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CHALLENGES FACING THE EXECUTIVE AND THE NI CIVIL SERVICE

. As you know, the unique circumstances of the current time have placed acute
demands on the Executive and on all Departments. The NICS as a whole has
completely changed the way in which it works to maintain existing services and/or
deliver new services in support of the public health demands resulting from the Covid
19 pandemic. In addition civil servants are as much affected as the rest of society to
the stresses and strains of working from home, home schooling, concern for older
and vulnerable family members and the limitations on travel, leisure and meeting
families and friends. While overall absence due to sickness is down, we are seeing
real impacts in terms of absence due to stress, both work and non-work related.

. | have been struck by the growing unease across the SCS as we try to manage the
NICS workload and workforce. | should emphasise that this is not intended to
suggest any lack of commitment or effort by colleagues across NICS - rather it is the
case that the extent of that commitment is now causing genuine concerns about
“burnout” of colleagues — particularly in some key areas. Permanent Secretaries are
now gravely concerned by the current situation and most, if not all, have already
flagged concerns with their own Ministers — highlighting their personal duty of care to
staff. This seems to be acknowledged - but only fleetingly — before pressures to
deliver individual ministerial priorities resume. All Departments are reporting
unprecedented levels of pressure; staffing resources are dangerously stretched; and
key corporate risks are reaching the point where they cannot be managed safely.
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3. It is also the case that the pandemic has delayed progress on reform of the NICS,
including addressing the capacity issues identified by the Renewable Heat Incentive
(RHI) Public Inquiry, and more recently the NIAO report on capacity and capability
and the legacy of the 19% reduction in NICS staffing in recent years, which is an
enduring constraint on delivery capacity. By comparison, Whitehall Departments
have seen material growth in numbers in the period before and during the pandemic.

4. Last year in the face of the Covid-19 pandemic there was Executive acceptance that
NICS resources should be focused on maintaining essential statutory functions while
also managing and supporting services that would enable NI to deal with the public
health, economic and wider social impacts of the Covid-19 pandemic. With the rollout
of a vaccination programme underway the context has changed somewhat with
attention starting to move firstly towards a Pathway to Recovery and then the need
for a longer term strategic approach to overall recovery across all sectors. However
any approach to recovery must also consider the ability and capacity of the NICS to
move out of the current way of working and return to business as usual.

5. Having discussed the position with the Permanent Secretaries of all Departments,
and with their strong support and agreement, | am writing to:

a) give you an overview of the situation now affecting all Departments;

b) summarise the urgent actions that are being taken by NICS Board ;and

c) seek your agreement to secure endorsement from the Executive an approach
across all Departments that will focus resources on the essential tasks and
hence reduce as best we can the risk that those essential functions collapse
under the prevailing strains.

Overview

6. In the present context:

a) There are many unfilled vacancies across all Departments — for example, 25%
in DfE as was highlighted publicly last week and DfC have similar pressures;

b) DH staff are severely overburdened and are feeling the effects of the long
period of intense work since last March that has resulted from the
pandemic. The small TEO team’s experience has some similar stresses;

c) DfE, DoF, Dfl and others have had to stand up significant Covid support
programmes (spending c£800m in assistance) without additional resourcing
and, alongside acute and unavoidable pressures arising from the end of the
EU Exit Transition Period:;
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d) EU Exit has placed intense demands on DAERA and DfE with extensive
operational demands as a result of the legal obligations that apply under the
Protocol;

e) the requirements of some Assembly Committees (not least the PAC) risks
being disproportionate — scrutiny is vital, but cannot be such that vital public-
facing activities are undermined at this time;

f) while there is considerable pressure on all areas, departments with small
numbers of staff (for example Dod, DE and TEO) feel this intensely too, and
have less flexibility to move or redeploy staff internally; and

g) the Departmental Solicitor has expressed concerns about the sustained
pressure on a finite number of government legal advisers.

NICS Board action

7. We have been acting, and will continue to act, to deploy and redeploy resources to
the most acute priorities and to fill vacancies, including the following actions:

a) we have accelerated normal processes to recruit and promote staff at G7, DP
and SO level but these are constrained significantly by Covid workplace
restrictions on assessment centres efc;

b) we are continuing to try to make use of agency and other external resources
where necessary, even where in a normal world these would not be the
optimal solution and risk attracting criticism and future scrutiny (which will of
course come with the full benefit of hindsight). This, however, is not an
approach that can help with all identified staffing gaps in departments;

c) some ad hoc and short term loans of staff from one Department to another
have been helpful in relation to some particular circumstances. By definition
however, this is not a sustainable or substantive solution.

d) we are mobilising further sources of resources as a matter of urgency
including via further recruitment processes, but these take time and resource
to organise.

8. However, | and my Permanent Secretary colleagues have concluded that these
actions are not sufficient, and we now face an unmanaged risk that a combination of
exhaustion and stress will lead to key functions not being deliverable. The simple
reality is that, in some key areas, the departmental and Executive response is
particularly reliant on a small number of key staff. Were anything to happen to those
staff, there would be a major disruption to our work. Long hours and high intensity of
work has been nearly continuous for many since last March (and longer for some
who were involved in the planning and management of EU Exit, when “no deal” was

INVESTORS IN PECPLE

We invest in people Silver

The personal information (e.g., name, personal email/home postal address) included in your correspondence, which the Executive Office now holds, will be handled in
accordance with data protection legislation. It will be kept secure and only shared with relevant officials for the purpose of providing a response. This information will be
retained for no longer than is necessary, and in line with the Department's retention and disposal schedule.

INQ000391443_0003



a risk in the latter part of 2019). Resilience depends on having enough people in key
teams who are familiar with the key issues and have effective working relationships —
at present we are far too dependent on individuals who have these assets. It is also
worth remembering that the SCS had been managing the work of the NICS in the
period prior to restoration of Devolution and went straight into the demands of new

ministers and a new Executive last January before being hit almost immediately by
Covid.

9. Hence, as well as pursuing the measures we have identified to secure greater
resilience, | would recommend that you urgently agree to the following steps:

a) a message from you to all Executive Ministers that, for the next six months at
least, resources can and mustonly be devoted to delivery of only the most
essential functions (primarily those that are statutory requirements) and those
that are most critical to immediate post Covid recovery. It goes without saying
that this must be a meaningful and substantive position, and not simply a
laudable principle to which many exemptions apply;

b) a short sharp review of priorities, across all Departments to identify:

i. those functions (including essential work on Covid and the consequences of
EU exit) that are statutory and those absolutely essential to our immediate
recovery and then those where, no matter how desirable, work could be
delayed until later in the year;

i. where it is essential to strengthen resourcing of some key functions;

ii. whether such strengthening can be resolved within the Department(s)
affected; and (if not)

iv. how staff resources could be redeployed from other Departments,
recognising that this could only be possible with strong collective political
and official leadership to accept that some things that are important but not
essential would have to be postponed.

c) This review would need to be overseen by the NICS Board, and would lead to
advice to the Executive. It must also happen urgently (i.e. with a period of one
or two weeks at most) to seek to effectively mitigate the risks set out above.

d) c. engagement with Assembly Committee chairs (including the PAC as well as
the Departmental Committees) and the NIAO, to convey the message that, for
a short time ahead, the balance has to be on enabling action to deliver for the
public, with proportionate but reasonable levels of scrutiny; and

e) a mode of working where | have access to you to raise on behalf of any
Department any cases where it proves difficult to secure agreement on
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10.

11.

12.

Essential action to prioritise resources, and/or where you agree that | can
arbitrate in cases where agreement on priorities cannot be secured and
where, given the intensity and time criticality of the pressures, | do not feel
there is time to bring such cases to the Executive for resolution. In both
modalities, it will be important to recognise that the interests of the smaller
parties in the Executive will need proper and balanced recognition.

You have agreed to an Executive workshop (currently looking like 10 March) and |
suggest that its focus should now be on the Pathway to Recovery over the next 6
months and priority functions that will drive and support economic and social
recovery through the late spring, into the autumn and longer term. We might then
follow up with a further workshop reviewing the PfG priorities and NDNA
commitments. Bill prioritisation will of course be needed to finalise the legislative
programme to the end of the mandate.

Of course, decisions on priorities are for the Executive or for individual Ministers,
but | and my Permanent Secretary colleagues believe strongly that difficult choices
must now be made collectively about what is best overall for our citizens, as well as
being deliverable with the current capacity and capability of the NICS, for the
remainder of the current mandate. There must be Ministerial acceptance that not
all demands are equal.

| would be grateful if we could discuss this memo at your earliest convenience.

Personal Data

JENNY PYPER
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