face-to-face and listen to their 
concerns in person.

Additionally, some members have referenced 
the vast improvement in the quality of debate 
when there is a lively atmosphere and they 
are able to make full use of their oratory skills 
to persuade and influence others. Some may 
consider remote meetings stifling and that 
physical meetings are essential to effective 
democracy and scrutiny.
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Q6. What do you think are some of the 
main advantages of holding face-to-face 
meetings, as opposed to remote meetings?

If provision for remote meetings were made 
permanent, it might be preferable for the 
Department to constrain the meetings or 
circumstances in which remote meetings can 
be held to ensure that effective democracy and 
scrutiny can still take place.

There are some occasions, for example, 
where a remote meeting format may 
be seen as more appropriate, such as 
for smaller sub-committees, meetings 
convened at short notice, or for meetings 
where attendees are drawn from a large 
geographical area i.e. for some joint 
committees and for rural councils. On the 
other hand, there are occasions where a 
remote meeting format may be viewed 
as less appropriate, for example larger 
meetings involving Full Council or a council’s 
Annual Meeting.

Q7. If permanent arrangements were to be 
made for district councils in Northern Ireland, 
for which meetings do you think they should 
have the option to hold remote meetings?

For all meetings

For most meetings with a few exceptions 
(please specify)

Only for some meetings (please specify)

I think councils should be able to decide 
for themselves which meetings they 
should have the option to hold remotely

I do not think councils in Northern 
Ireland should have the option to hold 
remote meetings for any meetings

 Unsure
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Q8. If permanent arrangements were to 
be made for district councils in Northern 
Ireland, in which circumstances do you think 
councils should have the option to hold 
remote meetings?

In any circumstances

Only in extenuating circumstances 
where a meeting cannot be held face-to-
face or some members would be unable 
to attend (e.g. severe weather events, 
coronavirus restrictions)

I think councils in Northern Ireland 
should be able to decide for themselves 
which circumstances they should have 
the option to meet remotely

I do not think councils in Northern 
Ireland should have the option to 
hold remote meetings under any 
circumstances

Other (please specify)

Unsure

While district councils in Northern Ireland 
have risen magnificently to the challenge of 
ensuring vital council business continues by 
conducting meetings remotely during these 
unprecedented times, there may be concerns 

that, if the arrangements were to made 
permanent, a situation could arise where 
remote meetings arrangements were used by 
a majority party to avoid effective scrutiny or 
abuse the power in some other way.

Q9. Would you have any concerns if district 
councils in Northern Ireland were given 
the power to decide for themselves which 
meetings, and in what circumstances, they 
have the option to hold remote meetings?

Yes

No

Unsure

Q10. If yes, do you have any suggestions 
for how your concerns could be mitigated/
overcome?

In deciding whether and how remote 
meetings arrangements may be made 
permanent for district councils in Northern 
Ireland, the Department for Communities 
needs to ensure that it complies with the 
statutory equality duties to have due regard 
to promote equality of opportunity and good 
relations. In particular, the Department would 
need to avoid unlawfully discriminating (either 
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directly or indirectly) against individuals 
across the nine equality categories, and 
also consider whether the arrangements 
advance greater equality of opportunity and 
good relations.

The potential benefits that remote meetings 
could have for members or potential members 
with disabilities or young families has been 
stated. However, there are also those for 
whom remote meetings could pose additional 
difficulties, for example those with hearing 
or visual impairments or those more likely to 
struggle with the technology.

We are keen to consider views on these 
aspects of remote meetings and would 
particularly welcome any quantitative 
evidence to support views provided.

Q11. In your view, would making express 
provision for district councils in Northern 
Ireland to meet remotely particularly benefit 
or disadvantage any individuals with across 
the nine equality categories? e.g. those with 
disabilities or caring responsibilities?

Yes

No

Unsure 
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[DATE] 2021 
 
Local Government Remote Meetings Consultation 
Department for Communities 
Level 4 
Causeway Exchange 
1-7 Bedford Street 
Belfast 
BT2 7EG 
 
By email: lgpdconsultations@communities-ni.gov.uk  
 
Dear Sir / Madam,  
 
CALL FOR EVIDENCE – NI DISTRICT COUNCILS, REMOTE/HYBRID MEETINGS 
 
Ards and North Down Borough Council welcomes the opportunity to respond to your 
call for evidence on the use of the current arrangements under the Local Government 
(Coronavirus) (Flexibility of District Council Meetings) Regulations (NI) 2020, which 
has enabled councils in Northern Ireland to hold meetings remotely or in a hybrid 
format during the coronavirus pandemic.  
 
Members will all have a different experience and therefore a different perspective on 
how well the arrangements for remote meetings are currently operating. It is therefore 
difficult to respond corporately as a Council to many of the questions in the format set 
out in the consultation document. Most of the suggested advantages and 
disadvantages are subjective, for example, some Members may have found it easier 
to Chair a remote meeting while others may have found it more difficult. Members may 
well therefore submit their own individual responses to the consultation if they wish. 
The Council has however agreed some general points which I will set out in the 
remainder of this letter.  
 
Q1. Generally speaking, how well do you consider the current remote meetings 
arrangements work? 
 
The remote meeting arrangements have worked well for Ards and North Down 
Borough Council during the pandemic. They have enabled the democratic process to 
continue without interruption (save for when the legislation was not in place), in a 
transparent and accessible manner, all while keeping Members, staff and other 
attendees as safe as possible. 
 
 

mailto:lgpdconsultations@communities-ni.gov.uk
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Q2. Generally speaking, do you think district councils in Northern Ireland should 
have the ability to hold at least some meetings remotely on a permanent basis? 
 
Yes. The Council believes the ability to meet remotely should be made permanent.  
 
There was a period of two months at the start of the pandemic in 2020 when the remote 
meeting legislation had not yet been enacted, and a further period during 2021 when 
the remote meeting legislation had lapsed, that the Council was not able to hold any 
formal meetings. It was unable to hold physical meetings due to the restrictions in 
place as well as logistical and cost issues associated with finding meeting rooms large 
enough to house Members, staff, press and public, and without the legislation there 
was no express legislative authority to run remote meetings. Instead, the Council had 
no option but to rely unsatisfactorily upon decisions being signed off by the Chief 
Executive using a power of delegation.  
 
Even if Councils were to return to physical meetings only, once we are no longer in 
the midst of a pandemic, it is entirely possible that a future unforeseen event could 
mean that Councils once again need to be able to hold remote meetings. It would be 
far from ideal if the ability to meet in this way was impeded once again due to 
legislation being required to be introduced, which experience has shown can be 
delayed due to other competing legislative priorities of the government. For this reason 
alone, making permanent provision would be pragmatic. 
 
With regard to whether Councils should continue to meet remotely, either wholly or on 
a hybrid basis, even when things have returned to ‘normal’, Members believe this is a 
decision for each individual Council to make for themselves. Provided the Department 
is satisfied that remote meetings enable council business to be conducted correctly 
and democratically, the legislation should empower and enable Councils to decide for 
themselves the format in which they meet and it shouldn’t limit this ability to only certain 
types of meetings.   
 
Ards and North Down Borough Council has been holding its Council and Committee 
meetings entirely remotely, through Zoom. At present we do not have the technology 
to hold hybrid meetings. The Council has explored the costs of acquiring the necessary 
equipment to run hybrid Council and Committee meetings. It was estimated that it 
would cost approximately £12,570 per month if the equipment was hired and 
approximately £40,000 to purchase the equipment. To hold physical only meetings 
would also incur costs as the usual Council Chambers would be too small to enable 
social distancing, so other venues would need to be used which would mean hire 
charges, internet upgrade costs and disruption to bookings and usage. Physical only 
meetings would also mean that some Members may be unable to attend due to health 
reasons or if they were required to isolate. Having considered all of this, the Council 
agreed in September 2021 that it would continue to meet remotely for now, but officers 
have been tasked with exploring the longer term feasibility of running hybrid meetings 
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and will bring a report back to Council shortly setting out the options. Clearly however, 
if the Council were to make a longer-term commitment to hybrid meetings through the 
purchase of equipment, it would inform the decision-making process if it were known 
whether the Department intended to introduce permanent remote meeting legislation.  
 
Finally, regardless of whether or not the Department does decide to make permanent 
provision, Council would urge you to ensure that there is not a lapse in the temporary 
legislation which is due to expire in March 2022 as it is likely that remote meeting 
legislation will still be required two months from now.  
 
Qs 3, 5 and 6 – advantages / disadvantages 
 
As outlined above, views on the advantages and disadvantages of holding remote 
meetings will largely be dependent on the individual attending the meeting. It is also 
difficult to compare the running of remote meetings against pre-pandemic physical 
meetings given the unprecedented nature of the issues Council has had to deal with 
over the past 18 months. For example, we have found that Council meetings have 
generally lasted longer since they have been held remotely, but it isn’t known whether 
this is because they have been held online or whether it is due to the nature of the 
items on the agenda. A true comparison could only be made if remote meetings were 
held during non-pandemic times.  
 
There are a few suggestions under the advantages/disadvantages questions that 
Council would not agree with: 
 

• Potential advantage – “Documents (e.g. minutes, agendas, supporting papers) 
are more accessible to local residents and others online” – Councils are 
required under the Local Government Act (NI) 2014 to publish all of these 
documents. Pre-pandemic we published them all on our website and this has 
not changed since the meetings moved online. Therefore, Council would not 
agree this was an advantage of remote meetings.  

• Potential advantage – “A virtual format promotes greater equality in speaking 
time during meetings” – Council’s Standing Orders contain specific rules on 
speaking rights, including how frequently and how long Members may speak 
for. This has always been well managed by the Council thus moving the 
meetings online has had no impact in relation to equality of speaking time. 

• Potential disadvantage – “There is less opportunity for local residents to speak 
or ask questions” – Council and Committee meetings are open to the public, 
but they are not public meetings. Therefore, local residents do not have the 
opportunity to speak (unless providing a deputation) or ask questions 
regardless of whether meetings are held physically or remotely.  

• Potential disadvantage – “Some find it more difficult to read documents online 
than in a physical format” – while that may be the case for some, Council had 
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already pre-pandemic stopped producing printed meeting packs and Members 
instead were encouraged to access their papers through their tablet devices.  

 
Q4. Have you seen a reduction in costs since implementing remote meetings in 
your council? 
 
It is difficult to know what the cost of running physical meetings would have been pre-
pandemic as this wouldn’t have been itemised in the Council’s budgets given the 
meetings were held in existing Council facilities and used existing technology etc. If 
anything, there has arguably been a greater initial outlay moving to remote meetings 
as it has required laptops and tablets to be upgraded for Members and staff and there 
have been costs involved with securing zoom business accounts. Therefore, any 
marginal savings on the running cost of physical meetings, such as a reduction in 
mileage payments, Member’s hospitality, heating, lighting, recording will have been 
offset by the cost of facilitating new technology requirements. 
 
Qs 9 – 10 Permanent remote meeting provision 
 
As outlined above, Council believes that provided the Department is satisfied that 
remote meetings enable council business to be conducted correctly and 
democratically, the legislation should empower and enable Councils to decide for 
themselves the format in which they meet, and it shouldn’t limit this ability to only 
certain types of meetings.   
 
Q11. In your view, would making express provision for district councils in 
Northern Ireland to meet remotely particularly benefit or disadvantage any 
individuals with across the nine equality categories? e.g. those with disabilities 
or caring responsibilities? 
 
Being able to attend remotely could benefit those with disabilities or with caring 
responsibilities. However, by removing the option to attend a physical meeting, this 
could disadvantage those who live in rural areas with poor internet connection, or 
others who do not have access to the relevant technology. A hybrid meeting would 
give everyone the option of how they wished to attend, but unless there was a strong 
equality case in favour of this, the Council does not believe this in itself would warrant 
the Department imposing a requirement on Councils that they must hold hybrid 
meetings. As above, the format of meetings should be left to each Council to decide 
and when making that decision, Councils will be required to carry out their own equality 
and rural screening.  
 
The Council trusts that this response is helpful and looks forward to hearing the 
outcome of the Department’s deliberations in due course. 
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Yours sincerely, 
 
 
STEPHEN REID 
Chief Executive  
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Background  

Ards and North Down Borough Council received Fairtrade Borough status in May 
2017.   

To become a Fairtrade Borough, the Council had to show commitment from all 
sectors of the community to promote and use fairly traded products. 

Five goals had to be achieved: 
• The Council passed a resolution to support Fairtrade and agreeing to serve 
Fairtrade products 
• A proportion of local retailers and catering establishments must stock Fairtrade 
products 
• Local workplaces, schools and community organisations support Fairtrade and use 
products wherever possible. 
• Media coverage and events be organised to raise awareness and understanding of 
Fairtrade across the community. 
• A local Fairtrade steering group be convened to ensure the campaign continues to 
develop and gain new support.  This has been developed and consists of a range of 
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key stakeholders including residents, local business owners, elected members and 
council officers.   

Renewal of our Fairtrade Status is due on 21 October 2022. 
 
The council was asked by Dr Chris Stange, Consul General for Saint Vincent and 
Grenadines and Fairtrade Steering Group member in January 2020 to add Fairtrade 
to our borough signage to highlight the council’s commitment. 
 
An update report was brought to Corporate Committee in March 2020 which included 
the request for Fairtrade Road signs: 
 
The Council had been asked to add Fairtrade to Borough signage to highlight the 
Council’s commitment. As Borough signage was relatively new and adding any 
temporary stickers to them may take away from the visual finish and the lack of 
budget for new signage it was recommended that the enhanced messages 
mentioned above and running throughout the year could achieve improved coverage 
without the need for new borough signage. Fairtrade UK and Fairtrade Ireland had 
also confirmed that it was not a requirement of our Fairtrade accreditation to have 
Fairtrade Signage on our Borough boundaries. 
 
RECOMMENDED that Council notes this report. 
 
This was further confirmed by Fairtrade UK that stickers of the Fairtrade logo on 
existing signage could not be used, it needed to be new signs with wording to 
indicate that ‘Ards and North Down is a Fairtrade Borough.’ 
 
Dr Chris Stange has not accepted the council decision not to provide Fairtrade 
signage and has requested that it is reconsidered. He has requested that a further 
report is prepared, indicating the position in other councils, to provide elected 
members with further information to inform any decision. The table below therefore 
summarises the current status of Fairtrade Signage across other council areas as 
confirmed by those councils: 
 

Council Status according to councils 10.12.2021 

Antrim & Newtownabbey Boundary signs done  
Armagh, Banbridge & 
Craigavon 

Report going to council in New Year – currently looking at costs 

Belfast Options being discussed early next year as they have a lot of titles 
that need decided on. 

Derry City & Strabane No comment 
 

Fermanagh & Omagh being raised at the Fairtrade Steering Group in February 2022 for a 
decision 
 

Mid Ulster No comment 
 

Newry, Mourne & Down 18 Boundary signs approved to be installed in 2022  
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Council Status according to councils 10.12.2021 

Lisburn & Castlereagh Approved 4-6 sites to be installed in 2022 – awaiting planning 
permission 

Mid & East Antrim Currently considering Fairtrade Borough status  
 

 
 
All 10 Borough signs could be replaced to include Fairtrade signage for a total of 
£2,000.   
 
Advertisement Consent is Controlled by the Planning (Control of Advertisements) 
Regulations (NI) 2015.  If the proposal falls within Deemed Consent as defined in 
these Regulations, express consent is not required.  There are certain  areas/ 
situations where there may be tighter restrictions such as AONB’s, Conservation 
Areas and Listed Buildings.  Where express consent is required, the current fee is 
£193.00 per site.  It is not anticipated that many, if any, of our sites would require 
express consent but this assessment has not been completed.   
 
It should be noted that the current Borough signs are still in good order having only 
been up for 6 years and it is estimated they could remain fit for purpose for another 6 
years. Replacing them now would therefore not be in line with the Council’s 
commitment to sustainability.  
 
 
 

RECOMMENDATION 
 

It is recommended that Council considers whether it wishes to replace the existing 
10 Borough signs to include Fairtrade signage at a total cost of approximately £2,000 
plus an additional £193.00 for any site that required express consent.   



A Fairtrade Borough



A Fairtrade Borough



A Fairtrade Borough
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ITEM 9  
 

Ards and North Down Borough Council 

Report Classification Unclassified 

Council/Committee Corporate Services Committee 

Date of Meeting 11 January 2022 

Responsible Director Director of Organisational Development and 
Administration 

Responsible Head of 
Service 

Head of Administration 

Date of Report 12 November 2021 

File Reference EQ 15 

Legislation Section 75 of The Northern Ireland Act, 1998 and 
Section 49a of the Disability Discrmination Order (DDO) 
2006 

Section 75 Compliant  Yes     ☒             No     ☐        Not Applicable  ☐ 

Subject Stonewall Diversity Champions Employee Programme 

Attachments     

 
Background 
 
A Notice of Motion debated at Corporate Committee and subsequently ratified by 
Council on March 2021 agreed that: A Report detailing information on Council 
participating in the Stonewall Diversity Champions Employee’s Programme is 
brought back to Committee. 
 
Report 
 
Stonewall is a lobby group and a charity organisation founded on 24 May 1989. They 
stand for lesbian, gay, bi, trans, queer, questioning and ace (LGBTQ+) people. 
In 2000 Stonewall launched their Diversity Champions programme and Workplace 
Equality Index.  
 
Stonewall has over 900 leading employers and have worked with thousands of the 
UK and the world’s leading employers such as MI6, Councils, Local and Central 
Government and private organisations such as Vodafone and Barclays.  
The benefits of joining Stonewall are the incorporation of inclusion throughout the 
Council, ensuring progress in diversity by taking a systemic approach, including 
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developing an inclusive culture and inclusive approaches to employment policies and 
practices. 
 
The Diversity Champions programme is designed to help develop and embed 
structured and systematic policies and practices to include LGBTQ+ across the 
organisation.  
 
The cost of membership to join Stonewall’s Diversity Champions programme is 
£2,500 + VAT (per annum). Benefits include 
 

• Having access to a Client Account Manager, to support and lead Council to 

do better for LGBTQ+ people, throughout membership the CAM will be able to 

talk Council through anything LGBTQ+ relevant and act as a support network. 

The Council does not currently have such a network in place for its 

employees. 

• The review of seven Council Policies such as recruitment for LGBTQ+ 

inclusion by an in-house team of experts. This will allow Council to go ‘above 

and beyond’ required legalisation. 

• Gain access to Stonewall’s resources. These will provide step-by-step 

guidance on different areas of LGBTQ+ inclusion, from inclusive policy to 

senior leadership.  This also includes best practise toolkits and community 

resources, digital workshops, and the Diversity Champions Events Calendar. 

• Receive discounted rates to Stonewalls workplace training, Providing Council 

with the knowledge and confidence to play their part in creating an inclusive 

workplace.  

• Stonewall would support Council to enter the Workplace Equality Index. The 

Workplace Equality Index is a benchmarking tool that helps employers 

measure their progress on LGBT equality in the workplace, this will indicate 

where Council is proficient and where it can improve.   

 
However, the BBC recently withdrew from the Scheme.  The BBC director general, 
Tim Davie said it was “unquestionable” that its ongoing participation in the scheme 
“has led some organisations and individuals to consider that the BBC cannot be 
impartial when reporting on public policy debates where Stonewall is taking an 
active, campaigning, role”.  Stonewall’s response to the withdrawal of the BBC state, 
‘It’s a shame that the BBC has decided not to renew their membership of our 
Diversity Champions programme, but as with all membership programmes, 
organisations come and go depending on what’s best for their inclusion journey at 
the time.  
 
Some other employers have also withdrawn from the scheme, including the Equality 
and Human Rights Commission (EHRC), OFCOM, and the Cabinet Office. 
Explaining its decision not to renew its membership, an EHRC spokesperson said 
the programme “did not constitute the best value for money”. 
 
Ards and North Down Borough Council currently holds the NI Diversity & Inclusion 
Charter Mark AWARE Certificate awarded by Legal Island which expires in February 
2022.  The feedback from Legal Island at the time of assessment was excellent and 
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suggested that the Council has gone to considerable lengths to apply equality and 
diversity in the workplace citing an impressive range of activities, practices, and 
procedures to deliver first class initiatives. AWARE are currently considering an 
overhaul of the Charter Mark process and how it falls in line with their Diversity & 
Inclusion training so, at this stage, no decisions have been made as yet regarding 
future accreditation. 
 

RECOMMENDATION 
 
It is recommended that Council considers this report.  
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ITEM 9 (b)  
 

Ards and North Down Borough Council 

Report Classification Unclassified 

Council/Committee Corporate Committee  

Date of Meeting 11 January 2022 

Responsible Director Director of Organisational Development and 
Administration 

Responsible Head of 
Service 

- 

Date of Report 06 January 2022 

File Reference '- 

Legislation       

Section 75 Compliant  Yes     ☒         No     ☐        Other  ☐ 

If other, please add comment below:  

      

Subject SOLACE NI - Additional Support  

Attachments       

 
The Society of Local Authority Chief Executives (SOLACE NI) is the professional body 
for local authority Chief Executives and Directors and is part of a national body, 
SOLACE UK. 
 
The aim of SOLACE NI is to act as the professional voice for local government.  
Working together with the Northern Ireland Local Government Association (NILGA) as 
the elected member voice, together they represent the broad local government sector 
in Northern Ireland. SOLACE NI will respond to consultations, advise on policy reviews 
/ development, support the Partnership Panel and work in the interest of Local 
Government with a variety of bodies including the Permanent Secretaries Group and 
NI Executive Departments. It will coordinate cross Council work where appropriate and 
develop strong networks throughout the public sector. The work of SOLACE NI also 
brings corporate benefits to the Council as it covers all Departmental interests, not just 
those relevant to the Chief Executive. 
 
Membership of SOLACE NI is made up of all 11 Council Chief Executives and most 
Directors from across all of the 11 Councils in Northern Ireland.  The average annual 
contribution per Council is currently £1,100.  
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SOLACE NI has a number of designated roles including Chair (changes annually), 
Vice Chair (changes annually) Secretary and Treasurer.  It has become normal 
practice for the Chief Executive taking on the role of Chair to provide policy and 
administrative support for the year, usually a person seconded from within their own 
organisation.  The cost of this role is met via a mixture of funding that comes from 
SOLACE UK, the Local Government Training Group and Corporate Sponsorship.  The 
officer is funded to a salary level of a max salary of PO2. 
 
As would be expected, the role and demands on Chief Executives and SOLACE NI 
has changed and increased since the impact of the reorganisation of Local 
Government, BREXIT preparations and COVID response and recovery.  Increasingly 
SOLACE NI has been seen as the “go to” professional body by central government 
Departments and outside bodies over the last number of years. 
 
This growing demand has put a strain on the support needs of SOLACE NI and the 
time to be given by Chief Executives. There is a growing need for the Policy / Executive 
Officer to be at a more senior level enabling them to confidently and independently 
support the work of the group and to make it more effective by releasing Chief 
Executives from some of this role.   
 
Issues of business continuity have also arisen with the current model which sees the 
support officer change every year resulting in a continual loss of skills, knowledge and 
processes. 
 
To develop and enhance their role providing a professional voice to lobby and 
advocate for the sector, SOLACE NI has reviewed the options and believe it is 
necessary to employ dedicated Policy / Executive Officer (PO 10) and part time 
Administrative support (Scale 6) rather than the current full time administrative officer 
role.   The new roles will be recruited on a three-year basis with the option to extend, 
thereby improving business continuity.   
 
A funding model has been developed to finance this new proposal. It comprises of 
increased annual contributions from each of the 11 member Councils, an increase to 
the annual funding from SOLACE UK and also the Local Government Training Group 
and additionally a new contribution from the Department for Communities of £30,000.   
 
SOLACE NI are therefore seeking an additional annual contribution of £5,000 per 
annum per Council towards funding these resources which will leverage a total of 
£130,000 per annum.  This contribution can be met from reassigning some existing 
training, development and other budgets so at no additional cost to the Council. 
 

RECOMMENDATION 
 
It is Recommended that Council notes the reassignment of £5,000 from existing 
budgets to an increased membership contribution to SOLACE NI for the next 3 
financial years subject to partner funding being place.   
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