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PARTNERSHIP PANEL MEETING – 20th January 2021 

OUTCOMES NOTE 

 

The Northern Ireland Partnership Panel met for its first (virtual) meeting of 2021 on 20th 

January 2021. This Outcomes Note is a draft provided by NILGA, the Northern Ireland 

Local Government Association. 

A fuller version of Outcomes and Actions will follow in Draft Minutes.  

The following Ministers were in attendance on 20th January: 

 

Minister Deirdre Hargey (Chair), Department for Communities; Minister Conor Murphy, 

Department of Finance; Minister Nichola Mallon, Department for Infrastructure 

Minister Naomi Long, Department of Justice, Minister Peter Weir, Department for 

Education. 

 

With apologies received from Minister Edwin Poots, Department for Agriculture, Environment 

and Rural Affairs; Minister Robin Swann; Dr Michael McBride, Department of Health 

 

The following Local Government Partnership Panel Members were present: 

Cllr Matt Garrett, NILGA President / Belfast City Council; Cllr Robert Adair, Ards and 

North Down Borough Council (apology for lateness); Cllr Paul Greenfield, Armagh, 

Banbridge and Craigavon Borough Council; Cllr Geraldine McAteer, Belfast City 

Council; Alderman Thomas McKeown, Causeway Coast and Glens Borough Council; 

Cllr Ruairi McHugh, Derry City and Strabane District Council; Cllr Tommy Maguire, 

Fermanagh and Omagh District Council; Cllr John Palmer, Lisburn and Castlereagh 

City Council; Ald Billy Ashe MBE, Mid and East Antrim Borough Council; Cllr Kerri 

Hughes, Mid Ulster District Council; Cllr Robert Burgess, Newry Mourne and Down 

District Council / NILGA Office Bearer; Cllr Frances Burton, NILGA Office Bearer / Mid 

Ulster District Council; Cllr Martin Kearney, NILGA Office Bearer / Mid Ulster District 

Council; Alan McDowell, NILGA Office Bearer / Ards and North Down Borough 

Council. 

With an apology received from Ald Mark Cosgrove, Antrim and Newtownabbey Borough 

Council; 

Central government officers in attendance:    Tracy Meharg, Permanent Secretary, DfC; Sue 

Gray, Permanent Secretary, DoF; Anthony Carleton, DfC; Sorcha Hassey, (PP Secretariat) 

DfC; Ian Hanash, (PP Secretariat), DfC; Piers Dalgarno, (PP Secretariat), DfC; Janine 

McCauley; Conor Charles; Michael McEvoy; Eoin Rooney; Adele Watters; Claire Johnson;  

Local government officers in attendance: Jacqui Dixon, Chief Executive, Antrim and 

Newtownabbey Borough Council / SOLACE Chair; Stephen Reid, Chief Executive, Ards and 

North Down Borough Council / SOLACE Vice Chair; Derek McCallan, NILGA Chief 

Executive (PP Secretariat); Roger Wilson, Chief Executive, Armagh Banbridge and 
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Craigavon Borough Council; Alison McCullagh, Chief Executive, Fermanagh and Omagh 

District Council; Adrian McCreesh, Chief Executive, Mid Ulster District Council; David Burns, 

Chief Executive, Lisburn and Castlereagh City Council; John Tully, Belfast City Council; 

Louise Kennedy, Mid and East Antrim Borough Council; Karen Smyth, NILGA; Lisa O’Kane, 

NILGA, Amy McGrath, NILGA; Antoinette Kennedy, (PP Secretariat), NILGA. 

1. Introductions 
 

The Chair Minister Deirdre Hargey welcomed everyone to the Partnership Panel Meeting 
adding that she was glad to see the Partnership Panel up and running again; The 
Partnership Panel brings together central and local government through Ministers and 
Councillors with supporting officials.  She stressed in her opening comments that she would 
like to see engagement across the board, with representatives from Departments and 
Councils contributing throughout Panel meetings. 
 
The Minister advised that she received a request from Cllr Joe Boyle Secretary of the 
National Association of Councillors (NAC) requesting that the NAC have a representative sit 
in an observer capacity at future Partnership Panel Meetings.  In response to this request 
the Minister proposed that NAC be invited to attend future Partnership Panel meetings, the 
proposal was seconded by Cllr Matt Garrett, NILGA President. 
 
Agreed:  NAC Representative to be invited via NILGA to attend future Partnership 
Panel Meetings in an observer capacity. 
 
The Minister handed over to the NILGA President to provide his opening comments.  In his 
opening address Cllr Garrett referred to the severe impact COVID is having on people in our 
communities.  He added that our communities need both local and central government and 
that shared approaches and solutions are key.  He also emphasised that local government’s 
potential is far from reached, however, to achieve this, a new model and resources are 
required.  
 
2. Note of Previous Meeting, 16 September 2020  
 
The note of the last meeting on 16th September was proposed by Cllr Kerri Hughes and 
seconded by Ald Thomas McKeown. 
 
3. Principles of Partnership and Engagement 
 
Paper PP01 “Principles of Partnership and Engagement” was raised by Cllr Robert Burgess 
under matters arising.  Cllr Burgess stated that there is a vital need for both parts of 
government to work together and proposed that there is approval for the Principles of 
Partnership and Engagement paper which can be developed in line with Section 3.1 of the 
Partnership Panel workplan; “Strengthening relations between and within the two tiers of 
government in Northern Ireland”.   
 
Cllr Paul Greenfield commented that in line with the principles referred to by Cllr Burgess, 
there is a need for timely information and that for future partnership panel meetings; it would 
be helpful if the agenda and papers are provided to panel members at least 4 -5 working 
days in advance of meetings. 
 
Minister Naomi Long commented that the paper sets a solid foundation to be built upon, 
however it should be reframed slightly to highlight what both central and local government 
need to do for effective partnership and engagement. Members in attendance agreed.  
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Action:  Principles of Partnership and Engagement agreed subject to adjustment per 
above. 
 
4. Update on actions from Partnership Panel Meeting; 16.09.2020 
 
The Minister provided an overview of the actions raised at the last meeting.  In response to 
action point at para 5.4 of the minutes, a composite report detailing Executive Departments 
response for social and economic recovery from COVID 19 has been circulated to local 
government partnership members. 
 
Cllr John Palmer provided an update on the community planning update as per para 9.4 of 
the minutes.  A clear message which is coming through is that more work is being done to 
alleviate poverty.  Anti-poverty measures in the Assembly and in Councils are beginning to 
be joined up; this is crucial and NILGA wishes also to engage with the Minister’s community 
planning and anti-poverty units to accelerate the impact on the ground.  A formal piece will 
be completed when the data is brought together.  

Action:  An update report on actions in progress will be brought to next scheduled 
Partnership Panel meeting in April 2021. 

5.  Strategy 2020 Project: Developing a new Strategy for Sport and Physical Activity 

Minister Hargey advised that moving forward, an item will be set on the agenda for 
departments to update members on upcoming strategies and policies being brought forward 
by the Assembly. 

The Strategy 2020 Project for sport and physical activity; a 10-year strategy is currently 
being developed by DfC and this will replace the Sports Matters strategy which was 
endorsed by the Executive in 2009. There has been considerable involvement and 
contribution from a wide range of stakeholders including local councils and local 
communities and section 75 groups in the development of this strategy.  The success of this 
strategy will be heavily reliant on the co-delivery of strategic outcomes that will require 
collaborative approach involving sports organisations, government bodies, departments, 
councils and local communities.  The new strategy provides an opportunity to highlight the 
roles of sport and physical activity and how they contribute to the long-term health and 
wellbeing of the population.   

A formal eight-week consultation on the new strategy will commence early this year and the 
Minister encourages as many individuals and organisations as possible to respond to the 
consultation to help shape this future strategy. 

In response to the draft strategy an update was provided on behalf of Cllr Robert Adair. 
Local government welcomes the new strategy and Councils wish to play their full part.  Sport 
is both a statutory and wellbeing function for our Councils including the provision of sporting 
facilities, competitive sports but also preventative health, which is an especially important 
issue and where an education role has to come into play too.  Councils also welcome the co-
design approach with local government, communities and sporting organisations as referred 
to by the Minister. 

6.  Critical sustainability and regional issues; Local Government Finances Task and 
Finish Group Progress (verbal update) 

 
The Minister handed over to Cllr Matt Garrett and Ald Alan McDowell to provide a verbal 
update on the inaugural meeting of the Local Government Finances Task and Finish Group 
which took place on 12th January 2021. 
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Cllr Matt Garrett thanked the Chair, for convening the meeting on 12th January. An outcome 
note is being agreed with the Secretariat and will follow in due course.  
 
Action:  Outcome Note from inaugural Local Government Finances Task and Finish 
Group Meeting 12.01.2021 to be circulated to Members 
 
The next seven weeks are critical to local government’s sustainability, with rates striking set 
for the beginning of March.  
 
NILGA and council officers are doing all that is possible to present accurate information so 
that rates can be struck across the 11 councils.  Local government has sought any 
reassurances that government can provide in the coming days and weeks and welcome the 
specific dialogue with the Finance Minister and his Department at this this time.   
 
Moving forward and as discussed at the Task and Finish Group on 12th January, there is an 
opportunity for joint central – local evidence-based lobbying of the Treasury throughout this 
year and next year. 
 
Ald Alan McDowell added that as councils approach the new rates year, we are presented 
with a significant challenge; forecasted income and our funding model does not allow 
Councils to do all the things that are expected of us by citizens and by wider government.  
 
It is clear that tough choices – as with government departments themselves - will have to be 
made. The rate councils strike must be balanced to ensure all public services are met and 
must comply with legal requirements of audit.  If councils receive funding commitments and 
other fiscal flexibilities to offset forecast losses, councils will be able to strike rates to ensure 
quality public services at affordable costs. However, the rates model is unsustainable and 
requires major changes and will explored further by the Partnership Panel’s Local 
Government Finances Task and Finish Group. 
 
Through the Chair, Minister Conor Murphy provided an update on this critical issue in 
response to members’ comments.    There has been a lot of useful dialogue and continuing 
dialogue with Councils.  There has been a joint up approach across all levels of government.  
The rates holiday provided when the pandemic hit has protected both businesses and 
Council rate income.   
 
The Department of Finance wishes to continue the rates holiday for 6 months, as a 
minimum, and the Minister urges Councils to consider this when they are striking their own 
district rates.  The Department will be freezing the domestic and non-domestic regional 
rates. 
 
Minister Murphy commented on the difficult “stand still” draft budget for the next financial 
year.  The amount of money to be received by the Executive was set by the Treasury’s 
Spending Review late last year.  The Executive are currently looking at capital options and 
want to roll outstanding COVID-19 monies into the next financial year.  Discussions are 
ongoing with the Treasury. 
 
Minister Murphy also commented on the vital role of Councils and the importance of the 
continuing dialogue with NILGA, SOLACE and the Communities Minister. 
 
In response, Minister Hargey commented on the difficult year past; the impact on Councils 
and the work undertaken to date on projected losses; and the working out of further funding 
allocations to Councils.   
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Action:  Ongoing partnership work to continue; Local Government finances and 
sustainability will be raised as an agenda item again at the April 2021 meeting of the 
Partnership Panel 
 
The draft budget is currently out for consultation, and the consultation will run until 25th 
February 2021.   
 
Through the Chair, Jacqui Dixon, SOLACE Chair, welcomed financial assistance which has 
been provided to Councils and the continuing dialogue with Departments; the engagement 
and relationships between Departments and Councils has never been better.  An extension 
to the rates holiday would aid Councils in the rate striking decisions they are about to take.  
Councils are committed to striking the lowest possible rate. 
 
 
7.  Shared Prosperity Fund 
 
Minister Hargey invited Cllr Martin Kearney to provide an overview of paper PP02, “UK 
Shared Prosperity Fund – Central / Local government co-design”. 
 
In his address to the Partnership Panel, Cllr Kearney commented that “co-design” has been 
the recurring theme of this meeting.  The Shared Prosperity Fund is a matter for every 
department and council as it is a multibillion, multi annual fund, in theory to replace EU 
funding, which members of the Panel will be aware amounted to over £3.5 billion over the 
past ten years in Northern Ireland.  

NILGA through a UK local government funding alert and through Council chiefs, have 
published and shared a report with all of wider government, and will be providing evidence to 
Stormont Committees.  NILGA and SOLACE will pursue this diligently with colleagues in the 
lead NI department – Finance – on the basis that: 

• Northern Ireland must set its own criteria 
• the funding sought must match what we got before 

 
Cllr Kearney added that developing social cohesion, local economic development and 
infrastructure locally through local government will provide a greater yield than the present, 
disconnected, national approach.  
 
In conclusion, Cllr. Kearney put forward a recommendation to the Panel Chair for a Northern 
Ireland Central - Local SPF Group to be set up to ensure local input into the design, delivery 
and measurement of this fund.  (This would be keeping with activity in Scotland and Wales 
and would likely be a matter to be led by the Department of Finance.)  

Through the Chair, Cllr Kearney also suggested that work continues apace on this and for 
joint central – local efforts be reported to the Partnership Panel at its next meeting in April 
2021, if the Chair and Panel Members agree. 

The Chair thanked Cllr Kearney for his update and called in Minister Murphy for a response. 

Minister Murphy concurred with Cllr Kearney’s comments on a co-design approach for the 
Shared Prosperity Fund.  The Minister recently launched a broader paper to the Executive in 
relation to Peace Plus, and through discussion with Dublin government and Westminster 
have managed to get that money up to one billion Euros over a 5–6-year period, hence it is a 



6 

 

significant fund.  It will be going out for consultation and the Minister encourages all Councils 
and stakeholders to engage with the SEUPB in its design. 

In relation to the Shared Prosperity Fund, there is a less encouraging message.  The 
approach in the Executive, a viewpoint shared by all Ministers is for replacement EU funding 
to be given directly to the Executive so that Northern Ireland specific programmes aligned to 
the Executive’s priorities can be designed.  Such programmes would be taken forward in 
consultation with all stakeholders including Councils and funding allocated according to the 
Executive’s priorities.  However, the government in Westminster are taking a different 
approach; - The Internal Market Bill which has been brought through Westminster indicates 
that EU replacement funding will be held centrally in Whitehall and distributed by Whitehall in 
accordance with priorities set out by the British government itself.  

The Minister further advised that the Chief Secretary of the Treasury has also indicated that 
the intention is to hold the fund centrally at Whitehall.  If Northern Ireland is going to have to 
compete in terms of applications into Whitehall; Northern Ireland is going to suffer a 
reduction in the replacement of EU funding which is going to have a very significant impact 
on some of the programmes which are going to be provided across Departments; ability to 
access the money is going to be difficult; it is not a very promising outlook.   

The Department and the Executive in partnership with our counterparts in Wales and 
Scotland are going to continue to challenge the government in London in regard to its 
approach.   

The Chair thanked the Finance Minister for his response.  The dialogue and lobbying of 
Westminster and Whitehall will continue on this issue and an update provided at the next 
Partnership Panel meeting in April. 

Action:  The Finance Minister will provide a further update on the Shared Prosperity 
Fund at Partnership Panel meeting scheduled for April 2021. 

8.  Impact of the UK Environment Bill on NI Councils  

Minister Hargey invited Cllr Geraldine McAteer to update the Panel on the impact of the UK 
Environment Bill on NI Councils.  Cllr McAteer referred Members to Paper PP03 and 
provided an overview of the Paper. Since Brexit, the European Commission and Court of 
Justice of the European Union no longer has an oversight role which includes the 
environment.  The legislation being put in place by the UK government to maintain the 
operability of existing environmental legislation here after withdrawal, does not cover the 
environmental principles and governance aspects of EU arrangements. Instead, these were 
included in a UK wide Environment Bill, as were environmental improvement plans.  

This Bill is currently in passage through Westminster, and although the environment is 
largely a devolved matter; in addition to environmental principles, governance and plans; the 
Bill covers a wide range of provisions, including clauses related to resources and waste 
management, chemicals, air quality, sustainable water resources and measures for restoring 
and enhancing nature and green spaces.  

Cllr McAteer highlighted that the Bill is one of the most far-reaching pieces of legislation and 
consultation any government and its citizens will face, and local government are pleased that 
this matter is on the Panel’s agenda.   

Through the Chair, Cllr McAteer suggested that in the first instance, the Panel supports the 
recommendation that councils and NILGA work with DAERA about timing and resourcing of 
change, expectations placed on councils, and collaborative working on key cross-cutting 



7 

 

issues such as climate action and the circular economy.   She added that local government 
are keen to see an effective environmental governance mechanism in operation and would 
welcome further action on environmental improvement plans and independent regulation.  

The Minister thanked Cllr McAteer for her update and advised that Minister Poots had 
convened a meeting with the Executive Departments on Green Growth.  As an action point, 
Minister Hargey recommended that a specific meeting on the UK Environment Bill and its 
impact on Councils be convened. 

Action:  A specific meeting on the UK Environment Bill and its impact on Councils will 
be convened. 

9. Waste management  
 
Minister Hargey invited Ald Billy Ashe MBE to provide an overview of the Waste 
Management issues as presented in Paper PP04. 
 
Ald Billy Ashe in his address to the Panel reinforced some of the issues raised in paper 
PP04. In his opening remarks he also welcomed the recent funding provided by the DAERA 
Minister. 

He highlighted that the waste management issue has been brought to the Panel as an all-
government Policy & Resource issue.   New targets will require 65% of our waste to be 
recycled by 2035.   

There are wider issues with waste management and there is a need for joined up working 
between Councils and the Departments.  One of the main issues to be addressed is landfill 
capacity which will be at max. by 2028; including a decision on the incinerator at Hightown.   

Alderman Ashe also referred to the waste management matters which are best resolved in a 
joined-up way including Waste Management delivery, the circular economy and carbon 
emissions (including discussion on how we can contribute to the UK’s net zero target for 
2050.) 

In concluding his update Alderman Ashe suggested that an update on our joint efforts be 
reported to the Panel at its next meeting, if the Chair and members are content with that 
approach?   

The Minister thanked Alderman Ashe for his update, adding that some of the issues outlined 
in PP04 have also been referred to by the DAERA Minister himself in a meeting he 
convened with Minister colleagues recently; including the emissions targets 2050 and the 
work which needs to be done.  The matters raised also relate to the Executive’s overarching 
multi-decade “Green Growth” Strategy, so in agreeing with Alderman Ashe, these issues will 
be picked up across the Departments and with Councils, and an update brought back to the 
next Partnership Panel meeting. 

Action:  An update to be provided at next Partnership Panel meeting. 

 
10. Proposed issues (as raised in Action Report) to be explored and developed via 

Partnership Panel Workplan  
 

Minister Hargey called upon Cllr Tommy Maguire to provide an update as per Paper PP05.   
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In his address to the Panel, Cllr Maguire asked the Chair and Members to note the items 
and recommendations associated with PP05, mindful that colleague Councils have joined 
with Fermanagh and Omagh District Council in seeking resolution to common and significant 
issues, from summer hunger to water infrastructure, and the policy gap affecting urban 
settlements of less than 5000 population; which seriously impacts our rural councils.  

Cllr Maguire added that he looks forward to joint working between local and central 
government to find solutions to these pressing issues.   

He concluded by conveying his appreciation for the opportunity to raise and put on record 
Councils’ concerns and looks forward to departmental and council engagement to pursue 
resolutions for the people we jointly serve.  

 
11. Any Other Business  
 
It was noted through the Chair that due to urgent, last minute business; Dr Michael McBride 
was unable to provide an update to the Panel. Through the Chair, Cllr Frances Burton, on 
behalf of local government, thanked the Minister for Health and the Chief Medical Officer; 
she also put forward that the Partnership Panel itself, through the Communities Minister, 
formally recognises both those in leadership and also all front-line staff, from refuse 
collectors to nurses, who have saved so many lives.  
 
Cllr Frances Burton thanked Ministers and their departments for the Composite Report 
provided to local government panel members on Executive Departments actions for social 
and economic recovery from Covid 19, highlighting that councils have, equally, played their 
part.   
 
12. Date of next meeting. 
 
The next meeting of the Partnership Panel will take place on 21 April 2021. 
 
Footnote: In line with GDPR, permissions were sought and obtained for a screenshot of the 

Partnership Panel meeting for the DfC’s Twitter account. 
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