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A. Minutes from Committee Meetings week ending 28 May 2010 



· Committee for the Office of the First Minister and Deputy First Minister: Commissioner for Older People Bill, Northern Ireland Community Relations Council, Promoting Social Inclusion Report on Disability  & Welfare Reform Bill (Pg 7-8)
· Committee for Education (Pg 8)
· Committee for Employment and Learning: Welfare Reform Bill (Pg 8)
· Committee for Finance and Personnel: Support for Carers & Committee Report on the Inquiry into Public Sector Efficiencies - Consideration of draft Report (Pg 9)
· Committee for Regional Development (Pg 9)
· Committee for Health, Social Services and Public Safety (Pg 10)
· Committee for Social Development: Welfare Reform Bill Evidence Session - briefing by Age NI & Clause-by-clause scrutiny (Pg 11-18)
· Public Accounts Committee: Report on the ‘Resettlement of Long Stay Patients from Learning Disability Hospitals’ (Pg 18)
B. Minutes from Committee Meetings week ending 4 June 2010 


 

· Committee for Social Development: Welfare Reform Bill (Pg 19-26)
· Committee for Education (Pg 26)
· Committee for Finance and Personnel: Support for Carers (Pg 27)
· Committee for Health, Social Services & Public Safety (Pg 27-28)
· Committee for Justice: Departmental Briefing on Police Disability Pensions (Pg 28)
· Committee for Culture, Arts and Leisure: Inquiry into participation in sport and physical activity in Northern Ireland (Pg 29)
· Committee for Environment: Consultation on the DOE Disability Action Plan 2010 – 2011 (Pg 29)
C.  Assembly Business



w/c 24 May 2010

· Commissioner for Older People Bill: First Stage (Pg 30)
· Welfare Reform Bill: Extension of Committee Stage (Pg 30-31)
· Oral Answers to Questions: Social Development 
- Savills Report (Pg 31-33)
w/c 31 May 2010

· Oral Answers to Questions: Education- Convergence Delivery Plan (Pg 34-36)
D. This Week’s Assembly Business


Monday 7 June 2010
Plenary Session (Pg 37)
· Second Stage - Commissioner for Older People Bill (NIA 21/09)
· Question Time : Office of the First Minister and deputy First Minister & Employment and Learning 
Wednesday 9 June 2010

· Committee for Education: Presentation from the Education & Library Boards on SEN Good Practice Guidelines & Provisional Criteria for Making Statements and the move to increase provision at Stage 3 of the Code of Practice (Pg 38)
Thursday 10 June 2010
· Committee for Social Development: Preventing Possession Initiative – Briefing my Housing Rights Service (Pg 38-39)

E. Written Answers to Questions, Week Ending 28 May 2010 & 4 June 2010


Week ending 28 May 2010

OFFICE OF FIRST MINISTER AND DEPUTY FIRST MINISTER

· Victims and Survivors Service (Pg 40-41)
· Child Poverty Commission (Pg 41-42)
· Public Expenditure (Pg 42)
· Quangos (Pg 42-43)
DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION
· Community Relations Funding (Pg 43-48)
· Translation (Pg 48)
· Applied Behaviour Analysis (Pg 49-50)
DEPARTMENT OF ENTERPRISE, TRADE AND INVESTMENT

· Northern Ireland Tourist Board Information Pack (Pg 50-51)
DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH, SOCIAL SERVICES AND PUBLIC SAFETY

· Outreach Respite Centre in Omagh  (Pg 51-52)
· Specialist Epilepsy Services (Pg 52)
· Occupational Therapist Visits (Pg 52)
· Knockbracken Healthcare Park (Pg 53)
DEPARTMENT OF SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT

· Social Security Benefits (Pg 53-54)
· Social Housing: Private Developers (Pg 54-55)
Week ending 4 June 2010

DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION

· I CAN Early Years Centre in Ballynahinch Primary School (Pg 55-57)
· Disability Discrimination Act (Pg 57)
· Statements of Special Educational Needs (Pg 58)
HEALTH, SOCIAL SERVICES & PUBLIC SAFETY

· Outreach Respite Service in Omagh for Children with Autism and Learning Disabilities (Pg 58-59)
· Myalgic Encephalomyelitis (Pg 59-60)
A. Minutes from Committee Meetings week ending  28 May 2010
Committee for the Office of the First Minister and Deputy First Minister
Wednesday 19 May 2010
Chairperson’s Business

Commissioner for Older People Bill 

The Committee considered a response from the Department providing further information regarding the Public Prosecution Service and whether it should be included in the list of relevant authorities. The Committee also considered a timetable for consideration of the Bill by the Committee and a Public Notice.

Agreed: The Committee agreed that it would reconsider the timetable for its consideration of the Bill after the closing date for written evidence at its meeting of 16 June 2010. The Committee agreed the public notice and agreed that it should be placed in the Newsletter, Irish News and the Belfast Telegraph following first stage. The Committee also agreed that the Clerk liaise with the Assembly’s Research and Library Services to identify key stakeholders to invite written evidence on the Bill.

Matters Arising 

Northern Ireland Community Relations Council 

The Committee noted a response from the Department concerning transitional funding arrangements for victims groups. 

Victims and Survivors 

The Committee noted a response from the Department to issues raised concerning the proposed Victims and Survivors Service.

Promoting Social Inclusion Report on Disability 

The Committee noted a response from the Department of Education regarding the Promoting Social Inclusion Report on Disability. 
Correspondence

Welfare Reform Bill 

The Committee considered correspondence from the Committee for Social Development inviting the Committee’s views on the Welfare Reform Bill.
Committee for Education

Wednesday 19 May 2010

Correspondence

The Committee noted a Department of Education News Release of 17 May 2010 entitled ‘Minister meets MLAs to discuss I CAN Centre’.
The Committee noted correspondence of 13 May 2010 from Ms V Beardshaw, Chief Executive of I CAN regarding the I CAN Early Years Centre in Ballynahinch.
Committee for Employment and Learning

Wednesday 19 May 2010

Department for Social Development - Welfare Reform Bill

Agreed: The Committee considered evidence from previous meetings, and agreed on a response on the above Bill which should be forwarded to the Committee for Social Development 
Committee for Finance and Personnel

Wednesday 19 May 2010

Support for Carers

The Committee considered correspondence from the Committee for Health, Social Services and Public Safety regarding the proposed establishment of an ad hoc joint committee to consider additional support for carers. 

Agreed: to undertake research to inform: a draft outline Terms of Reference for the proposed ad hoc joint committee; an indicative timeframe for its work; and, to clarify the estimated savings for the public purse from the work of carers. 
Committee Report on the Inquiry into Public Sector Efficiencies - Consideration of draft Report 

Members considered a working draft of the Committee’s Report on its Inquiry into Public Sector Efficiencies.

Agreed: that the draft Report will be amended, taking account of points raised, and will be brought to the Committee for formal consideration at next week’s meeting. 
Committee for Regional Development

Wednesday 19 May 2010

Correspondence

Agreed: The Committee noted correspondence from the Inclusive Mobility and Transport Advisory Committee (IMTAC), in relation to its response Roads Service’s public consultation on the Equality Impact Assessment (EQIA) on Restricted Zone Access Permits, and agreed to consider a Committee response at the meeting on 26 May 2010. 

Committee for Health, Social Services and Public Safety

Thursday 20 May 2010

Matters Arising

The Committee noted responses from all Trusts except for the Western Health & Social Care Trust providing their plans for services for young people living with cerebral palsy. The Committee agreed to write to the Western Health & Social Care Trust regarding delays responding to the Committee .

Correspondence

The Committee noted correspondence from the Public Accounts Committee regarding the Memorandum of Reply on the PAC report, ‘Performance of the Health Service in Northern Ireland’ and agreed to forward this to the Department for comment. 

The Committee noted a letter from the Ulster Chemists’ Association seeking a meeting to discuss support initiatives on Depression and Mental Health and agreed to invite them to them to the next Committee reception for health related groups.

The Committee noted a letter from the National Autistic Society Northern Ireland seeking a meeting with the Committee and agreed to invite them to them to the next Committee reception for health related groups.
Committee for Social Development
Thursday 20 May 2010

Welfare Reform Bill Evidence Session - briefing by Age NI 

The following representatives from Age NI joined the meeting at 10.08am: 

Ms Elaine Campbell Head of Policy, Age NI; and 

Ms Amy Veale Policy Officer, Age NI. 

The representatives provided oral evidence on the Welfare Reform Bill. This was followed by a question and answer session. 

Welfare Reform Bill– Clause-by-clause scrutiny. 

Agreed: The Committee agreed that the evidence sessions were now complete and that formal clause-by-clause scrutiny of the Welfare Reform Bill should commence. 

The Department indicated that it could unequivocally assure the Committee that both DSD and DEL would review and amend their guidance to benefits advisors so as to require them to give additional and appropriate consideration to claimants who have: child-caring difficulties; mental illness; a learning disability; domestic violence issues or other caring responsibilities.

Agreed: The Committee agreed to seek confirmation in respect of DSD and DEL guidance to benefit advisors from the Minister at Consideration Stage.

Clause 1: Schemes for assisting persons to obtain employment: ‘Work for your benefit’ schemes etc. 

As a consensus could not be reached on Clause 1 as drafted, the Committee divided on the proposal that: 

“Subject to the Examiner’s Report or other consequential amendment, the Committee is content with Clause 1 as drafted”. 

The Committee divided: Ayes 7; Noes 3; Abstentions 0. 

AYES

Mr Simon Hamilton
Mr Billy Armstrong
Mrs Mary Bradley
Mr Jonathan Craig
Mr Alex Easton
Mr David Hilditch
Ms Anna Lo

NOES

Mr Mickey Brady
Mr Fra McCann
Ms Carál Ní Chuilín

ABSTENTIONS 

None

The motion was carried. 

Agreed: The Committee agreed that its reservations in relation to Clause 1 in respect of the mandatory aspects of the proposed ‘work for your benefit’ schemes and the absence of confirmation that pilots would be undertaken in Northern Ireland would be expressed in the Bill Report and during Consideration Stage of the Bill.

Clause 2: Work-related activity: income support claimants and partners of claimants. 

As a consensus could not be reached on Clause 2 as drafted, the Committee divided on the proposal that: 

“Subject to the Examiner’s Report or other consequential amendment, the Committee is content with Clause 2 as drafted”. 

The Committee divided: Ayes 7; Noes 3; Abstentions 0. 

AYES

Mr Simon Hamilton
Mr Billy Armstrong
Mrs Mary Bradley
Mr Jonathan Craig
Mr Alex Easton
Mr David Hilditch
Ms Anna Lo

NOES

Mr Mickey Brady
Mr Fra McCann
Ms Carál Ní Chuilín

ABSTENTIONS 

None

The motion was carried. 

Clause 3: Lone parents

As a consensus could not be reached on Clause 3 as drafted, the Committee divided on the proposal that: 

“Subject to the Examiner’s Report or other consequential amendment, the Committee is content with Clause 3 as drafted”. 

The Committee divided: Ayes 7; Noes 3; Abstentions 0. 

AYES

Mr Simon Hamilton
Mr Billy Armstrong
Mrs Mary Bradley
Mr Jonathan Craig
Mr Alex Easton
Mr David Hilditch
Ms Anna Lo

NOES

Mr Mickey Brady
Mr Fra McCann
Ms Carál Ní Chuilín

ABSTENTIONS 

None

The motion was carried. 

Clause 4: Entitlement to jobseeker’s allowance without seeking employment etc. 

“Question: That subject to the Examiner’s Report or other consequential amendment, the Committee is content with Clause 4 as drafted, put and agreed to.” 

Clause 5: Couples where are at least one member capable of work. 

The Department provided assurances thatcaring responsibilities will be taken into consideration when assessing eligibility for Jobseekers Allowance and that carers will not need to be in receipt of benefits, such as Carer’s Allowance, to prove that they have caring responsibilities. 

Agreed: The Committee agreed to seek confirmation in respect of assurances relating to carers and JSA from the Minister at Consideration Stage.

“Question: That subject to the Examiner’s Report or other consequential amendment, the Committee is content with Clause 5 as drafted, put and agreed to.” 

Clause 6: Statutory sick pay and employment and support allowance. 

The Department provided assurances thatalternative provision is to be made for people who currently receive Income Support in addition to statutory sick pay and that existing passporting provisions to other benefits will still apply.

Agreed: The Committee agreed to seek confirmation in respect of assurances relating to Income Support, sick pay and passporting from the Minister at Consideration Stage.

“Question: That subject to the Examiner’s Report or other consequential amendment, the Committee is content with Clause 6 as drafted, put and agreed to.”

Clause 7: Transitional provision relating to sections 4 to 6. 

“Question: That subject to the Examiner’s Report or other consequential amendment, the Committee is content with Clause 7 as drafted, put and agreed to.” 

Clause 8: Assembly procedure: regulations imposing work-related activity requirements on lone parents with children under 7. 

“Question: That subject to the Examiner’s Report or other consequential amendment, the Committee is content with Clause 8 as drafted, put and agreed to.” 

Clause 9: Abolition of income support. 

The Department provided assurances that Income Support will not be abolished until a suitable alternative provision is identified for vulnerable claimant groups. 

Agreed: The Committee agreed to seek confirmation from the Minister at Consideration Stage in respect of the abolition of Income Support and alternative provision for vulnerable groups.

“Question: That subject to the Examiner’s Report or other consequential amendment, the Committee is content with Clause 9 as drafted, put and agreed to.” 
Clause 10: Power to direct claimant to undertake specific work-related activity. 

The Department provided assurances that both DEL and DSD staff will receive appropriate training to deal with the specific needs of vulnerable groups of claimants required to undertake work-related activity.

Agreed: The Committee agreed to seek confirmation from the Minister at Consideration Stage in relation to assurances relating to the training of DSD and DEL staff in respect of the treatment of vulnerable claimants. 

“Question: That subject to the Examiner’s Report or other consequential amendment, the Committee is content with Clause 10 as drafted, put and agreed to.”

Clause 11: Conditions for contributory jobseeker’s allowance. 

“Question: That subject to the Examiner’s Report or other consequential amendment, the Committee is content with Clause 11 as drafted, put and agreed to.” 

Clause 12: Conditions for contributory employment and support allowance. 

“Question: That subject to the Examiner’s Report or other consequential amendment, the Committee is content with Clause 12 as drafted, put and agreed to.” 

Clause 13: Mobility component. 

“Question: That subject to the Examiner’s Report or other consequential amendment, the Committee is content with Clause 13 as drafted, put and agreed to.” 

Clause 14: Maternity allowance and carer’s allowance. 

 “Question: That subject to the Examiner’s Report or other consequential amendment, the Committee is content with Clause 14 as drafted, put and agreed to.” 

Clause 15: Community Care Grants relating to specific goods or services. 

The Department provided assurances that the provision of services relating to Community Care Grants would be subject to procurement best practice and that the Committee would have an input to the relevant contracting process. 

Agreed: The Committee agreed to seek confirmation from the Minister at Consideration Stage in respect of assurances pertaining to procurement best practice for services relating to Community Care Grants and further Committee review during the relevant contracting process.

“Question: That subject to the Examiner’s Report or other consequential amendment, the Committee is content with Clause 15 as drafted, put and agreed to.” 

Clause 16: Community care grants: reviews and information. 

“Question: That subject to the Examiner’s Report or other consequential amendment, the Committee is content with Clause 16 as drafted, put and agreed to.” 

Clause 17: Regulations relating to information: Assembly control. 

“Question: That subject to the Examiner’s Report or other consequential amendment, the Committee is content with clause 17 as drafted, put and agreed to.” 

Agreed: The Committee agreed that it would continue formal clause-by-clause scrutiny at the next meeting of the Social Development Committee on Tuesday 25 May 2010. 

Agreed: The Committee agreed that the reservations expressed by Members in relation to the clauses considered would be set out in the Bill Report and during Consideration Stage of the Bill.

Correspondence 

Agreed: The Committee agreed that it would defer consideration of correspondence received until the Committee meeting on 27 May 2010. 
Public Accounts Committee

Thursday 20 May 2010

Report on the ‘Resettlement of Long Stay Patients from Learning Disability Hospitals’. 

Members reviewed the transcript of the recent media response by the Minister for Health, Social Services and Public Safety and the departmental press release relating to the launch of the Committee report on ‘The Resettlement of Long Stay Patients from Learning Disability Hospitals’

Agreed: The Committee agreed to defer the matter until it considers the forthcoming Memorandum of Reply to the Committee’s report
B. Minutes from Committee Meetings week ending 4 June 2010

Committee for Social Development

Welfare Reform Bill 
Tuesday 25 May 2010

Examiner of Statutory Rules Report on the Delegated Powers Memorandum 

The Committee noted a report from the Examiner of Statutory Rules into the delegated powers of the Welfare Reform Bill. 

Agreed: The Committee agreed that it would not reconsider the clauses of the Bill in light of the Examiner’s findings.

Law Centre (NI) Submission on suggested amendments 

The Committee noted a submission from the Law Centre (NI) that included suggested amendments to the Welfare Reform Bill.

Clause-by-Clause Scrutiny 

The Committee continued its formal clause-by-clause scrutiny of the Welfare Reform Bill.

Clause 18: Payments on account 

“Question: That subject to consequential amendment, the Committee is content with Clause 18, as drafted, put and agreed to.”

Clause 19: Loss of benefit provision 

As a consensus could not be reached on Clause 19 as drafted, the Committee divided on the proposal that: 

“Subject to consequential amendment, the Committee is content with Clause 19 as drafted”. 

The Committee divided: Ayes 6; Noes 3; Abstentions 1. 

AYES

Mr Simon Hamilton
Mr Billy Armstrong
Mrs Mary Bradley
Mr Jonathan Craig
Mr Alex Easton
Mr David Hilditch

NOES

Mr Mickey Brady
Mr Fra McCann
Ms Carál Ní Chuilín

ABSTENTIONS 

Ms Anna Lo

The motion was carried. 

Agreed: The Committee agreed that its reservations in relation to Clause 19 in respect of the loss of benefit provision in the event of benefit fraud would be expressed in the Bill Report and during Consideration Stage of the Bill.

Clause 20: Jobseeker’s allowance: sanctions for violent conduct etc. in connection with claim 

As a consensus could not be reached on Clause 20 as drafted, the Committee divided on the proposal that: 

“Subject to consequential amendment, the Committee is content with Clause 20 as drafted”. 

The Committee divided: Ayes 6; Noes 3; Abstentions 1. 

AYES

Mr Simon Hamilton
Mr Billy Armstrong
Mrs Mary Bradley
Mr Jonathan Craig
Mr Alex Easton
Mr David Hilditch

NOES

Mr Mickey Brady
Mr Fra McCann
Ms Carál Ní Chuilín

ABSTENTIONS 

Ms Anna Lo

The motion was carried. 

Agreed: The Committee agreed that Members’ reservations in relation to Clause 20 in respect of sanctions for JSA claimants convicted or cautioned for behaving violently or threatening violence to benefits staff would be expressed in the Bill Report and during Consideration Stage of the Bill.

Clause 21: Repeal of sanctions 53 to 57 of the Child Support, Pensions and Social Security Act (Northern Ireland) 2000 

“Question: That subject to consequential amendment, the Committee is content with Clause 21, as drafted, put and agreed to.”

Clause 22: Period for which pilot schemes have effect etc. 

“Question: That subject to consequential amendment, the Committee is content with Clause 22, as drafted, put and agreed to.”

Clause 23: Exemption from jobseeker conditions for victims of domestic violence 

The Committee noted assurances from the Department that the definition of domestic violence would include psychological, financial and physical issues and that the 13 week exemption period was in addition to an existing 11 week exemption. 

“Question: That subject to consequential amendment, the Committee is content with Clause 23, as drafted, put and agreed to.”

Clause 24: Good cause for failure to comply with regulations etc. 

The Department provided assurances that good cause provisions would extend to mental health; learning disability; child care issues and other caring responsibilities. T

Agreed: The Committee agreed to seek confirmation of assurances from the Minister at Consideration Stage in respect of good cause provisions. 

“Question: That subject to consequential amendment, the Committee is content with Clause 24, as drafted, put and agreed to.”
Clause 25: Jobseeker’s agreements and action plans: well being of children 

The Department provided assurances that benefit advisers would consider a wide range of scenarios in assessing the well-being of the children of claimants.

Agreed: The Committee agreed to seek confirmation of assurances from the Minister at Consideration Stage in respect of the provisions relating to well-being of children.

“Question: That subject to consequential amendment, the Committee is content with Clause 25, as drafted, put and agreed to.”

Clause 26: Contracting out functions under Jobseeker (Northern Ireland) Order 1995 

“Question: That subject to consequential amendment,

the Committee is content with Clause 26, as drafted, put and agreed to.”

Clauses 30 to 36: Minor amendments; Payments of child support maintenance; Child support maintenance: offences relating to information; Consequential amendments of orders and regulations; Repeals; Interpretation; and Commencement 

“Question: That subject to consequential amendment, the Committee is content with Clauses 30 to 36, as drafted, put and agreed to.”

Clause 37: Short title 

“Question: That subject to consequential amendment, the Committee is content with Clause 37, as drafted, put and agreed to.”

Schedules 1 to 4: Amendments connected to section 4; Abolition of income support: consequential amendments; Loss of benefit provisions: further amendments; Repeals

“Question: That subject to consequential amendment, the Committee is content with Schedules 1 to 4, as drafted, put and agreed to.”

Clause 27: Attendance in connection with jobseeker’s allowance: sanctions 

As a consensus could not be reached on Clause 27 as drafted, the Committee divided on the proposal that: 

“Subject to consequential amendment, the Committee is content with Clause 27 as drafted”. 

The Committee divided: Ayes 4; Noes 2. 

AYES

Mr Simon Hamilton
Mr Billy Armstrong
Mr Jonathan Craig
Mr Alex Easton

NOES

Mr Mickey Brady
Mr Fra McCann

The motion was carried. 

Clause 28: Social security information and employment or training information 

 “Question: That subject to consequential amendment, the Committee is content with Clause 28, as drafted, put and agreed to.”

Clause 29: Persons under pensionable age to take part in work-focused interviews etc. 

“Question: That subject to consequential amendment, the Committee is content with Clause 29, as drafted, put and agreed to.”
Additional Amendments 

State Pension Credit 

The Committee considered a proposal to amend the Bill to include a provision for the undertaking of a pilot scheme for the automatic payment of state pension credit. 

The Committee noted assurances from the Department that in the event of a successful pilot for the automatic payment of state pension credit, a general roll-out of the scheme would extend to Northern Ireland.

Agreed: The Committee agreed to seek confirmation of assurances from the Minister at Consideration Stage in respect of the roll-out of the automatic payment of state pension credit. 

Agreed: The Committee further agreed not to pursue the proposed amendment.

The Chairperson formally welcomed Mr Tommy Gallagher to the Committee and thanked Mr Thomas Burns for his contribution during his time as a Member of the Committee. 

Parents with children in receipt of Disability Living Allowance (DLA) 

The Committee considered a proposal to amend the Bill to include an exemption from work-related conditionality provisions for all parents with children in receipt of DLA. 

The Committee noted assurances from the Department that guidance for benefits advisers would set out the safeguards for JSA claimants who were also the parents of disabled children.

Agreed: The Committee agreed not to pursue the proposed amendment.
Additional amendment in respect of well-being of children 

The Committee considered a proposal from the Law Centre to amend the Bill to include a requirement for the Department to have statutory regard for the well-being of children in the discharge of all of the clauses of the Bill. 

The Committee noted assurances from the Department that the well being of children would be adequately addressed in the relevant guidance and that advisers’ discretion would exceed the prescriptions proposed by the Law Centre . 

Agreed: The Committee agreed not to pursue the proposed amendment.

Conclusion of clause-by-clause scrutiny 

“Question: That the Committee is content with the Long Title of the Welfare Reform Bill, as drafted, put and agreed to.”

As a consensus could not be reached on the Welfare Reform Bill, as drafted, the Committee divided on the proposal that: 

“Subject to the assurances requested, the Committee is content with the Welfare Reform Bill, as drafted ”. 

The Committee divided: Ayes 5; Noes 2; Abstentions 1. 

AYES

Mr Simon Hamilton
Mr Billy Armstrong
Mr Jonathan Craig
Mr Alex Easton
Mr David Hilditch

NOES

Mr Mickey Brady
Mr Fra McCann

ABSTENTIONS 

Mr Tommy Gallagher

The motion was carried. 

Agreed:The Committee agreed that it was content to conclude clause-by-clause scrutiny of the Welfare Reform Bill.
Committee for Education

Wednesday 26 May 2010

Matters Arising

The Committee noted correspondence of 20 May 2010 from Ms I Anderson of the All Party Group on Autism enclosing a copy of Autism Bill (NI) Consultation Response Report.

Corrrespondence

The Committee noted correspondence of 24 May 2010 from the Clerk to the Committee for the Office of the First Minister and deputy First Minister on the Commissioner for Older People Bill.

Agreed – the Committee would forward this correspondence to the Department for any comment it may have on the text and policy intentions of this Bill. 
Committee for Finance and Personnel

Wednesday 26 May 2010

Matters Arising

Support for Carers

The Committee considered a draft press release welcoming the Minister’s recent commitment to provide additional support for carers through an increase in the Carers’ Premium under the low income rate relief scheme. 

Members noted that Assembly Research is undertaking a scoping study to assist in the development of a draft outline Terms of Reference for an ad-hoc joint committee which could consider these matters. 

Agreed: that the press release is issued. 
Committee for Health, Social Services & Public Safety
Thursday 27 May 2010

Matters Arising

The Committee noted a consultation report from the All Party Assembly Group on Autism.

The Committee noted a briefing paper prepared by the Committee Clerk on potential Committee motions for Carers week and the RQIA report on Intrapartum Care in Northern Ireland and agreed not to proceed with these motions at this time. 

The Committee noted a revised rota for member’s attendance at informal lunchtime meetings.

Committee for Justice

Thursday 27 May 2010

Departmental Briefing on Police Disability Pensions 

David Hughes, Head of Policing Policy and Strategy Division and Kathie Walker and Clare Brady of the Policing Policy and Strategy Division, joined the meeting at 4.58 p.m. 

The officials provided a briefing on Police Disability Pensions and answered questions from Members on a range of issues including delays in relation to the appeals process; payments not being backdated following successful appeals; the origins of the policy; the make-up of the Review team; and whether the outcome of the Review would be published.

During the question and answer session officials agreed to provide the Committee with further information on a range of issues. 

The Chairman thanked the officials for the briefing and they left the meeting. 

Agreed: The Committee agreed to write to the Minister of Justice to express its concern and disappointment with the current assessment and appeals system and highlight the need to address the issues as soon as possible. 

Agreed: The Committee wished to see a copy of the outcome of the Review at the earliest opportunity 

Agreed: The Committee agreed a press release highlighting its concerns regarding Police Disability Pensions for immediate release. 

Committee for Culture, Arts and Leisure

Thursday 27 May 2010

Inquiry into participation in sport and physical activity in Northern Ireland 

The Committee considered the revised draft recommendations.

Agreed: The Committee agreed that the Clerk would amend the draft recommendations for further consideration at the meeting on 3 June 2010.

The Committee noted a tabled email from NILGA in relation to concessionary rates and crèche facilities in local council leisure centres. 

Committee for Environment

Thursday 27 May 2010

Consultation on the DOE Disability Action Plan 2010 – 2011 

Agreed: That a synopsis of responses to the consultation is requested. 
C. Assembly Business

w/c 24 May 2010

Commissioner for Older People Bill: First Stage

The junior Minister (Office of the First Minister and deputy First Minister)(Mr Newton): I beg to introduce the Commissioner for Older People Bill [NIA 21/09], which is a Bill to provide for the appointment and functions of the Commissioner for Older People for Northern Ireland.

Bill passed First Stage and ordered to be printed.

Mr Speaker: The Bill will be put on the list of future business until a date for its Second Stage is determined.

Committee Business

Welfare Reform Bill: Extension of Committee Stage

The Chairperson of the Committee for Social Development (Mr Hamilton): I beg to move

That, in accordance with Standing Order 33(4), the period referred to in Standing Order 33(2) be extended to 17 June 2010, in relation to the Committee Stage of the Welfare Reform Bill [NIA Bill 13/09].

The Welfare Reform Bill passed its Second Stage on 20 April 2010. The Committee for Social Development has received around 20 substantive written responses and heard oral evidence from seven key stakeholder organisations as part of the Committee Stage. Members indicated that they were concerned about certain provisions in the Bill in relation to, for example, the abolition of income support, the introduction of mandatory “work for your benefit” schemes and changes to community care grants. However, despite reservations, the majority of members wish to see the legislation go forward so as to maintain parity with the rest of the United Kingdom in respect of social security matters. Nonetheless, the Committee asks for a little extra time to consider the numerous responses and the complex welfare issues that have been raised.

To allow sufficient time for the Committee to consider the views expressed and to compile its report on the Bill, I ask the House to support this brief extension of the Committee Stage of the Welfare Reform Bill to 17 June 2010.

Question put and agreed to.

Resolved:

That, in accordance with Standing Order 33(4), the period referred to in Standing Order 33(2) be extended to 17 June 2010, in relation to the Committee Stage of the Welfare Reform Bill [NIA Bill 13/09]. — [The Chairperson of the Committee for Social Development (Mr Hamilton)].
Oral Answers to Questions

SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT

Savills Report
 Mr Doherty asked the Minister for Social Development for an assessment of the rent convergence set out in the Savills report.  (AQO 1287/10)

The Minister for Social Development: I thank Mr Doherty for his question and look forward to his supplementary question. The Savills report is worth reading as a stocktaking exercise of the state of social housing in the North, an area in which there have been many successes not only during the past three years under Margaret Ritchie but during the past 30-odd years under the Housing Executive and housing associations.

Although the report does not make any particular proposals on rent convergence, it advises the Department that a complete examination of the rental system is beyond its brief. It recommends that a complete review of the rental system be carried out for Housing Executive and housing association properties. My predecessor Margaret Ritchie commenced that work, and, in the fullness of time, we will determine what the empirical evidence is.

There are those outside this Chamber — I am not suggesting that the Member is one of them — who casually suggest that somehow Housing Executive rents are too low. I do not accept that that is a working presumption for the review of rent convergence that the Department has undertaken. I believe that, when we complete the review, given that we do so in a transparent and comprehensive way, the evidence will rebut those who casually and wrongly suggest that Housing Executive rents are too low.

Mr Doherty: I thank the Minister for his answer and wish him well in his new office. Does he agree that any move towards rent convergence would have a detrimental impact on those least able to pay? Can he give an assurance that, when the review is completed, that will not be the case?

The Minister for Social Development: Yes, I can reassure the Member that, in the fullness of time, when the rent convergence review has been completed, I will share that information with the Assembly and the Committee. I repeat that I do not necessarily accept that the evidence shows that Housing Executive rents are too low, whatever housing association rents may be. Indeed, I draw some reassurance from the fact that, over the last couple of years, Margaret Ritchie and the Housing Executive were able to constrain the increases in rent for Housing Executive properties. In fact, the evidence that we have — it is only preliminary at this stage — suggests that, by and large, the housing associations followed the lead of Margaret Ritchie and the Housing Executive, though there may be exceptions. That is what the evidence suggests to date, as far as I am aware.

I want to give a further reassurance to all Members. Given that Housing Executive rents are substantially discharged by housing benefit, which confirms that it is people on low pay or state benefits who are living in Housing Executive properties, it would be simply intolerable if the range of Housing Executive tenants were in any way further burdened, given the burdens that they already experience in their lives.

Mr Burns: I congratulate the Minister on his appointment. Will he tell us what he considers to be the main findings that can be drawn from the Savills report to assist the development of housing policy in Northern Ireland?

The Minister for Social Development: As I said earlier, I recommend that Members read the Savills report, which is the most comprehensive survey of its kind ever undertaken here. It was a stock condition survey of over 90,000 Housing Executive properties. Therefore, given that range, it gives us a very detailed evidence base to develop a new maintenance investment strategy, and, in particular, it will enable the Housing Executive and the Department to target its resources where they will have most impact and most benefit.

I am proud of the fact that, because of the investment in the Housing Executive stock over the years, the Savills research team was able to conclude that the condition of the housing stock was the best that it had ever seen. That is a very powerful testimony to the work of the Housing Executive since its formation. That is not to deny that there still remain areas of need, that there are still issues of overcrowding and that there are still 37,000 people on the housing transfer waiting list. However, the conclusion I draw from all of that is that, if we have successfully invested in the housing stock so that the Savills team was able to draw that conclusion, we must maintain that and protect it, not put it in jeopardy. We must invest our money in the best possible way; however, budgetary negotiations must not in any way, shape or form put in doubt the historic achievement of turning round the housing situation in this part of Ireland.

w/c 31 May 2010

Oral Answers to Questions
Tuesday 1 June 2010

EDUCATION

Convergence Delivery Plan

Mr McCallister asked the Minister of Education when phase one of the convergence delivery plan will be completed.              (AQO 1342/10)

The Minister of Education (Ms Ruane): 

Realising the full potential to raise educational standards and deliver efficiency savings depends upon the establishment of the education and skills authority (ESA). Until the Education Bill is enacted, I have instituted arrangements to provide for the convergence of education services under the current structures. This is a suboptimal position. Those Members who are blocking progress of the Bill are denying children the opportunities for better outcomes and are delaying the realisation of significant financial savings.

To provide for this, a convergence delivery plan was published in March 2010. It is expected that significant progress towards the completion of phase 1 of the plan will have been made by March 2011. That is the target date for education and library boards, working with the education and skills authority implementation team, to deliver savings of £13 million through converged services. Certain aspects of phase 2, involving non-education and library board organisations, will be undertaken in parallel with phase 1.

Mr McCallister: By now, the Minister should have realised that the Bill in its current form is unlikely to be passed by the Assembly.

Will the Minister give an indication regarding the director-designate roles within the ESA? Does she view those posts as permanent, even after the completion of her delivery plan, or temporary?

The Minister of Education: It is disappointing that the Member is setting his heart against the establishment of the education and skills authority. I urge him to change his mind, because ultimately this is about standards for children and young people and dealing with the current level of underachievement in the system. It is also about developing a more cohesive approach across the North of Ireland.

In my statement to the Assembly on 12 December 2009, I made it clear that the ESA chairperson, Sean Hogan, and chief executive designate, Gavin Boyd, will have key roles in keeping the momentum going towards the establishment of the ESA. The chief executive designate and the ESA directors will work closely with staff in the education and library boards and other affected organisations in the design and implementation of the convergence of services. The accountability of the education and library boards’ chief executive officers for service delivery remains unchanged.

Mr Storey: For once, will the Minister give a clear answer to a question? She has said in the House that the improvement of standards in schools and efficiencies are dependent on the establishment of the ESA. Will she accept today that the reason why the ESA has not and will not be established is that she and her party are not prepared to protect the controlled sector of our education system, which she would like to further discriminate against by removing the legal rights of the Protestant Church representatives on education and library boards? Will she publicly state in the House what her position is on that protection?

The Minister of Education: This was an Executive decision to which the Member’s party signed up. It is very unfortunate that this representative of that party is playing games with the establishment of the ESA. I absolutely refute the comments that he has made in relation to the transferors. The Member will know that I, and representatives of my Department, have met on a number of occasions to deal with the genuine concerns of transferors. The party opposite needs to be asked: is it using genuine concerns to try to block educational reform? I leave the House to decide on that.

Mrs O’Neill: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann Comhairle. I thank the Minister for her answer, and I welcome her commitment to move forward in improving the outcomes for all children. Will she explain why she will not leave education and library boards in their current form?

The Minister of Education: Aithníonn an Coiste Feidhmiúcháin go gcaithfear éifeachtúlachtaí a bhaint amach san oideachas.

The Executive recognise that efficiencies must be achieved in education and that we must get money to the front line. I also require significant reshaping of services to support new policies such as Every School a Good School. To that end, it remains Executive policy to support the introduction of the education and skills authority. However, in the absence of progress on the legislation that is necessary to bring that about, I announced in December 2009 that work should begin to converge the existing authorities’ activities in pursuit of greater efficiency and to ensure standards for all young people rather than some, with the focus on supporting new policies.

Mr Dallat: Will the Minister give some insight into the financial model that was used to illustrate savings that may arise from the convergence delivery plan?

The Minister of Education: The Member will know that an enormous amount of money is being used and that the bureaucracy and administration of services are duplicated. At present, 11 organisations administer education. There is no need for that. We need to streamline that bureaucracy and administration and ensure that we get money to front line services. The economic climate challenges all of us in the House, and it is important that all parties support educational reform so that we can get money to the front line.

D. This Week’s Assembly Business

Plenary Session 
Monday 7 June 2010
1. Prayers

2. Assembly Business 

3. Executive Committee Business

Second Stage - Commissioner for Older People Bill (NIA 21/09)

First Minister and deputy First Minister

Further Consideration Stage - Employment Bill (NIA 9/08)

Minister for Employment and Learning 

4. Question Time 

4.1 Office of the First Minister and deputy First Minister

4.2 Employment and Learning 

5. Committee Business

6. Private Members’ Business
COMMITTEE FOR EDUCATION 

Wednesday 9 June 2010 at 2.00 pm 
Room 21, Parliament Buildings
Presentation from the Education & Library Boards on SEN Good Practice Guidelines & Provisional Criteria for Making Statements and the move to increase provision at Stage 3 of the Code of Practice. 2.00pm - 3.00pm

Witnesses:
David Cargo - Chief Executive - BELB
Alice Lennon - SEELB
Geoffrey McGeagh - NEELB
Dr Clare Mangan - SELB/NEELB

Departmental Briefing on Draft Early Years Strategy, 3.00pm - 4.00pm

Witnesses:
Ms Linda Wilson - Director of Families and Communities
Ms Marie Abbot - Head of Early Years Team 

(Please note these timings are indicative) 

COMMITTEE FOR SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT
Thursday 10 June 2010 10.00am
Room 135, Parliament Buildings

Agenda

1. Main Estimates & DSD Corporate Plan – Departmental Briefing 

Witnesses: 
Alex Attwood, MLA – Minister For Social Development 
Will Haire – Permanent Secretary 
Barney McGahan – Deputy Secretary 
Bryan Davis – Chief Executive SSA 

2. Statutory Rules 

3. Preventing Possession Initiative – Briefing my Housing Rights Service 

Witnesses: 
Janet Hunter – Director 
Fiona Douglas – Policy Officer 
Ursula Toner – Advice Services Manager

E. Written Answers to Questions, Weeks Ending  
28 May 2010 & 4 June 2010
Week ending 28 May 2010

Office of First Minister and Deputy First Minister

Victims and Survivors Service

Mr D Simpson asked the First Minister and deputy First Minister to outline the new funding arrangements for victims and survivors under the new Victims and Survivors Service.

(AQO 1271/10)

First Minister and deputy First Minister: In December 2009 we published a ten-year strategy in which we outlined how we intended to make a difference to the lives of victims and survivors.

Key to the strategy is the creation of a new Victims and Survivors Service.

In April, preparatory to that Service being established, we announced transitional funding arrangements which will make support available to groups working in the victims and survivors sector over the next two years. This move to longer term funding is of significant benefit to groups who can now plan further into the future and give staff security that their posts will remain. 

The funding, which will run from April 2010 to March 2012 will ensure continuity of services for victims and survivors, access to the funding scheme for groups previously unable to apply for core funding, a development programme to assist groups address issues around capacity and governance, and a clear focus on delivery of services to individual victims and survivors.

These transitional arrangements include a merging of the Core and Development grant schemes and a re-opening of the new merged scheme for new applications from existing groups and those not currently funded. The Community Relations Council are meeting with groups to explain the implications of the changes. 

In the meantime, all existing core funded groups have been issued with contracts for 2010/11. These contracts will be reviewed subject to the revised applications and work plans received from groups in the coming months. 

Once the Service is established it is our intention to move from an annual round of funding towards a three-year cycle. We believe this will provide greater stability and continuity to the groups that deliver vital services to the sector.

The Comprehensive Needs Assessment being conducted by the Commission for Victims and Survivors will be used to create a sound basis for funding not only groups under the new Service, but individual victims and survivors. 

The Service will introduce holistic assessment of individuals’ needs and funding will be targeted accordingly.

Child Poverty Commission

Mr P Doherty asked the First Minister and deputy First Minister, in light of the introduction of the Child Poverty Act, when a decision will be taken on a nomination to the Child Poverty Commission.

(AQO 1276/10)

First Minister and deputy First Minister: The Child Poverty Bill gained Royal Assent on 25 March 2010 and is now law. 

The Child Poverty Act requires the lead department here, OFMDFM, to publish and lay a strategy before the Assembly by 25 March 2011. The strategy must set out the measures that all Departments here intend to take to help meet the targets set out in the Act. 

The Act also provides for the creation of a Child Poverty Commission; one of the members to the Commission will be appointed by OFMDFM. We will be required to consult the Commission on our strategy and have regard to its advice.

Our officials are discussing with UK Government colleagues, timescales for appointments to the Commission and we hope to be able to provide further information shortly. 

Public Expenditure

Mr W Irwin asked the First Minister and deputy First Minister if they have raised the issue of public expenditure cuts with the Prime Minister.

(AQO 1282/10)

First Minister and deputy First Minister: We have met with Prime Minister David Cameron and the Secretary of State Owen Paterson to share our views on the key priorities in the years ahead. We made clear that we understood the financial challenges that lie ahead for everyone. The size of our block grant is a key issue and of fundamental importance to our ability to continue delivering public services and support to local business and people. We will pursue these issues in the weeks and months ahead.

Quangos

Lord Morrow asked the First Minister and deputy First Minister how many quangos have been earmarked for abolition in this financial year and to which Departments their functions and responsibilities will transfer. 

(AQO 1283/10)

First Minister and deputy First Minister: Eleven public bodies have been earmarked for abolition in the current financial year.

Within our own Department, arrangements are being made to wind up the Economic Research Institute of Northern Ireland (ERINI). While no date has been set for the closure, the intention is that this will happen in the current financial year. Its functions and responsibilities will not transfer to any Department when ERINI closes and we are currently exploring a wide range of options regarding how this work might best be delivered in future.

As part of the Review of Public Administration, nine Department of Education public bodies will be abolished, namely: the five Education and Library Boards; the Council for Catholic Maintained Schools; the Council for the Curriculum, Examinations and Assessment; the Youth Council; and the Staff Commission for Education and Library Boards. The functions of these bodies (other than where no longer required) will transfer to the Education and Skills Authority.

Within the Department for Social Development, the Disability Living Allowance Advisory Board for Northern Ireland has been earmarked for abolition in this financial year. It is intended that the remit of the Disability Living Allowance Advisory Board for Great Britain will be extended to include giving advice to DSD.
Department of Education

Community Relations Funding 

Mrs N Long asked the Minister of Education for her assessment of the impact that the cuts to community relations funding in the education budget will have on the delivery of services to young people, particularly marginalised young people living in interface areas.

(AQW 6578/10)

Minister of Education (Ms C Ruane ): 

My decision to set the community relations budget at £1.1m in 2010/11 must be viewed within the context of the wider education budget and my plans to introduce a new Community Relations, Equality and Diversity policy.

In 2010/11 funding for education has been increased by 1.9% to just over £1.9billion, but faced with meeting efficiencies required by the Executive, it has been a difficult budget involving difficult decisions. In agreeing the 2010/11 education budget, my priority has been to protect frontline services and to ensure the needs of those most disadvantaged continue to be at the forefront.

I have had to balance a range of education priorities against the need to achieve efficiencies but in recognition of the continued need for good relations I have sought to retain a funding stream and have made provision of £1.1m for 2010/11.

I am looking to the Boards to ensure as far as possible that any reductions do not impact on core services for children and youth, particularly marginalised young people living at interface areas.

With this in mind, funding which I have made available for youth services is largely unchanged and I remain committed to the youth service and its role as an important part of the education system, one which helps all young people, in particular those who feel socially excluded, to develop their potential to the full.

I am committed to encompassing a wider approach to improving relations between communities by educating children and young people to develop self-respect and respect for others, where equality and inclusion are the cornerstones of an education system which enables every learner to fulfil his or her potential.

I am investing over £200m in other policies which contribute to this wider approach, such as Supporting Newcomer Pupils and SEN and I have also made available an additional £90 per primary pupil – an increase of 3.1% compared to last year.

I am, therefore, confident that the delivery of services to young people will not be adversely affected by my decisions in relation to the education budget for 2010/11.

(ii) I can confirm that Equality and Human Rights Screening was undertaken before any decision was taken to reduce the community relations budget. A cost benefit analysis was not completed. 

(iii) While I have not had specific discussions with OFMDFM regarding the reduction of the community relations budget, I am working closely with the Office of the First Minister and Deputy First Minister (OFMDFM) in the development of the programme for Cohesion, Sharing and Integration.

The Department of Education has developed a new Community Relations, Equality and Diversity policy which will focus on the wider concepts of diversity as well as those issues affecting the two main traditions. We live in a society today that is significantly more diverse than it was 20 years ago when the original Community Relations policy was developed. The original policy focused primarily upon bringing young people from our two main communities together, but in this new era of sharing, community relations must evolve in line with other educational developments and recognise the need for more meaningful engagement by supporting and encouraging mutual understanding and tolerance, promoting equality, working to eliminate discrimination and facilitating the recognition of, and respect for, cultural diversity. The new policy will enshrine equality and good relations as core principles, which the Department will seek to embed within the curriculum, and fully addresses Section 75 of the NI Act 1998. OFMDFM officials have been briefed in relation to the level of funding I have made available in support of the new policy. 

It is for each individual Department to determine how to make best use of the funding available to ensure that all statutory obligations can be met. I have had to balance a range of education priorities against the need to achieve efficiencies while ensuring that all frontline services remain unaffected. 

(iv) I fully support the current Programme for Government and have endeavoured to meet all of my commitments in relation to a shared and better future for all. I am also working closely with the Office of the First and Deputy First Minister on the programme for Cohesion, Sharing and Integration which is being developed.

We are in a new era of sharing and community relations work in schools must evolve in line with other developments and encompass a wider approach to contribute to addressing good relations. It is my assessment that the range of policies which I am bringing forward will make a significant contribution to developing a shared and better future for all.

Community Relations Funding 

Mrs N Long asked the Minister of Education whether (i) an Equality Impact Assessment; and (ii) a cost-benefit analysis was undertaken on the decision to reduce the community relations funding by 70%.

(AQW 6579/10)

Minister of Education: 

 (i) My decision to set the community relations budget at £1.1m in 2010/11 must be viewed within the context of the wider education budget and my plans to introduce a new Community Relations, Equality and Diversity policy.

In 2010/11 funding for education has been increased by 1.9% to just over £1.9billion, but faced with meeting efficiencies required by the Executive, it has been a difficult budget involving difficult decisions. In agreeing the 2010/11 education budget, my priority has been to protect frontline services and to ensure the needs of those most disadvantaged continue to be at the forefront.

I have had to balance a range of education priorities against the need to achieve efficiencies but in recognition of the continued need for good relations I have sought to retain a funding stream and have made provision of £1.1m for 2010/11.

I am looking to the Boards to ensure as far as possible that any reductions do not impact on core services for children and youth, particularly marginalised young people living at interface areas.

With this in mind, funding which I have made available for youth services is largely unchanged and I remain committed to the youth service and its role as an important part of the education system, one which helps all young people, in particular those who feel socially excluded, to develop their potential to the full.

I am committed to encompassing a wider approach to improving relations between communities by educating children and young people to develop self-respect and respect for others, where equality and inclusion are the cornerstones of an education system which enables every learner to fulfil his or her potential.

I am investing over £200m in other policies which contribute to this wider approach, such as Supporting Newcomer Pupils and SEN and I have also made available an additional £90 per primary pupil – an increase of 3.1% compared to last year.

I am, therefore, confident that the delivery of services to young people will not be adversely affected by my decisions in relation to the education budget for 2010/11.

(ii) I can confirm that Equality and Human Rights Screening was undertaken before any decision was taken to reduce the community relations budget. A cost benefit analysis was not completed. 

(iii) While I have not had specific discussions with OFMDFM regarding the reduction of the community relations budget, I am working closely with the Office of the First Minister and Deputy First Minister (OFMDFM) in the development of the programme for Cohesion, Sharing and Integration.

The Department of Education has developed a new Community Relations, Equality and Diversity policy which will focus on the wider concepts of diversity as well as those issues affecting the two main traditions. We live in a society today that is significantly more diverse than it was 20 years ago when the original Community Relations policy was developed. The original policy focused primarily upon bringing young people from our two main communities together, but in this new era of sharing, community relations must evolve in line with other educational developments and recognise the need for more meaningful engagement by supporting and encouraging mutual understanding and tolerance, promoting equality, working to eliminate discrimination and facilitating the recognition of, and respect for, cultural diversity. The new policy will enshrine equality and good relations as core principles, which the Department will seek to embed within the curriculum, and fully addresses Section 75 of the NI Act 1998. OFMDFM officials have been briefed in relation to the level of funding I have made available in support of the new policy. 

It is for each individual Department to determine how to make best use of the funding available to ensure that all statutory obligations can be met. I have had to balance a range of education priorities against the need to achieve efficiencies while ensuring that all frontline services remain unaffected. 

(iv) I fully support the current Programme for Government and have endeavoured to meet all of my commitments in relation to a shared and better future for all. I am also working closely with the Office of the First and Deputy First Minister on the programme for Cohesion, Sharing and Integration which is being developed.

We are in a new era of sharing and community relations work in schools must evolve in line with other developments and encompass a wider approach to contribute to addressing good relations. It is my assessment that the range of policies which I am bringing forward will make a significant contribution to developing a shared and better future for all.

Translation 

Mr T Elliott asked the Minister of Education how much her Department spent on translation and additional document production for (i) Irish; (ii) Ulster Scots; and (iii) Braille in (a) 2008/09; and (b) 2009/10. 

(AQW 6917/10)

Minister of Education: 

The Department of Education’s expenditure on translation and document production for Irish, Ulster Scots and Braille, was as follows:
	Language
	a) 2008/2009
	b) 2009/2010

	i) Irish (including production of bilingual Irish / English documents)
	£67,340
	£68,105

	ii) Ulster Scots
	£261
	£35

	iii) Braille
	Nil
	Nil


Many of the Department’s documents are produced in a bilingual format to include Irish and English. Where this applies, the total document production cost is given as the additional printing costs for the inclusion of Irish are not calculated.

In addition to the above, the Department of Education employs two Irish Language Staff Officers to facilitate its use of Irish. These officers undertake a range of duties, including urgent translation work. The costs incurred in carrying out specific tasks are not separately calculated. For information, the Staff Officer salary range is currently £24,089 - £30,520 per annum.

Applied Behaviour Analysis

Mr G Robinson asked the Minister of Education for her assessment of the conflicting evidence which indicates (i) that Applied Behaviour Analysis is a 'science of behaviour' with international standards of training and is therefore inappropriate as a treatment for autism; (ii) that there is no research to indicate an eclectic approach which is equal, or superior to, Applied Behaviour Analysis; and (iii) that there is extensive international research which supports Applied Behaviour Analysis as a treatment for autism. 

(AQW 6939/10)

Minister of Education: The special educational needs of children differ from child to child and the needs of children on the autistic spectrum are particularly diverse.

Education and Library Boards (ELBs) have statutory responsibility for identifying, assessing and meeting the special educational needs of children including those with autism.  ELBs do so taking into account the individual needs of each child and, therefore, there will be variations in the provision made, based on the assessed needs of the child. Applied Behaviour Analysis (ABA) is one of many methods of intervention for autism. Currently all ELBs are providing a variety of ABA based programmes, including the provision of classroom assistants trained in ABA. 

I am determined that all children with special education needs receive the very best start in life by ensuring that their education provision is tailored to their very different individual needs. Interventions for children with autism, in line with the recommendations of the Report of the Task Group on Autism, should be child-centred. The Task Group Report, launched in 2002, sets out very clear reasons why it would not be appropriate to advocate only one approach to meeting the needs of children with autism. 

You will appreciate, therefore, that I cannot comment on the specific issues raised in your question regarding evidence and research relating to ABA. 
Department of Enterprise, Trade and Investment
Northern Ireland Tourist Board Information Pack 

Mrs M O'Neill asked the Minister of Enterprise, Trade and Investment, pursuant to AQW 4834/10, to outline the timeline for the production of the Northern Ireland Tourist Board information pack for the hotel sector on accessible accommodation. 

(AQW 6861/10)

Minister of Enterprise, Trade and Investment: Disability Action in partnership with the Northern Ireland Tourist Board (NITB) has designed an Information Pack and Access Statement Template which will be available to NITB in prototype at the end of May 2010.

Disability Action are expected to make recommendations on the implementation of both the Information Pack and Template which NITB will review and take forward in association with partners in the hotel sector.

The ultimate aim is to provide visitors to Northern Ireland with information on accessible hotel accommodation. However, timelines will be dependent on the contents of the Information Pack and the recommendations on implementation of the Access Statement approach.
Department of Health, Social Services and Public Safety

Outreach Respite Centre in Omagh 

Dr S Farry asked the Minister of Health, Social Services and Public Safety (i) if he can provide a commitment that the new outreach respite centre in Omagh for children with autism and learning disabilities will open in early 2011; and (ii) that the necessary funding will be available so that the centre can operate to its maximum capacity. 

(AQW 6201/10)

Minister of Health, Social Services and Public Safety (Mr M McGimpsey): 

I should first explain that the new facility is planned as an 8 bedded residential respite facility with some incorporated outreach services. The provision of this service is the responsibility of the Health and Social Care Trust.

i. The Western Health and Social Care Trust advises that it expects to open the centre as planned in February 2011; 

ii. Funding allocations for 2010/11 are currently being considered by my Department. 
Specialist Epilepsy Services 

Mr G Robinson asked the Minister of Health, Social Services and Public Safety how much funding will be provided for specialist epilepsy services in the 2010/11 financial year. 

(AQW 6651/10)

Minister of Health, Social Services and Public Safety: While I provide considerable funding for specialist epilepsy services each year, data on total planned spending is only collected by medical specialty, in this case Neurology. For that reason the information requested is not available.

Occupational Therapist Visits

Mr J Spratt asked the Minister of Health, Social Services and Public Safety if, when a nurse is attending a patient at home and the patient requires aids or equipment, whether a system can be set up so that the nurse can contact the occupational therapist to visit the patient.

(AQW 6674/10)

Minister of Health, Social Services and Public Safety: When nurses working within the community assess that a patient requires aids or equipment to be provided through occupational therapy services, a referral is made through a formal system of referral which has been in place for some time. This system is used by all community nurses including health visitors, community mental health, children’s, learning disability and district nurses and is the source through which the majority of OT referrals are received. Should the nurse consider the case to be very urgent the referrer follows up the initial referral with a phone call to the OT Department.

Knockbracken Healthcare Park

Ms D Purvis asked the Minister of Health, Social Services and Public Safety if his Department plans to close any wards or reduce services at Knockbracken Healthcare Park, including the Rathlin ward. 

(AQW 6885/10)

Minister of Health, Social Services and Public Safety: Belfast Trust has advised that it is committed to progressing the resettlement of patients from hospital continuing care to supported community placements and this will entail the transfer of resources presently used for hospital care into the strengthening of community services. The number of beds to be retained will be kept under review as patients move from hospital to community settings.

Belfast Trust has consulted on a new model of acute psychiatric inpatient care and developed a business case for a single inpatient unit to meet the needs of the population of Belfast. 

Rathlin Unit provides acute psychiatric inpatient care and there are no plans to change the use of Rathlin Unit in advance of a new inpatient unit becoming available.
Department for Social Development

Social Security Benefits

Ms M Anderson asked the Minister for Social Development whether any social security benefit exists to assist people who are forced to take time off work to care for a relative; and whether she would consider lobbying the Minister for Work and Pensions to introduce a payment to assist people in such circumstances.

(AQW 6675/10)

Minister for Social Development (Ms M Ritchie): Subject to certain conditions Income Support may be awarded to a person who is temporarily looking after a member of their family who is ill or who is substantially caring for a disabled person. Carer’s Allowance also provides a measure of financial support for people who have given up the opportunity to work full-time to care for a severely disabled person. 

The introduction of a National Insurance credit for carers from April 2010 also ensures that carers have improved opportunities to build up State Pension entitlement and entitlement to certain Bereavement Benefits, by crediting a carer with Class 3 contributions for each week they spend caring.

Social Housing: Private Developers

Mr J O'Dowd asked the Minister for Social Development how much has been spent since May 2007 on purchasing apartments from private developers for social housing and how many required additional work to bring them up to a livable standard. 

(AQO 1296/10)

Minister for Social Development: Acquiring what we refer to as "off the shelf" housing can very often represent good value for money and bring much needed units of housing into the market more quickly than through the traditional acquisition and new build route. However any new homes acquired like this must still in effect be the right homes, in the right location, at the right price. This sort of acquisition is only approved after the Housing Association has confirmed that they meet the necessary standards and as such there is usually no further expense associated with bringing them up to a "liveable standard".

The average unit cost in terms of grant paid for this sort of acquisition in 2007/08 was £133,260, in 2008/09 it reduced to £112,984 per unit and in 2009/10 it further reduced to £81,795. It is not possible to provide a figure for apartments only.

In terms of representing value for money, acquiring these sort of homes last year was on average £14,000 cheaper when compared to a more traditional method of acquiring land and procuring work to build out the scheme. Whilst the majority of the programme is focussed on a more traditional method of development, "off the shelf" housing has an important role to play in meeting housing need and when it continues to represent such good value for money it will continue to do so.
Week ending 4 June 2010

DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION

I CAN Early Years Centre in Ballynahinch Primary School

Mr G Savage asked the Minister of Education to outline the reasons why her Department did not provide the £85,000 funding required to keep the I CAN Early Years Centre in Ballynahinch Primary school open.

(AQW 6481/10)

Minister of Education (Ms C Ruane): 

The Department of Education (DE) does not provide direct funding to services such as the I CAN Early Years Centre. The Department distributes to Education and Library Boards a block grant each year from which they fund a range of services, including special education. This funding is distributed on an equitable basis to Boards who have a statutory duty to identify and make provision for children with special educational needs. They are best placed to direct those funds to local provision that most effectively meets the special educational needs of children in their Board area. In the current financial year I have provided a block grant of £78.7m, and, in addition, I have provided funding for specific purposes such as £300k for speech and language special education provision to the South Eastern Education and Library Board (SEELB).

At a meeting with an all party delegation on Monday 17 May, I welcomed and encouraged a proposal from the delegation to convene a meeting of the South Eastern Education and Library Board, the South Eastern Health and Social Care Trust and the Department for Social Development to bring about a resolution to this matter. I understand that the delegation met with the Chief Executive (CE) of the SEELB on Wednesday 19 May. I am advised the SEELB Commissioners have confirmed the position that the Board is not in a position to prioritise funding for the continuation of the I CAN Centre. 

When I made my announcement of the education budget for 2010-11 on 21 April, I made it clear that my priority was to protect as far as possible core services for children and youth. In line with other Education and Library Boards, the SEELB is required to submit a plan for approval by the Department detailing the services it will provide within the resources made available. In submitting its plan for 2010-11, the Board will be required to provide sufficient evidence to support its decisions in relation to the services it will provide and to demonstrate that it has taken all necessary steps to protect core frontline services. These plans will be received and considered by the Department in the coming weeks.

I CAN Centre in Ballynahinch Primary School

Ms M Ritchie asked the Minister of Education when she will provide funding to the South Eastern Education and Library Board for the I CAN Centre at Ballynahinch Primary School; and if she will make a statement on this matter.

(AQW 7032/10)

Minister of Education

The Department of Education (DE) does not provide direct funding to services such as the I CAN Early Years Centre. The Department distributes to Education and Library Boards a block grant each year from which they fund a range of services, including special education. This funding is distributed on an equitable basis to Boards who have a statutory duty to identify and make provision for children with special educational needs. They are best placed to direct those funds to local provision that most effectively meets the special educational needs of children in their Board area. In the current financial year I have provided a block grant of £78.7m, and, in addition, I have provided funding for specific purposes such as £300k for speech and language special education provision to the South Eastern Education and Library Board (SEELB).

At the meeting with the all party delegation on Monday 17 May, at which you were present, I welcomed and encouraged a proposal from the delegation to convene a meeting of the South Eastern Education and Library Board, the South Eastern Health and Social Care Trust and the Department for Social Development to bring about a resolution to this matter. I understand that the delegation met with the Chief Executive (CE) of the SEELB on Wednesday 19 May. I am advised the SEELB Commissioners have confirmed the position that the Board is not in a position to prioritise funding for the continuation of the I CAN Centre. 

When I made my announcement of the education budget for 2010-11 on 21 April, I made it clear that my priority was to protect as far as possible core services for children and youth. In line with other Education and Library Boards, the SEELB is required to submit a plan for approval by the Department detailing the services it will provide within the resources made available. In submitting its plan for 2010-11, the Board will be required to provide sufficient evidence to support its decisions in relation to the services it will provide and to demonstrate that it has taken all necessary steps to protect core frontline services. These plans will be received and considered by the Department in the coming weeks.

Disability Discrimination Act

Dr S Farry asked the Minister of Education how many schools awaiting the outcome of the current departmental review of capital projects are able to comply with the Disability Discrimination Act. 

(AQW 7043/10)

Minister of Education: 

The information requested is not readily available. To ascertain how many schools awaiting the outcome of the current departmental review comply with the Disability Discrimination Act would be a very time consuming exercise for both Departmental and Education and Library Board officials and would incur cost disproportionate to the information requested. 

Statements of Special Educational Needs 

Mr J McCallister asked e Minister of Education how many statements of special educational needs have been issued containing, in error, information on a child to which the statement does not relate, in each of the last three years. 

(AQW 7188/10)

Minister of Education: I have been advised by the Chief Executives (CEs) of the Education and Library Boards, with the exception of the Southern Education and Library Board (SELB), that they are not aware of any statements of special educational needs having been issued containing, in error, information on a child to which the statement does not relate in the calendar years 2007, 2008 and 2009. However in the case of the South Eastern Education and Library Board no records were maintained in 2007 or 2008.

The CE of the SELB has advised that there was one typographical error contained within one sub-section of a statement but that this did not alter the appropriateness of the recommendations or the provision for that pupil nor was there a breach of confidentiality in relation to any pupil. As soon as the typographical error was identified the statement was amended and reissued.
HEALTH, SOCIAL SERVICES & PUBLIC SAFETY

Outreach Respite Service in Omagh for Children with Autism and Learning Disabilities

Dr S Farry asked the Minister of Health, Social Services and Public Safety (i) why the outreach respite service in Omagh for children with autism and learning disabilities was withdrawn without prior warning on 1 April 2010; and (ii) what alternative arrangement will be put in place to ensure that the carers of these children have access to respite services. 

(AQW 6200/10)

Minister of Health, Social Services and Public Safety: The provision of services to meet local priorities is the responsibility of Health and Social Care Trusts, in the first instance. 

(i) In relation to the withdrawal of the outreach respite service, the Western Trust regrets the short notice afforded to families and the inconvenience this may have caused but advises that confirmation of its funding position for 2010/11 was not available until the end of March.

(ii) The Health and Social Care Board and the Trust are working closely together to ensure that as much respite as possible is provided, including the provision of limited respite at Beltany House, pending the opening of the new facility. 

Myalgic Encephalomyelitis

Mrs M O'Neill asked the Minister of Health, Social Services and Public Safety whether his Department has investigated the link between retrovirus XMRV and the Myalgic Encephalomyelitis disease.

(AQW 6918/10)

Minister of Health, Social Services and Public Safety: In Northern Ireland we ensure that our services to the population and patients are informed by the best research evidence, regardless of where the research has been undertaken. Biomedical and health research are global activities providing the best facilities for scientists and clinicians with significant research expertise and knowledge to undertake their study. The findings and results of research are communicated effectively through many various media and other published routes so that others may be aware of, and benefit from them.

Publications referring to work on XMRV and Myalgic Encephalomyelitis (ME) have been scrutinised by local scientists and clinicians. A major challenge now being taken up by researchers in the United States is to develop an effective diagnostic test for XMRV. Once that is available, we will be able to get more reliable knowledge about who is carrying the virus, how it is transmitted and what diseases it is associated with.

All of these developments are welcome. So while this research is at an early stage and at present has not established if XMRV is a cause of ME, or how the virus is transmitted, we will continue to assess developments to ensure future educational and clinical practice are influenced by any emerging evidence in this area.

Myalgic Encephalomyelitis

Mrs M O'Neill asked the Minister of Health, Social Services and Public Safety to detail what support is available for people with Myalgic Encephalomyelitis.

(AQW 6919/10)

Minister of Health, Social Services and Public Safety: Patients with Myalgic Encephalomyelitis (or Chronic Fatigue Syndrome) have access to a wide range of treatment and support services in secondary, primary and community care settings, including neurology services and mental health services. In addition patients may be referred for assessment and treatment to a variety of specialists depending on their assessed individual needs. 

In addition, my Department, in collaboration with the Regional Health and Social Care Board, the Public Health Agency, Trusts and patient representative groups, is currently engaged in work to explore how access to services might be improved for this client group. 
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