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1. Minutes of previous meeting

This agenda item will commence in public session, with an indicative time of 1:30 PM

1.1 21.05.21 Covid 19 Ad Hoc MoP 3
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Northern Ireland
Assembly

Ad Hoc Committee on the COVID-19
Response

Minutes of Proceedings: Thursday 21 May 2020

The Ad Hoc Committee on the COVID-19 Response met at 1.31 p.m. in the
Assembly Chamber with the Deputy Chairperson, Mr Christopher Stalford, in the
Chair.

1. Minutes of the Previous Meeting held on 14 May 2020

Members were asked to note the minutes of the previous meeting held on 14
May 2020 which had been agreed by the Deputy Chairperson, Mr Christopher
Stalford.

2. Statement from the Minister of Education

The Minister of Education made a statement to the Committee, following which
he answered questions from members.

3. Date, time and place of next meeting.

The Deputy Chairperson advised that the Committee had yet to receive
confirmation from the Executive about when Ministers would next come to make
a statement to the Ad Hoc Committee and that as soon as confirmation was
received, written notification of the time, date and place of the next meeting
would issue to members in the usual way.

The meeting adjourned at 3.15 p.m.

1 No. 8/17-22
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Mr Christopher Stalford
Deputy Chairperson

22 May 2020
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Members present for all or part of the proceedings:

Mr Christopher Stalford (Deputy Chairperson)

Ms Paula Bradshaw
Ms Joanne Bunting
Mr Robbie Butler

Mr Gerry Carroll

Mr David Hilditch

Mr William Humphrey
Ms Cara Hunter

Ms Catherine Kelly
Mr Chris Lyttle

Mr Daniel McCrossan
Mr Philip McGuigan
Miss Michelle Mcllveen
Mr Justin McNulty
Ms NR

Mr Mike Nesbitt
Mr John O'Dowd

Mr Matthew O'Toole
Ms Emma Sheerin
Mr Mervyn Storey
Mr Peter Weir (Minister of Education)
Mr Jim Wells

Miss Rachel Woods

*Any interests declared by members during the committee meeting are recorded in the minutes

of evidence published in the Official Report.
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2. Statement from Economy Minister

This agenda item will commence in public session, with an indicative time of 1:30 PM

2.1 Economy Minister Statement 11.06.20 7/
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STATEMENT BY DIANE DODDS MLA, MINISTER FOR THE ECONOMY TO
ASSEMBLY AD HOC COMMITTEE

11 JUNE 2020

Members, nobody needs reminded of the devastation that the COVID 19

pandemic has caused to our economy.

Thousands of businesses have temporarily shut their doors, our tourism industry
was put into deep freeze and it is estimated the jobs of over 200,000 people in
Northern Ireland were furloughed as a result of Covid-19. This represents nearly
a quarter of workers here having been furloughed and almost three quarters of

the self-employed having to avail of the support scheme open to them

From these most difficult of circumstances, Northern Ireland has responded and

adapted. Essential businesses modified their premises and introduced strict

hygiene practices to enable us to continue buying vital items like food and other

supplies. Frontline workers played a very important role.

We have adopted social distancing rules, limited our contact with others, college
and university students moved to online learning and many people have been
working from home. Everyone has sacrificed a lot and given a lot of themselves
to enable us to live alongside this virus while it is here. | want to say thank you for

everything people have done.

Government has also stepped up. So far we have paid out £300million in support
grants to thousands of businesses. These grants have protected jobs, prevented
business closures and provided vital temporary support. A rates holiday was
agreed and then extended to help businesses survive into the future. And the UK
government’s Job Retention Scheme took the unprecedented step of paying 80%

of people’s salaries up to £2,500 a month.
All of the hard work of the last few months means we have reached the point

where we can now focus on the recovery phase and the rebuilding of the

Northern Ireland economy. We need to take action now to rebuild a more
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competitive, inclusive and greener economy. We will have the safety of people at
the heart of everything we do. The hard days are not over but we are taking steps

forward and it is time for the pace to accelerate.

At the end of May | published my outline plan for economic recovery. ‘Charting a
course for the economy: our first steps’ was the first in a series of publications by
my department looking at how to move forward from the economic damage
caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. Other important issues including childcare,
public transport and management of the footfall on city centre streets need to be

considered alongside our work.

We are working now to extend confidence in the construction and manufacturing
sectors continuing to move out of lockdown while staying safe and working safe.

Many firms have already adapted their working praclices and protocols or are

preparing to do so, particularly in wider manufacturing and food production
sectors. All employers need to ensure their workplaces are safe. This may
include increased cleaning of premises, adding Perspex walkways, splitting work

patterns or having appropriate PPE.

The engagement forum has published workplace safety guidance for employers,
employees and the self-employed. The Tourism Recovery Steering Group, which
| chair, has been engaging with key stakeholders to plan for a new future for

tourism here.

We received a boost last week when it was agreed that hotels, caravan sites,
guest houses and B&Bs could re-open on 20 July. This is conditional on the
transmission rate remaining low. Tourism won’t be the same as before but | am

very optimistic about what is to come.

| was pleased to be at Debenhams this week for the reopening of their store; |
was also delighted | was able to make an internet star of Shirley Roberts who
was caught moonwalking in the background of my interview! And from tomorrow
all goods retailers can also open again, as long as they adhere to the necessary

safety measures and there is no increase in the spread of the virus. It is hoped
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that further announcements can come soon on dates for the re-opening of

service providers and the hospitality sector.

| have already written to the Health Minister to ask for a review of the physical
distancing advice to stay two metres from other people. This needs to be debated
and people need to recognise the positive impact moving to the WHO
recommended 1m would have on various sectors across our economy and
education sectors. | would stress that people who can work at home should

continue to do so.

Unfortunately, government grants, homeworking and re-opening in some sectors
cannot protect all businesses or all jobs. We had the very regrettable news this
morning of 600 redundancies at Bombardier. My thoughts are with the people

directly affected and their families. This was a commercial decision reflecting the

global market conditions as a direct result of the Covid-19 pandemic. My

department’s Careers Service is available to support those impacted by offering
free professional and impartial careers information. This is advice and guidance
tailored to individual needs and designed to help people to explore future training

and employment opportunities.

| have said many time before; each month of shutdown has been akin to a large
recession and we know the impact of the virus will be long lasting in homes right
across Northern Ireland. This will have a knock-on effect on people’s mental
health, their physical health and their family life. The claimant count rose by
almost 90% in April and unemployment increased by over 26,000 to 56,200. Six

years of progress was lost in a single month.

We need to look out for each other and, going forward, we must protect the most
vulnerable. Restarting the economy safely, as we are doing, allows people to get
back to work. We also need o address the persistently high levels of economic

inactivity in Northern Ireland. For those who have lost their jobs, we want to give

them the opportunity to seek new employment elsewhere.
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Turning to the area of skills - this has been a priority for me since | took up office,
recognising that skills will play a key role in our economic recovery. | have
supported thousands of learners we have across the system from FE Students,
HE Students, Apprentices and Trainees, as well as the great many others

engaged in skills.

There have been real challenges that we have been working through. From
protecting the skills infrastructure so it will be there to play its place in recovery {o
very practical issues of supporting learners to adjust to a new way of learning.
This is particularly important to those participants who are the most vulnerable in
society, ensuring that their studies are completed and qualifications gained. We
know already some of the future challenges we might face. Studies suggest that
16-24 year olds are particularly vulnerable, for example for Apprentices. That is
why we are developing initiatives to help sustain Apprenticeships and support the

Apprenticeship pipeline for new Apprentices.

In the longer-term we want to make sure we have a system that promotes
upskilling and reskilling to allow individuals to move into areas where there is
greater demand. As Minister for the Economy | want to support individuals in their
journey and ensure that they are equipped to avail of new opportunities. Just this
week | approved an investment of £1.7m to support 2,000 on-line accredited
courses. We will focus on sectors that can deliver high paying jobs. This is likely
to be within big data, health and life sciences, clean energy and advanced

manufacturing, materials and engineering.

There are different phases, this is a long term aspiration and requires a change in
the skills base, currently disproportionate number with low or no skills in the
labour market. Our initial objective is to stabilise the labour market and ensure we

retain as many jobs as possible. We need to be developing a 10 year plan.

City and growth deals also have significant part to play in supporting sustained

sub regional growth with capital investment of nearly £1.5 billion from the public
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and private sector. | remain committed to continuing the excellent collaboration
and partnership work o date with local councils and their delivery partners to

deliver the city and growth deal programme across Northern Ireland.

The reconstituted Economic Advisory Group, chaired by Ellvena Graham, will
help us to plan ahead. | will be unveiling the full membership of that group and

the work they will be engaged in next week.

People in Northern Ireland are resilient and innovative. | have no doubt that we
will rebuild and redesign our economy. And we can all help in that recovery. |
would encourage everyone to consider a holiday at home this year when the time
is right. Please also support our local businesses, hotels and retailers as they re-

open. This will help to rebuild us from the inside and will put strength in our core.

As we plan for the future, everyone must continue to work safe and stay safe.
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3. Date, Time, Location of Next Meeting

This agenda item will commence in public session, with an indicative time of 1:30 PM
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