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1. 1 am the Chief Executive of the Northern Ireland Local Government Association 

("NILGA") of Bradford Court, Upper Galwally, Belfast BT8 6RB. I was appointed to 

this role on 01 February 2022 having worked as an officer in local government 

since 2007. 1 am authorised by NILGA to make this, my sixth witness statement 

on its behalf. 
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Accordingly, while this statement is my own, in preparing this statement it has been 

necessary for me to engage with a range of local government officers to ascertain 

the requisite information. 

3. Further, this statement should be read as representing the collective understanding 

of the local government sector in Northern Ireland, rather than a statement 

pertaining to every operational decision taken by stand alone and sovereign 

councils and/or NILGA itself. 
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The Northern Ireland Local Government Association 

The Role of NILGA 

4. NILGA was formed in 2001, and its original constitution included objectives such as 

the representation of member authorities, formulation of sound policies for the 

development of local government, provision of a forum for the discussion of matters 

of concern to member authorities and a means whereby joint views might be 

formulated and expressed. 

5. A key objective was to ensure that members of all political parties in Northern Ireland 

were afforded the opportunity to contribute to NILGA's activities and to the 

development of policies which represented, as far as possible, consensus between 

parties. 

6. Much of the early work of NILGA focused on anticipated local government reforms 

brought forward via the Review of Public Administration (Northern Ireland), 

including the transfer of development planning and other functions. 

7. NILGA promotes, develops and champions local government by developing 

regional, all council, approaches to key issues affecting the sector. This includes 

elected member development, collective lobbying, policy formulation, best practice 

events and campaigns, all aimed at improving democracy and public services. 

8. By ensuring a collective framework for and with councils, NILGA communicates the 

importance of local government as a growing, sustainable and contemporary part 

of government in Northern Ireland, ensuring that the sector is an equal partner in 

the delivery of public services, equipped with an informed, strong, unified voice 

when dealing with central government (both United Kingdom and Northern Ireland), 

the European Union and other legislative bodies. 

The Structure of NILGA 

9. Each political party with five or more representatives can appoint an Office Bearer, 

and the presidency of NILGA is held by these Office Bearers, with the position 

rotating annually. The Office Bearer from the party with the greatest political 
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strength at the most recent election, takes the first year of the mandate as president 

• •l 

• Councillor Frances Burton (Democratic Unionist Party) 1 June 2019 — 18 

June 2020; 

• Councillor Matt Garrett (Sinn Fein) 18 June 2020-13 August 2021; and 

• Councillor Robert Burgess (Ulster Unionist Party) 13 August 2021 — 16 

1M1T ►I1y 1 

10. The membership of NILGA is open to all eleven district councils in Northern Ireland, 

represented at meetings by nominated councillors. Ten of the councils are entitled 

to nominate eight members, with Belfast City Council entitled to ten nominees. 

These nominations must proportionally reflect the political balance and diversity of 

Office Bearers, Office Bearer Alternates, and twenty three ordinary members, 

conjunction with the regional d'Hondt process (an electoral system of proportional 

representation) and political parties, must ensure that two members from each 

council (three from Belfast) are represented on the Executive. 

12. The Chief Executive of each council is entitled to attend, but not to vote at, NILGA 

meetings. 

13. There were no significant changes to the structure or role of NILGA during the 

relevant period. 
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Inquiry is the difference in responsibilities in relation to public health, housing, 

social care and education. These are managed by a number of the Northern Ireland 

government's Arm's Length Bodies. Further, local government in Northern Ireland 

is not designated as a `Category 1' responder as cited in the Civil Contingencies 

Act 2004, as is the case for local government in England, Scotland and Wales, and 

accordingly does not have the statutory duties, responsibilities and powers its 

counterparts in other areas of the United Kingdom have in relation to emergency 

preparedness. 

15. Additionally, the role of local government in Northern Ireland in regards to the 

Northern Ireland economy is specific to local economic development and local 

tourism', for example: 

- Start a Business Programmes and Enterprise Shows 

- Youth entrepreneurship 

- Social entrepreneurship 

- Investing for Women 

- Neighbourhood Renewal funding for enterprise initiatives 

- Small scale tourism accommodation development 

- Business support including business start-up advice, along with training and 

delivery of customer care schemes 

- Advice to developers on tourism policies and related issues 

16. NILGA itself did not have a designated role in respect of the pandemic but acted in 

accordance with their member's objectives throughout. 

17. Indeed, NILGA's primary objectives were to: 

a. inform and be informed, on all pandemic matters as they related to the role 

and purpose of local government in supporting communities; 

b. ensure that local government was protected as far as possible in terms of 

human and fiscal resources; 

c. adopt a resilient, proactive delivery approach to non-Covid matters, as far 

as reasonably possible, to maintain the daily services, relevance and 

continuity of local government in Northern Ireland; and 
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d. enable NILGA Office Bearers and executive members to show effective 

leadership, on all of the above objectives and more, for their councils, their 

party colleagues at all levels, and in wider society. 

18. Additionally, the eleven Council Chief Executives met regularly each week in the 

early stages of the COVID-19 pandemic and throughout to ensure as much 

19. In terms of the relationship between NILGA and the other United Kingdom Local 

Government Associations, i.e. the Welsh Local Government Association ("WLGA"), 

Local Government Association ("LGA") and Convention of Scottish Local 

Authorities ("COSLA"), although they do co-operate closely, these are all 

standalone organisations (though the Welsh Local Government Association has 

corporate membership of the LGA). 

20. NILGA does not work directly with sister associations specifically on emergency 

preparedness. However, the leading members of NILGA usually meet annually 

with their counterparts in the other United Kingdom Local Government 

Associations via the United Kingdom Local Government Forum. During the 

COVID-19 pandemic these formal meetings were however paused due to 

competing and more urgent priorities in responding locally to the pandemic. 

21. That said, as the pandemic moved on, during 2020 a number of informal sessions 

took place where NILGA was invited at Chief Executive level to attend/observe in 

National Forums with respect to COVID resilience, the roles of councils in COVID 

and resource deficits. These were often led by the LGA and/or a Whitehall 

Department, and as a sister association, NILGA was encouraged to attend 
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Finances in a Post COVID-19 World", with political leaders directing the content 

and outcomes. Relevant matters arising from the United Kingdom Local 

Government Finance Group were communicated within NILGA, the Society of 

Local Authority Chief Executives ("SOLACE)" which acts as the professional 

network for local authority Chief Executives and Directors in Northern Ireland and 

the councils. 

Joint working arrangements in Northern Ireland 

23. Emergency Preparedness Groups ("EPGs") are the multi-agency conduit to 

prepare for all types of emergencies at a local level in Northern Ireland. In Northern 

Ireland, there are three Emergency Preparedness Groups — Northern, Southern 

and Belfast. All local councils are members of their local Emergency Preparedness 

Groups and on a rotational basis each council jointly chairs the Northern or 

Southern Emergency Preparedness Group alongside the Police Service of 

Northern Ireland ("PSNI"). Belfast City Council is the permanent Joint Chair of the 

Belfast Emergency Preparedness Group. 

24. The Chairs of each Emergency Preparedness Group also attend the Northern 

Ireland Emergency Preparedness Group ("NIEPG"), which is jointly chaired by the 

Police Service of Northern Ireland and a local government Chief Executive 

nominated via the Society of Local Authority Chief Executives Northern Ireland. 

The Northern Ireland Emergency Preparedness Group is a sub-group of the Civil 

Contingencies Group (Northern Ireland) (CCG(NI)). Its purpose is to ensure that 

work at local level is in line with strategic direction provided by CCG (NI). It provides 

direction to the work of the Emergency Preparedness Groups, facilitates cohesion 

between these groups and ensures effective communication between the 

Emergency Preparedness Groups, regional working groups and the Civil 

Contingencies Group Northern Ireland. 

25. The local government co-chair of the Northern Ireland Emergency Preparedness 

Group also represents local government at the Civil Contingencies Group Northern 

Ireland, supported by the Regional Officer for local government civil contingencies, 

who manages the Regional Resilience Team. Briefings are then provided back to 

the other councils. The Regional Resilience Team is hosted by local government. 

The team provides the secretariat function for the Northern Ireland Emergency 
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Preparedness Group and the regional Emergency Preparedness Groups. They 

also facilitate the Local Government Emergency Planning Officer ("EPO") Group to 

enable consultation, cross council planning and engagement. Resilience Team 

members also attend regional workstreams to represent the Emergency 

Preparedness Groups and provide a conduit between regional and local planning 

arrangements. 

26. After wave one, the role of partnership working via the Northern Ireland Emergency 

Preparedness Group became recognised in response mode and was used as the 

main coordination route for the local level. The role of the Northern Ireland 

Emergency Preparedness Group in response is now officially recognised in the 

updated 2021 Northern Ireland Civil Contingencies Framework as a Strategic Co-

Ordinating Group ("SCG") (NIEPG), alongside Strategic Co-ordinating Group 

(PSNI) and Strategic Co-ordinating Group (Lead Government Department). 

27. NILGAbelieves strongly that local government is a highly productive public service, 

as it is an extremely dynamic and resourceful sector, with extensive levels of officer 

and political cross-party partnership within and between councils. The councils 

themselves are deeply rooted in their communities both through local political 

decision making, but also because council staff are embedded in the communities 

they serve. During the pandemic, the councils played a huge role not just in their 

own business continuity in keeping critical services going, but also in supporting 

Northern Ireland Government Departments and their Arm's Length Bodies to 

deliver quickly and effectively for their communities. 

28. In relation to the scope of module 9, local government in Northern Ireland provided 

a supporting role to the Northern Ireland Department of Health in its roll-out of the 

Test, Trace and Isolate approach to COVID-19. Local government had no role in 

developing the strategic approach taken by the Department of Health. 

29. Local government was, and is, an advocate and conduit for engagement with local 

communities and businesses. Councils provided a central conduit for queries 

between businesses, communities, local and central government to aid uniformity 

of approach and participated in central government groups to provide guidance in 

relation to the views/challenges being faced at local level. 
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The system of local government funding in respect of the pandemic 

31. Additional funding was provided to councils in Northern Ireland by the Northern 

Ireland Executive in respect of three main funding streams: 

• COVID Financial Losses and Marketing Support (March 2020 to March 

2022): £102.3m allocated to offset income losses associated with closure of 

facilities and services and funding for a range of new exceptional costs which 

council's had to incur, e.g. community response, marketing, cemetery costs, 

working from home/IT equipment, cleaning costs, protective equipment, 

staffing pressures and increases in costs associated with delays to capital 

contracts. 

• COVID Waste Management Losses (April 2020 to June 2021): £15.2m 

allocated to offset a range of new cost pressures associated with waste 

collection and disposal, increased contractual costs, loss of income from 

sale of recyclables and additional staff. 

• COVID Recovery Revitalisation Funding (July 2020 and October 2020): 

£17.6m allocated towards the Covid-19 Recovery Revitalisation Scheme for 

larger towns, city centres and smaller settlements including costs to ensure 

a safe environment for visitors, shoppers and workers in these areas. 

32. Table 1 below provides a summary of relevant funding provided by the Northern 

Ireland Executive to councils in Northern Ireland on a council by council basis. 
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Department for 
Communities 

Department 
for 

Agriculture, 
Environment 

and Rural 
Affairs 

Department for 
Communities 

TOTAL 

COVID 
Financial 
Losses & 
Marketing 
Support 

COVID 
Waste 

management 
losses 

COVID 
Recovery 

Revitalisation 
funding 

Council £ £ £ £ 
Antrim & Newtownabbey 5,329,637 945,523 899,000 7,174,160 
Ards & North Down 8,835,302 446,002 1,580,000 10,861,304 
Armagh Banbridge Craigavon 10,262,426 1,847,013 2,024,000 14,133,439 
Belfast 19,655,302 1,068,829 3,585,000 24,309,131 
Causeway Coast & Glens 5,616,741 1,986,239 1,334,000 8,936,980 
Derry City and Strabane 6,503,661 1,717,510 1,486,000 9,707,171 
Fermanagh & Omagh 5,992,873 1,281,744 1,198,000 8,472,617 
Lisburn & Castlereagh 10,214,471 933,386 1,088,000 12,235,857 
Mid and East Antrim 9,907,099 1,668,619 1,290,000 12,865,718 
Mid Ulster 12,402,564 1,414,814 1,357,000 15,174,378 
Newry Mourne & Down 7,579,924 1,890,321 1,759,000 11,229,245 
TOTAL 102,300,000 15,200,000 17,600,000 135,100,000 

33. Local Government in Northern had established and existing mechanisms by which 

to engage with the Northern Ireland Executive in respect of the delivery of 

peacetime services. The quality and strength of these existing relationships led to 

immediate approaches being made to relevant Northern Ireland Executive 

departments through the Northern Ireland Local Government Association, the 

Society of Local Authority Chief Executives Northern Ireland and the Association 

of Local Government Finance Offices Northern Ireland. 

34. This resulted in the establishment of weekly meetings between a representative 

group of local government finance leads and relevant departmental officials to 

detail and discuss the financial issues being encountered and the need for funding 

to ensure council's remained solvent and able to continue delivering critical front 

line services. 

35. Forecast financial estimates of losses were compiled through this group and 

submitted to the relevant departmental officials for consideration as detailed above. 
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36. The key and immediate issue faced by council's in Northern Ireland in response 

to the pandemic was the immediate and sudden loss of income from services as 

a result of restrictions. 

37. Whilst some regional variation exists, council's in Northern Ireland generate 

between 10% and 20% of the monies required to fund their service delivery 

through charges for services such as leisure, planning, building control, waste, 

culture and museums. The remainder of funding is provided through rates 

income with a small amount of grant income from central government. 

38. As noted above, councils were also immediately exposed to additional costs in 

relation to waste collection and disposal, health and safety and working from 

home, as well as additional costs from suppliers. 

39. The second key issue faced by council's in Northern Ireland was the significant 

risk to their main income source (district rates), which accounts for a minimum 

80% of the funding to deliver council services. This was because council's had 

serious concerns about the ability of business rate payers in particular to pay their 

rates bills given the financial impact of restrictions on their business. This risk 

was mitigated separately through separate Northern Ireland Executive 

intervention to business ratepayers to ensure no immediate losses to councils 

(district rates) or the Northern Ireland Executive (regional rates). 

40. The relatively quick response from the Northern Ireland Executive and the ability 

to bring together other government departments to maximise the use of limited 

resources worked well in ensuring councils were able to continue delivering 

critical services in a very challenging environment and despite the serious 

financial shocks to their income as a result of the pandemic. 

Communication and Cooperation 

41. Funding agreements for the initial phases of financial support were issued to 

councils in July 2020. Councils were aware however of the potential for 

additional funding due to ongoing discussions and were able to prepare as much 

in advance as possible. This did result in a period of some uncertainty for 

businesses regarding what interventions would be available to support them, but 
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42. Councils operated a range of grant support interventions for towns, cities and 

smaller settlements — as well as direct support to businesses — under the banner 

of the Covid Revitalisation Programme. See Table 1 above at paragraph 32. 

43. Both NILGA and local government believe that multi-agency working is key to 

public service delivery and during the pandemic the councils put robust 

arrangements in place which could be adapted to deal with necessary provision. 

As such both NILGA and local government worked closely with their local partners, 

voluntary and community sector organisations, their businesses and communities 

and indeed the Northern Ireland government and its various departments. 

44. The funding parameters set by the Department for Communities regarding eligible 

spend etc, allowed each council the flexibility to design their own schemes for 

businesses in response to local need. This included criteria such as 

minimum/maximum support levels; application process and payment schedule etc 

in line with their own individual procedures. The flexibility was very welcome, 

however there may have been some confusion for businesses operating across 

more than one council boundary, in that the Department for Communities did not 

identify specific criteria in relation to the volume of funding a business could access 

if they had premises in multiple council areas. 

45. Tranche 1 Letter of Offer was received from the Department of Communities in 

July 2020. Tranche 2 Letter of Offer was received from the Department of 

Communities in October 2020 and a further Letter of Variance was issued in 

December 2020. Samples of this documentation are provided at ] AA14_INQ000651732, 

_ AA/5INQ000651733 and AA/6INQ000651734_Iwhich also identify the funding parameters. 
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46. Decisions on operating further tranches, beyond tranche 1 were made by the 

Department for Communities, with funding also secured from the Department for 

Infrastructure and the Department of Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs. 

47. Tranche 2 included additional funding from the Department for Communities, the 

Department for Infrastructure and the Department of Agriculture, Environment 

and Rural Affairs. The Department of Infrastructure and the Department of 

Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs introduced parameters relating to 

addressing Rural Needs and Sustainable and Active Travel. In addition to this, 

Tranche 2 Letter of Offer and Letter of Variance 1 provided additional funding to 

meet any additional requests from Councils to address emerging needs in a 

responsive way. It was at the discretion of councils as to how they delivered the 

funding locally within the parameters of the letter of offer 

48. The Department for Communities ensured flexibility to Councils issuing payment 

upfront for the revitalisation programme, during a period when Council budgets 

were under significant pressure. This approach by the Department for 

Communities was welcomed by the Councils. In addition to this the Department 

for Communities provided a flexible approach to programme spend periods, in 

particular where statutory or consultation periods were impacting on the delivery 

of schemes within the programme. 

49. Councils in Northern Ireland largely designed schemes targeting support at small 

to medium enterprises (SME's) as that is primarily what the Northern Ireland 

business economy is comprised of. Each council had their own discretion as to 

the number of schemes delivered within the parameters of the funding. 

50. Due to significant demand for the initial tranche or grants, most councils operated 

a second tranche, and in many instances eligibility criteria and/or application 

processes were reviewed and updated based on feedback from the first tranche. 

Councils used their own experience and expertise to put in place a range of 

initiatives through the various tranches of funding to address business and 

community needs. Councils managed the risk of potential fraud and error as per 

their own internal policies and procedures, with support from their Internal Audit 

functions, in order to ensure compliance with the funding parameters. 
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51. The administration of the funding required a significant resourcing to ensure 

delivery of impactful projects while ensuring correct oversight and governance. 

The main challenge was the timelines for receipt of funding and the short delivery 

period, particularly where statutory processes, consultation, procurement etc 

impacted the delivery of some schemes. However, all schemes were delivered, 

52. Councils undertook monitoring and evaluation in line with the conditions of the 

Letter of Offer; [AA/4 INQ000651732, AA/5 INQ000651733, AA/6 INQ000651734].

53. Following the outbreak and at the beginning of the first period of lockdown, local 

government in Northern Ireland established two working groups — one to focus on 

internal recovery for councils and one to focus on external recovery and support — 

including support for businesses, communities and local areas. These groups 

involved Chief Executives and Directors from each council and each group was 

led by a council Chief Executive on behalf of the sector. 

54. These groups acted as a focal point for engagement with external bodies as well 

as helping to coordinate responses and share information across all 11 councils. 

For example — during the Autumn monitoring round, the Northern Ireland Civil 

Service departments engaged with these groups to ask for ideas on potential 

projects/interventions that might be supported should additional resources 

become available. In this way, they expedited the engagement and led to quicker 

solutions and enhanced information-sharing. The Terms of Reference for the 

55. Local government in Northern Ireland is not aware of any internal or external 

reviews in respect of external recovery and support. 

56. However, a key factor that impacted on the timeliness of allocation of funding was 

the absence of accurate, reliable and verified business data that could be used for 
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businesses and the inability to identify businesses in specific sectors that may have 

58. The responses by individual council are provided in the attached spreadsheet at 

AA/3 I NQ000596484. 

59. The main learning identified in this survey is: 

making, flexibility and proactive communication for the most, in what was a 

very fast paced and dynamic context. 

streamlined administration. 

• Restrictions and timelines associated with funding did put some additional 

pressure on already very stretched councils and businesses, but councils 
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• The main issue concerning councils in relation to funding were firstly the 

financial sustainability of their organisations due to loss of income from 

services and rates. 

• The level of engagement and discussion between the Northern Ireland 

Executive departments and councils was viewed as proactive and effective 

as it could what were very difficult and challenging circumstances for all. 
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I believe that the facts stated in this witness statement are true. I understand that 

proceedings may be brought against anyone who makes, or causes to be made, a 

false statement in a document verified by a statement of truth without an honest belief 

of its truth. 

Signed: Personal Data 
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