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STRATEGIC POLICY & RESOURCES COMMITTEE 

 

 
 
 

 

Subject: City Regeneration Members’ Working Group   
 

Date: 20th June 2025 
 

Reporting Officer: Cathy Reynolds, Director of City Regeneration & Development  
 

Contact Officer: 
 
Deirdre Kelly, Programme Manager 

 

Restricted Reports     

Is this report restricted? Yes  No  

Please indicate the description, as listed in Schedule 6, of the exempt information by virtue of 
which the council has deemed this report restricted. 

 

Insert number  

 

1. Information relating to any individual 

2. Information likely to reveal the identity of an individual 

3. Information relating to the financial or business affairs of any particular person (including the 
council holding that information) 

4. Information in connection with any labour relations matter 

5. Information in relation to which a claim to legal professional privilege could be maintained 

6. Information showing that the council proposes to (a) to give a notice imposing restrictions on a 
person; or (b) to make an order or direction 

7. Information on any action in relation to the prevention, investigation or prosecution of crime 

If Yes, when will the report become unrestricted?                                                    

After Committee Decision     

After Council Decision     

Sometime in the future     

Never     
 

Call-in     

 
Is the decision eligible for Call-in?                                                  
 

Yes  No  

 

1.0 Purpose of Report/Summary of Main Issues 

1.1 The purpose of this report is to seek approval for the City Regeneration Members’ Working Group 

to be solely utilised as an appropriate forum to engage with Members on the PSP housing led 

 

 

 

 

 

X  

X 
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regeneration programme in advance of matters being brought back to the City Growth and 

Regeneration Committee and the Strategic Policy and Resources Committee for approval.  

2.0 Recommendation 

2.1 The Committee is asked to: 

 Agree that the City Regeneration Members’ Working Group is solely utilised as an 

appropriate forum to engage with Members on the PSP housing led regeneration 

programme in advance of matters being brought back to the City Growth and 

Regeneration Committee and the Strategic Policy and Resources Committee for 

approval. 

3.0 Main Report 

3.1 

 

 

 

 

3.2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.3 

 

 

The City Growth and Regeneration Committee at its meeting on 4 June 2025 considered a report 

updating Members following the appointment of GRAHAM as Council’s Private Sector Partner. 

This included the requirement for Council to interface effectively with GRAHAM through the project 

governance arrangements and utilising existing Council structures.  

 

It was highlighted to the Committee that in endorsing the procurement of a PSP there was a strong 

emphasis from Elected Members on the need for engagement with them throughout delivery of this 

housing led regeneration programme and they requested that consideration be given to the best 

mechanism for such engagement. The Committee agreed to recommend to the Strategic Policy 

and Resources Committee that the City Regeneration Members’ Working Group be solely utilised 

as an appropriate forum to engage with Members on the PSP housing led regeneration 

programme in advance of matters being brought back to the City Growth and Regeneration 

Committee and the Strategic Policy and Resources Committee for approval.  

 

A revised draft Terms of Reference for this Members City Regeneration (PSP Housing Led 

Regeneration) Working Group are enclosed. 

 

 

3.4 

Financial and Resource Implications 

None associated with this report.   

 

3.5 

Equality or Good Relations Implications/Rural Needs Assessment 

None associated with this report. 

 

4.0 Appendices – Documents Attached 

  None. 
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City Regeneration Members’ Working Group 
 

 

City Regeneration Members’ Working Group (Private Sector Partner Housing Led 
Regeneration Programme)  

 

1. Purpose 

The City Regeneration Members’ Working Group will be utilised as an appropriate forum to 

engage with Members on the Private Sector Partner Housing Led Regeneration Programme 

in advance of matters being brought back to the City Growth and Regeneration Committee 

and the Strategic Policy and Resources Committee for approval 

 

This relates to the Strategic Partnership Agreement between the Council and GRAHAM with 

the objective of bringing forward residential-led, mixed-use developments on council (and 

other lands as appropriate) across the city. This initial partnership phase leverages strategic 

Council-owned city centre ‘seed’ sites.  Given the significance of the Partnership there is a 

need to ensure that Elected Members have an appropriate forum to interface with the work 

of the Partnership, provide input to emerging proposals, keep abreast of the key programme 

milestones and ensure line of sight to provide sufficient assurance that Council’s corporate 

and strategic aspirations are embedded prior to proposals being brought via City Growth & 

Regeneration Committee and the Strategic Policy & Resources Committee for decision. 

 

Roles and Responsibilities 

 

The overarching role for the City Regeneration Members’ Working Group will be a cross party 

strategic advisory and discussion group. This will provide an engagement mechanism 

between officers and representatives from the Partnership (as appropriate) and Elected 

Members on the PSP projects. The Forum will be utilised to ensure Elected Members can 

discuss PSP project proposals, progress etc in advance of any formal Committee reporting 

and required decision making, to ensure the delivery of the Council’s corporate aspirations as 

set out in the Corporate Plan and Belfast Agenda are derived from the Partnership.  

 
 

2. Terms of Reference 

Specifically, the Private Sector Partner Councillor Forum will: 

 Act as a dedicated panel for liaison between the Partnership Operational Group /JV 

Board and Elected Members on all matters relating to the PSP. 

 Advise and discuss PSP related matters with officers /Partnership representatives, as 

appropriate.  

 Consider and influence workstreams in the context of Council’s corporate and strategic 

aspirations.  
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City Regeneration Members’ Working Group 
 

 

 Consider development / project site specific proposals in the context of the Council’s 

wider strategic and corporate ambitions to maximise outcomes and benefits for the city.  

 Receive updates on the Strategic Partnership Agreement plans and progress of the PSP 

projects, prior decision making through Committee and Council. 

 Provide a forum to introduce any “Additional Opportunity Sites” that may, at a future 

point, be considered to bring into the scope of the Partnership prior to decision making 

through committee and Council. 

 Whilst not having a decision-making function, it will make recommendations and report to 

the City Growth & Regeneration Committee, and the Strategic Policy and Resources 

Committee on a regular basis.   

 
3. Membership  

The Working Group will comprise of Party Leaders or their nominees. 
 

4. Chairperson 

The Chair shall be appointed by the Members at the first meeting. A Chairperson be 

appointed on an annual basis.   This item of business will be placed on the agenda for the 

first meeting of each Working Group following the Annual Council meeting each year. 

 

5. Reporting Mechanism 

In keeping with its advisory role, the Forum will provide recommendations to committees on 

relevant items.  

.  

 

6. Frequency of meetings 

The Private Sector Partner Councillor Forum will meet on a quarterly basis. The Forum,  

in conjunction with the PSP Operational Group/JV Board, should determine if frequency 

of meetings should increase at intervals, based on progress towards milestones and key 

decision points for the relevant Council Committee.  
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STRATEGIC POLICY & RESURCES COMMITTEE 

 

 
 
 

Subject: Pilot Sunday City Animation Project  

Date: 20 June 2025  

Reporting Officer: Damien Martin, Strategic Director of Place and Economy  
Nora Largey, City Solicitor/Director of Legal & Civic Services  

Contact Officer: Kate Bentley, Director of Planning and Building Control 

 

Restricted Reports     

Is this report restricted? Yes  No  

Please indicate the description, as listed in Schedule 6, of the exempt information by virtue of 
which the council has deemed this report restricted. 
 
Insert number  

1. Information relating to any individual 
2. Information likely to reveal the identity of an individual 
3. Information relating to the financial or business affairs of any particular person (including the 

council holding that information) 
4. Information in connection with any labour relations matter 
5. Information in relation to which a claim to legal professional privilege could be maintained 
6. Information showing that the council proposes to (a) to give a notice imposing restrictions on a 

person; or (b) to make an order or direction 
7. Information on any action in relation to the prevention, investigation or prosecution of crime 

 

If Yes, when will the report become unrestricted?                                                    

After Committee Decision     

After Council Decision     

Sometime in the future     

Never     

     

 

Call-in     

 
Is the decision eligible for Call-in?                                                  
 

Yes  No  

     
 

 

 

 

 

 

x  

X  
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1.0 Purpose of Report/Summary of Main Issues 

1.1 The report sets out the results of recent engagement on a proposed Sunday Trading and 
animation pilot in the city centre and proposes an amended approach to undertaking the pilot 
for Summer 2025.  

2.0 Recommendation 

2.1 Members are asked to note the contents of the report and the results of the recent 
engagement and either: 

1. Agree to a Sunday trading and animation pilot in Summer 2025 by designating the 

city centre (as defined in draft BMAP) as a Holiday Resort under paragraph (9) of the 

Shops (Sunday Trading &c) (Northern Ireland) Order 1997 and agree that a review of 

the pilot will inform a decision in early 2026 whether to continue the Holiday Resort 

designation, extend the Holiday resort designation or revoke the designation, or 

2. Agree not to run a pilot in Summer 2025 but to undertake further consultation and 

engagement specifically on Holiday Resort designation to inform a decision in early 

2026 on whether to designate the City Centre or other areas of the city as a Holiday 

Resort on an ongoing basis and agree that the proposed animation set out in the 

report can be run in Summer 2025.  

3.0 Main Report 

 
3.1 
 
 
 
3.2 
 
 
 
 
3.3 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3.4 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3.5 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3.6 
 

Background  
At its meeting in April 2025, Members agreed that officers should look to engage with the 
BIDS and Belfast Chamber to ascertain whether there is an appetite for the pilot Sunday 
trading and animation project and the timescales for implementation.  
 
Since April, there have been a number of discussions with key stakeholders in relation to the 
pilot including management at Victoria Square, Castle Court and the Kennedy Centre, 
Belfast One, Cathedral Quarter and Linen Quarter BIDs, Belfast Chamber, Retail NI, NI 
Hotel Federation, Visit Belfast, Translink, USDAW and the Department for Communities. 
 
Shopping Centre management teams were generally supportive of any proposal to extend 
hours of opening on Sundays, suggesting that retailer buy-in to the proposal shouldn’t be an 
issue. Views were expressed that flexibility was key for retailers and their workers and that 
most would probably want to open from 11am onwards rather than anything earlier. 
Concerns were expressed around the timing of a pilot over summer and the ability to get a 
proposal in place within weeks of the decision and be able to communicate and promote that 
consistently.  
 
The BIDS were also all generally supportive of the proposal for longer opening on Sundays 
with strong indication that it would be preferable to move towards Holiday Resort status to 
give more certainty for retailers over the proposals. There would be significant input from the 
BIDS in relation to the animation proposed in the City over the summer and it was felt that 
the longer opening hours would support this. Concern was also expressed by the BIDs in 
relation to the ability to put a proposal in place quickly and promote it.  
 
Belfast Chamber were also supportive of the proposal for longer opening on Sundays and 
indicated that it would be preferable to move towards holiday resort status, but if a pilot was 
to be undertaken then it should be longer than six weeks. This reflects concerns around the 
required lead in time for a pilot and to be able to engage with staff and communicate and 
promote the proposals consistently. The need to have an appropriate mechanism in place to 
evaluate the impact of the pilot /designation was also highlighted.  
 
Hotel Federation & Visit Belfast were both supportive of the proposal and considered that 
animation in the city would be significantly different without a retail offering. Figures have 
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3.9 
 
 
 
 
3.10 
 
 
 
 
3.11 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3.12 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3.13 
 
 
 
 
 
3.14 
 
 

shown that overnight trips may be reducing, and with competition for overnight stays 
elsewhere in the UK and Europe, it was considered that Belfast should do all it can to attract 
visitors and with earlier Sunday opening commonplace across many cities, it is expected 
when people visit. Over the summer months, there are expected to be 330,000 cruise ship 
visitors with 21 ships and 54,000 people docking in Belfast on Sundays over the summer.  
 
Retail NI & USDAW wrote to all members and made a deputation to the Council in May 2025 
outlining their opposition to any pilot, and discussions covered many of the topics set out in 
the deputation, which largely mirrored previous representations on this issue. Figures were 
provided from surveys undertaken when hours were extended in 2012 which showed: 33% 
of stores were almost empty, 32% were quiet, 30% had the same number of customers as 
usual on a Sunday and only 5% were very busy. The same survey showed that during the 8 
weeks of extra opening 23% of stores did not increase staff numbers, 26% of stores used 
only volunteers to increase staff numbers, in 51% of stores staff were pressured to work 
extra hours and 56% of reps reported staff were put under pressure work extra hours.  
 
Translink outlined that further Metro services were introduced on Sunday mornings during 
covid and remain in place, with rail services providing good frequency on a Sunday morning. 
It would be challenging to introduce any additional services or increased frequency in time to 
facilitate a pilot over the summer as advance notice is needed for any timetable changes.  
 
The Department for Communities were unable to comment in detail on the pilot as a 
definitive proposal on the details of the pilot had not been submitted. The Department were 
clear that the Minister would need to consider their view if the Council were to temporarily 
relax enforcement of the relevant legislation.  
 
Officers have taken on board the views of DfC and also considered the representations 
made by Retail NI and USDAW. Officers consider that a further formal consultation is highly 
unlikely to demonstrate a change in position from those who object to extended Sunday 
opening hours. 
 
Therefore, if a pilot is to be run in Summer 2025, officers would strongly recommend that 
instead of temporarily relaxing the enforcement of the Shops (Sunday Trading &c.) (Northern 
Ireland) Order 1997 the Council should instead look to designate an appropriate area as a 
Holiday Resort based on the significant amount of previous consultation undertaken as well 
as recent engagement. It should be noted that previous engagement on designation as a 
Holiday Resort was focussed on the City Centre and therefore if any designation is to rely on 
the previous consultation, it should also be limited to the city centre. 
 
The designation as a Holiday Resort will be a pilot and the outcomes  will be evaluated after 
the end of September. It is considered that this will allow members to make an informed 
decision as to whether the designation should continue. As part of that review process, there 
will be further engagement with stakeholders and possibly some further public consultation 
to consider the impacts of the pilot. On the basis of that evaluation, the Council could then 
determine whether to continue to designate the City Centre as a holiday resort, seek to 
extend the designation to other areas in the city (based on appropriate consultation) or 
revoke the designation.  
 
Designation as a Holiday Resort 
Under paragraph (9) of the Shops (Sunday Trading &c.) (Northern Ireland) Order 1997 a 
Council may designate “any area in its district as a holiday resort”. Designation means that 
for 18 Sundays between 1 March and 30 September in any calendar year (apart from Easter 
Day) a shop may open on Sundays in accordance with notice given to Council.  
 
Before making any designation, the Order is clear that a Council should consult those likely 
to be affected by the proposed designation. The council has consulted on the designation of 
the city centre as a holiday destination under the legislation on a number of previous 
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occasions, most recently in 2019.  The terms of reference for the 2019 engagement exercise 
included:  

 Identifying barriers accessing the city centre on Sundays and engage with partners to 
collaborate on solutions 

 Understanding approaches in other cities and learnings relevant to Belfast 

 Considering the socio-economic impact of city centre animation on Sundays 

 Considering the impact that change to opening hours may have on the city centre 

 Considering the investment required to boost visitor numbers to the city on 

 Sundays 

 Building a business case to lever resources from partner organisations, in the context of 
city revitalisation. 

 

On the previous occasions, there was engagement with a broad range of stakeholders 
including retailers (small and large); trades unions; statutory bodies; cultural sector; families; 
young people; tourism and hospitality representatives and transport providers. Previous 
Committee reports are included in Appendix 1-6. 
 
The issues behind the proposals to designate the city centre as a holiday resort were similar 
to the current position: ongoing challenges to city centre viability; a desire to accommodate a 
growing tourism audience and a recognition that there was limited retail and hospitality 
provision in the city centre on a Sunday morning, compared to other days of the week.  
 
The most recent engagement has confirmed that the positions taken, and views expressed 
in previous consultations remain relevant.   
 
For the purposes of a pilot, members should note that previous consultation focussed on the 
City Centre and therefore members should consider designation of the City Centre as 
defined by draft BMAP and shown in Appendix 7. This is justified by previous consultation 
and would provide a robust definition for the purposes of the pilot. Should members wish to 
extend Holiday Resort Status beyond the City Centre, appropriate consultation as set out in 
the Order would have to be undertaken. This could take place as part of the review of the 
pilot with the results to be considered in early 2026. 
 
The 1997 Order sets out in paragraph 10 that any resolution to designate a Holiday Resort 
can only take effect from a specified date, which must be at least one month after the date 
on which the resolution is passed. Should a decision be taken at this Committee, following 
due process the specified date on which the decision could take effect would be Sunday 10 
August 2025. The Council will also have to publish notice of the designation in such a 
manner as it considers appropriate. The pilot could therefore run from Sunday 10 August 
2025 for 8 weeks until Sunday 28 September.  
 
These timescales are later in the summer than suggested by some of the shopping centres 
and BIDS in the recent engagement, but the Holiday Resort designation and timings are set 
out in legislation and are considered to provide a significantly more robust approach to the 
pilot for the Council and retailers than relaxation of enforcement. It would also allow a longer 
period of time to put in place co-ordinated communication around the pilot.  
 
The Council would be required to keep a register of shops that have given notice of their 
intention to open which would be available to inspection by members of the public at all 
reasonable times. Shops wanting to open for longer on Sunday 10 August would need to 
give notice to the Council by Friday 25 July (14 days before the start of the pilot, unless the 
Committee agrees that a shorter period is required).  
 
If it is the intention of the Council to run a Sunday trading and animation pilot. Designation as 
a Holiday Resort would enable shops to open (subject to appropriate notice being given) on 
Sundays until the end of September 2025. Following this, officers will review the impact of 
the pilot, once again engaging with stakeholders and with the potential for public 
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consultation. A report would then be brought before this Committee in early 2026 and a 
decision could be made to either continue with the Holiday Resort Designation on a 
permanent basis or revoke the designation and return to the current Sunday opening hours.  
 
Animation 
Officers have identified a number of events and venues that are providing activity across the 
July & August period and are accessible on Sundays. These are outlined in Appendix 8 and 
could form the basis of promotional activity to encourage Sunday footfall. 
 
In addition officers have engaged with the BIDs to understand what would be possible to 
support additional animation and uplift activity across the summer period with expenditure up 
to the value of £120,000.  
 
This would be split across the BIDs to support activity as below, members should note that 
these are indicative planning assumptions while detailed plans are finalised and are 
focussed on July and August and may need to be reviewed and aligned with pilot period. 
 
CQ Bid are providing activation each week in July and August to animate Writers Square. 
With additional support they would look to include the following:  

 Urban beach at the riverside near the lagan lookout. Sand area for kids to play with 
seating for parents. This would be available every day in July and August. 

 Sunday Craft/Art/Makers market along Hill St. Sunday from Am to 3-4pm. Subject 
to road closures. 

 
LQ Bid are also providing activation across July and August. With additional support of up to 
they would look to extend and include the following:  

 Pick up and play pétanque at Blackstaff Square. The sessions will be facilitated by 
staff on location from Linen Quarter BID, with expert support from Ormeau Pétanque 
Club. 

 Musical animation. This will be at high footfall areas – Grand Central Station have 
agreed four of six Sundays and engagement has occurred with Halt to suggest a 
collaborative music with street food combination. 

 Arts Ekta cultural animation. Includes mini-Mela type activities in high footfall 
locations in the Linen Quarter, probably co-located with other activities – e.g. 
Blackstaff Square, Grand Central Station, or Halt. 

 
Bid One have outlined an Animating Sunday’s programme for 6/8 weeks, strategically 
focused on enhancing the vibrancy, dwell time, and visitor experience within Belfast city 
Centre. 
 
With additional support they would look to extend and include the following:  

 Teddy Bear’s Picnic at City hall grounds  

 Belfast One Outdoor Summer Cinema Series at City Hall Grounds (extended by a 
further two dates) 

 Street Performers & Roving Acts.  
 

 

3.30 

Financial and Resource Implications 

The costs of the proposed animation programme for 2025 will be met through existing 
budgets on a one-off basis.  

 

3.31 

Equality or Good Relations Implications/Rural Needs Assessment 

None associated with this report. 
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4.0 Appendices - Documents Attached 

 Appendix 1 – Strategic Policy and Resources Committee report 16.02.18 
Appendix 2 - Strategic Policy and Resources Committee report 20.04.18 
Appendix 3 - Strategic Policy and Resources Committee report 18.05.18 
Appendix 4 – City Growth and Regeneration Committee report 11.09.19 
Appendix 5 – City Growth and Regeneration Committee report 12.02.20 
Appendix 6 – City Growth and Regeneration Committee report 04.03.20 
Appendix 7 – Definition of City Centre (draft BMAP) 
Appendix 8 – Animation proposals 
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STRATEGIC POLICY & RESOURCES COMMITTEE

Subject: Designation of Belfast district (or the city centre) as a ‘Holiday Resort’ 
providing large shops with an option to extend Sunday trading hours between the 

months of March and October

Date: 16th  February 2018

Reporting Officer Suzanne Wylie, Chief Executive 

Contact Officers: John Walsh, City Solicitor 

Donal Durkan, Director of Development 

Restricted Reports

Is this report restricted? Yes No

If Yes, when will the report become unrestricted?                                               

After Committee Decision
After Council Decision
Sometime in the future
Never

Call-in

Is the decision eligible for Call-in?                                                 Yes No

1.0 Purpose of Report or Summary of Main Issues

1.1 The purpose of this report is to:

- seek approval from the Strategic Policy and Resources Committee to further consult the public 

on their attitudes to Sunday Trading in the city and to gauge public opinion as to whether the 

Council should designate Belfast as a ‘holiday resort’ under Article 6 of the Shops (Sunday 

Trading &c.) (Northern Ireland) Order 1997

- A holiday resort designation would provide ‘large shops’ with an option to extend their Sunday 

trading hours in the city centre on up to 18 Sundays (other than Easter Sunday) between 1 

March and 30 September in any calendar year.  Such a designation may not come into effect 

until at least one month after the resolution of the Council.  

- Small shops are already permitted to open at any time on Sunday’s throughout the year.  

X

X
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2.0 Recommendations 

2.1 The Committee is asked to:

 note the contents of the report, including the findings from the original public consultation 
which concluded on 5th May 2017; and

 provide approval for officers to consult the public on their present attitudes to Sunday Trading 
and to ask the public whether the Council should make a ‘holiday resort’ designation under 
Article 6 of the Shops (Sunday Trading &c.) (Northern Ireland) Order 1997.

3.0 Main Report 

3.1

3.2

3.3

3.4

3.5

Background 

The initial proposal was made in response to a strong lobby within the city to designate Belfast as 

a ‘holiday resort’ area in order to improve the tourism offering in Belfast (particularly on a Sunday 

morning), to boost the local economy and to support the overall regeneration of the city centre.  

The principle of additional Sunday opening hours for large shops in ‘holiday resort’ areas was 

established under Article 6 of the Shops (Sunday Trading &c.) (Northern Ireland) Order 1997 (a 

copy is attached).  

Article 6 was included in the 1997 Order as an additional exemption to allow large shops in tourist 

areas to avail of the additional tourist trade over the summer months.   A range of areas and 

towns in Northern Ireland have been designated and remain as “holiday resorts” for this purpose 

including Derry-Londonderry, Newry, Kilkeel, Portrush, Portstewart and Ballycastle.  It was felt 

that Belfast, as a growing tourist destination in both Northern Ireland and wider afield may 

similarly wish to avail of this exemption.  

There is nothing in this proposal which will result in any change in existing legislation or further 

‘deregulation’ of Sunday trading law.

Requirement to consult

Any designation as a ‘holiday resort’ must be done by resolution of the Council.  The legislation 

states that before making a designation the Council must first consult persons likely to be affected 

by the proposed designation.  

The Council has already consulted widely on this issue during 2017 and the findings from that 

consultation have been summarised at paragraphs 3.6 – 3.11.  It is proposed that the Council 

undertake an additional 6-week consultation between 16 February and 31 March 2018 on the key 

questions to allow consultees to further contribute to the existing evidence base and to provide 

Members with up to date information upon which to make any decision to designate Belfast as a 

holiday resort or otherwise.
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3.6

3.7

3.8

3.9

3.10

2017 Consultation 
In January / February 2017 the Council undertook a four-week pre-consultation exercise (which 

included one to one meetings with a range of stakeholders), before commencing a formal public 

consultation between 10 March and 5 May 2017 on Citizen Space, the Council’s online 

consultation platform.  In total, 2471 people and organisations responded to the consultation.  

Key findings
With regards to the priority question in the consultation – 

Should Belfast be designated as a holiday resort in order to provide large shops with the 
option to extend Sunday trading hours?
Of the total 2471 people and organisations who responded to the consultation:

 1531 answered yes (62%) 

 934 answered no (38%)

5 did not answer

With regards to the second question in the consultation – 

What area should the designation apply to?
Of the total 1858 people and organisations who responded via the Citizen Space online tool:

 1398 indicated all of the Belfast City Council area (75.2%)

 291 indicated Belfast City Centre only (15.7%)

169 did not answer (9.1%)

The third question in the consultation asked – 

Do you think Belfast would be more attractive as a tourist and/or shopping and leisure 
destination if the restrictions on Sunday opening times for larger shops were removed?
Of the total 1858 people and organisations who responded via the Citizen Space online tool:

 1515 agreed with this statement (81.4%)

 294 disagreed with the statement (15.8%)

 49 did not answer (2.6%)

Consultees were offered the opportunity to provide reasons for their answer.  

Those agreeing with the statement cited reasons such as this would boost tourism, would provide 

tourists with an activity to do, the current restrictions are outdated and it would make Belfast feel 

like a modern international city.
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3.11

3.12

3.13

3.14

3.15

3.16

The reasons given by respondents who disagreed with the statement included those who felt that 

there are enough other attractions available for tourists, shopping is not a tourist consideration 

and the current trading hours are sufficient or changes would be unlikely to have an impact.

Potential Benefits 
Tourism - Tourism NI have indicated that they would position Sunday trading within the context of 

meeting visitor expectations and providing a range of things to do and see.  They acknowledge 

that flexibility around trading hours sits within a broader debate about what other initiatives are 

required to make our city centres more attractive and vibrant so that they both help position 

Northern Ireland competitively on the international stage and encourage local residents to come 

to them.  

Visitor surveys regularly indicate that a lack of range of things to do in the evenings and on 

Sundays is a weakness with a negative impact on the overall visitor experience.  Keeping the 

issue of flexibility on trading hours to the forefront is important not least for any future major 

tourism events.  Visit Belfast is open from 11am on Sunday and the organisation reports high user 

numbers from opening time, meaning the tourists are in the City Centre but there is a limited retail 

offer for them to avail of.  

Economy – New footfall statistics from the Belfast one Business Improvement District (BID) 

demonstrate that the footfall profile on a Monday-Saturday is broadly similar.  However, on a 

Sunday, there is a “lag” in footfall until the opening time of 1pm.  This suggests that visitors are 

currently not coming into the city centre due to the limited retail offering and this could be 

considered a missed opportunity for retailers that are currently under financial pressure, given the 

competition from online trading. 

One of main activities available for access on a Sunday morning is St Georges’ Market.  Footfall 

counters at the market indicate that Sunday is regularly the busiest of the three days that the 

market is opening. Trading is brisk right from opening and this demonstrates the demand from 

tourists and local users for activities in the city centre earlier on a Sunday.  

Next Steps
Six-week Consultation
It is proposed that the Council go out to consultation for six weeks using the Council consultation 

hub, Citizen Space to record the public’s current attitudes towards Sunday Trading in order to 

inform any subsequent decision by the Council as to whether to designate Belfast as a ‘holiday 

resort’ under the Shops Sunday Trading legislation. 
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3.17

3.18

3.19

3.20

3.21

3.22

3.23

This follow up consultation would be viewed as a supplementary exercise to the formal 

consultation which ended in May 2017 and its purpose is to give consultees an opportunity to 

contribute further to the existing evidence base.  

Making the Designation
Should the Council decide to make the designation, they must do so by resolution of the Council 

and the designation cannot take effect until at least one month after the date on which the 

resolution is passed.  Therefore, if the resolution was passed at the 1 May Council meeting then 

the designation could take effect from 1 June 2018.   

How would the Exemption be applied?
To make use of the exemption, the occupier or proposed occupier of a large shop must notify the 

local District Council of the dates of the Sundays involved.  The notification does not take effect 

until 14 days from the date it is given, unless the Council agrees that it should come into effect 

earlier. 

A Council must maintain a register of shops in its district making use of this exemption and make 

the register available to the public at all reasonable times.

The Council may not dictate which Sunday’s the large shop may open on (within the designated 

dates) nor the opening or closing times.  Having made the ‘holiday resort’ designation the 

council’s role according to the legislation will be keep a register of the large shops making use of 

the exemption in addition to their existing enforcement role in respect of Sunday trading.

A co-ordinated approach
If the Council decides to proceed with the designation, the Council will work with key partners 

including the Belfast Chamber of Trade and Commerce, Belfast One and Visit Belfast to ensure 

the effective promotion of the additional hours and to consider the potential impact on city 

animation due to the additional visitors to the city on that day.

For example, if a major event is taking place in the city over a particular weekend during the 

summer months, then the Council would aim to ensure that the event would be promoted 

alongside a programme of supporting activities.  The city would effectively be ‘open for business’ 

across the entire weekend thereby maximising the tourism offering in the city and providing the 

option for both small and large retail stores to avail of the additional visitors into the city whilst the 

event is taking place.  
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3.24

3.25

3.26

3.27

3.28

3.29

Likewise, the retail and business partners have been working on the proposals for increased 

marketing and promotion in order to raise awareness of the change in opening hours, if agreed.  It 

is likely that the majority of retailers will want to open from 11am.  The closing hours are likely to 

remain unchanged.

Employment provisions
Concerns about the impact of additional Sunday trading on the rights of shop workers was a 

major issue during the drafting of the original legislation in 1997.  To counter these concerns 

Article 11 and Schedule 2 of the Shops (Sunday Trading &c.) (Northern Ireland) Order 1997 was 

included to provide employment rights for shop workers, except those contracted to work only on 

Sundays.  They aim to ensure that shop workers are not compelled to work on Sundays a

against their wishes.  The rights apply irrespective of age, length of service or hours of work.

The Schedule provides that dismissal of a shop worker (including dismissal for reasons of 

redundancy) is unfair if the reason for it was the worker’s refusal to work on Sundays.  It also 

provides the right not to suffer any other detriment (such as denial of normal promotion of training 

opportunities, or refusal to pay seniority bonuses, etc.) for refusing to work on Sundays.  

All shop workers who enter into a contract of employment requiring Sunday working are able to 

‘opt out’ of Sunday working subject to giving the employer three months’ notice.  Enforcement of 

the employment rights is by way of complaint to an industrial tribunal.

Before any designation is made the Council will seek assurances from the various retail 

representative groupings including the Belfast Chamber and Retail NI that their Members 

(including all large shops wishing to avail of the extended opening hours) are fully aware of their 

obligations under the legislation to protect the rights of workers.  This assurance could take the 

form of an agreed Charter which all large shops planning on operating extended working hours on 

designated Sunday’s would sign up to.

Review
It is proposed that any decision to designate Belfast (or the City Centre) as a ‘holiday resort’ will 

be subject to a full review at the end of the designated ‘holiday resort’ period.  

A full and thorough review could therefore be undertaken between 31 September 2018 and March 

2019 in order to inform Members of the impacts that the designation has had over the holiday 

period.  

Page 30



3.30

3.31

3.32

3.33

3.34

Financial and Resource Implications

There will be financial and resource implications for both the Development Department and the 

Planning and Place Department should the Council designate the council area as a holiday resort 

under Article 6 of the 1997 Order.  

The Building Control Service currently performs the enforcement role in relation to Sunday trading 

under the 1997 Order and the designation of the Belfast district as a ‘holiday resort’ would require 

an additional level of resource to manage the registration of participating shops and enforcement 

of same.

The Development Department may need to consider how existing resources are re-focused to 

promote change in opening hours.  This may include additional city animation or promotional 

activities.  There may also be a request for additional financial support to supplement planned 

marketing activity.  This will have to be found from existing resources.

Equality or Good Relations Implications

A draft Equality Screening exercise was undertaken during pre-consultation process.  This 

document was shared on Citizens Space to help elicit views from respondents.

The screening exercise highlighted minor impacts on the Religious Beliefs and Dependents 

categories.  As part of the online consultation, respondents were asked if they were aware of any 

equality and / or good relations implications that should be considered around potentially 

extending Sunday trading.

There were 454 responses to this question via the online consultation.  Some respondents made 

more than one point.  The most frequently cited thematic areas are listed below:
 Some people can't work on a Sunday due to religious commitments /going to church/family 

commitments but will feel obliged/pressured to do so if changes are implemented.   

159

 Extended Sunday opening during the summer will provide economic opportunities and conveys a 

positive cosmopolitan image to visitors/tourists.  

97

 If implemented, extending Sunday trading hours during summer months will provide additional choice 

for residents and tourists that want to shop on Sundays, for businesses that wish to open and people 

that want to work on Sundays.  

70

 Religious beliefs/current laws should not restrict those who wish to shop on a Sunday 51

 Family life will be affected if Sunday trading is implemented.  There will be a negative impact on retail 

workers who are carers/have children.  

36

 Extended Sunday trading conflicts with personal Christian religious views/faith beliefs 



34  
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3.35 The information obtained during the first consultation will be used to inform and update the 

Equality Screening document in line with members’ decision.  

4.0 Document attached

Shops (Sunday Trading &c.) (Northern Ireland) Order 1997
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STRATEGIC POLICY & RESOURCES COMMITTEE

Subject: Supplementary Report - Designation of Belfast district (or the city centre) as a 
‘holiday resort’ providing large shops with an option to extend Sunday trading hours 
between the months of March and October

Date: 18 May 2018

Reporting Officer Suzanne Wylie, Chief Executive 

Contact Officers: John Walsh, City Solicitor 
John Greer, Director of Economic Development 

Restricted Reports

Is this report restricted? Yes No

If Yes, when will the report become unrestricted?                                               

After Committee Decision
After Council Decision
Some time in the future
Never

Call-in

Is the decision eligible for Call-in?                                                 Yes No

1.0 PURPOSE OF THE SUPPLEMENTARY REPORT  

1.1 The purpose of this report is to:

- provide the Strategic Policy and Resources Committee with supplementary information (to 

the original reports of 20 April and 27 April 2018) to inform any decision by the Council as 

to whether Belfast City Council should designate the Belfast district (or the city centre) as 

a ‘holiday resort’ under Article 6 of the Shops (Sunday Trading &c.) (Northern Ireland) 

Order 1997

- to seek a decision from Members on whether to proceed with a ‘holiday resort’ 

designation.

1.2 Deputations
Members will wish to note that officers have received a request from Michala Lafferty, Usdaw to 

make a further oral submission to the Committee on this issue.  It will be a matter for the 

Committee to decide at the start of the meeting whether or not to receive the deputation from 

X

X
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Usdaw (or indeed any other organisation who may make a similar request prior to the meeting).

2.0 RECOMMENDATIONS

2.1 The Committee is asked to:

(i) advise whether to receive the deputation(s) indicated at para 1.2

(ii) refer to the original SP&R reports dated 20 April 2018 and 27 April 2018 which include the 

findings from the original public consultation which concluded on 5 May 2017 and the 

supplementary public consultation which ended on 2 April 2018 (Appendix 1), as well as the 

additional briefing report on a range of issues which was provided to Committee on 27 April 

2018 (Appendix 2)

(iii) note the independent chairperson’s brief prepared by Richard O’Rawe following the summit 

held with a range of stakeholders on 10 May 2018 in Belfast (Appendix 3).

3.0 MAIN REPORT

3.1 At its meeting on 20 April 2018 the Strategic Policy and Resources Committee agreed to defer a 

decision in order to receive additional information.  

At its meeting on the 27th April the Committee agreed to once again to defer a decision to enable 

a Summit to be hosted by the Council that would include key stakeholders such as the Trade 

Unions, business organisations such as the Belfast Chamber of Trade and Commerce, Retail NI 

and the tourism sector and representatives of those shops who wish to have extended Sunday 

opening.

3.2 Following ratification of the SP&R minutes at the full Council on 1 May, officers issued an 

invitation to the key stakeholders outlined above to attend a summit meeting on Thursday 10 May 

in the council offices at 9 Adelaide. 

The council secured the services of an independent chairperson, Richard O’Rawe, to facilitate the 

summit meeting.  A copy of the Chairperson’s brief prepared after the summit meeting is attached 

at Appendix 3. 

3.3 The main summary points from the Chairperson’s brief are as follows:

Areas of Agreement 
All parties agreed that they want to support the creation of a more vibrant city centre to attract 

visitors and residents on a Sunday morning.  They agreed that a programme of animation and 

promotional activity should be developed in order to enhance vibrancy and increase footfall in the 

city.  

On Extended Sunday Trading 
Most of the organisations in the room were in favour of additional hours for large retailers on a 

Sunday.  In order to test the impact of the scheme and to review and address any issues arising, 

they noted that they would be open to considering a pilot scheme running to the end of 

September 2018.  They viewed the benefits as being both social (Sunday morning recreation) and 
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economic (increasing visitor spend and more viable trading environment).

Those in favour point to the extended trading hours as being optional and suggest that this will 

provide a choice that extends to shops, workers and customers.

The Trade Unions and Retail NI are opposed to the proposal on the grounds that they believe it 

will take trade from smaller independent retailers and it will be detrimental to workers and their 

families.  Both the Unions and Retail NI would support a campaign to encourage small retailers to 

open additional hours on a Sunday and would be keen to package this up by ensuring that a 

programme of animation activity and promotion was put in place as well.   

Those against extended hours are not convinced by the economic argument and believe that a 

“Small Shop Sunday” programme would bring greater overall economic benefit.

There was a view in the room that the disagreement on the economic value arising from extended 

Sunday trading hours will be tested if the pilot is approved.

On the Charter 
Most of those in attendance were in favour of having an explicit commitment to reinforce the 

protection of workers’ rights. Those in favour of a charter noted that all of the commitments are 

already enshrined in law.  They felt that the charter offered a vehicle for retailers to make a public 

statement of their commitment to ensure that workers’ rights are protected in line with the existing 

legislation, and also to ensure that there is a regular forum for raising any issues related to the 

implementation.  

The Trade Unions feel that the charter is meaningless as it has no legislative effect.  They also 

would have wanted to ensure that the draft text was agreed with them.  

3.4 Economic evidence 
In previous reports, a series of research pieces to support the demand for the proposed extension 

were undertaken.  These include:

- 21 cruise ships will arrive in Belfast on a Sunday (across the key Summer months).  20 of these 

ships will be in port by 09.30am.  These 21 ships will bring more than 36,000 passengers and 

staff

- Visit Belfast research (April 2018) into the GB market (which accounts for 41% of overnight 

stays) found that 60% of potential visitors expected to be able to shop on a Sunday morning 

and 93% expected shops to open earlier than 1pm.  Retail is an important element of a vibrant 

city: 42% of GB visitor spend is on shopping 

- Hotel occupancy rates on a Saturday evening over the Summer period in 2017 averaged at 

91.7% - with the highest levels of occupancy on Saturdays in August (97.2%).  Based on these 

figures, there could be up to 10,000 people in the city on a Sunday

- Tourism NI confirmed that Belfast plays an important role as the gateway to NI, with 30% of all 

tourism spend in Belfast.  With over 1,000 new hotel rooms to open in 2018 and a similar 

number to become available in 2019 – there will be an increased demand to provide a range 
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of options, in line with visitor expectations

- Retailers argue that the sector is under pressure and that they have to adapt and try all possible 

avenues open to them in order to attract new business.  A report from Springboard (14 May 

2018) demonstrated a 7.3% drop in footfall in retail across Northern Ireland in April 2018 – with 

a number of High Street stores closing or under significant pressure.  

- USDAW do not believe that there is evidence of economic benefit from extended trading hours.  

Those supporting the proposal consider that the pilot phase will allow for data to be collected 

which will provide specific detail on the impact of the extended opening hours.  

3.5 FINANCIAL AND RESOURCE IMPLICATIONS 

See original report dated 20 April 2018

3.6 EQUALITY OR GOOD RELATIONS IMPLICATIONS 
See original report dated 20 April 2018

4.0 Appendices - Documents attached 

Appendix 1 – SP&R Report dated 20 April 2018

Appendix 2 – SP&R Report dated 27 April 2018 

Appendix 3 –Independent Chairperson’s brief from summit meeting held on 10 May 2018
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CITY GROWTH AND REGENERATION COMMITTEE 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Subject: 
City Centre Revitalisation Programme/Sundays in the City 
Initiative 

 

Date: 11th September, 2019 

 

Reporting Officer: John Greer, Director of Economic Development 

 

Contact Officer: 

 

Lisa Toland, Senior Manager: Economy 
 

Restricted Reports     

Is this report restricted? Yes 
 

No 
 

If Yes, when will the report become unrestricted?                                                    

After Committee Decision  
 

  

After Council Decision  
 

  

Sometime in the future  
 

  

Never  
 

  

     

 

Call-in     

 

Is the decision eligible for Call-in?                                                  

 

Yes 
 

No 
 

 

1.0 Purpose of Report or Summary of Main Issues 

1.1 

 

The purpose of this report is to update members on the City Revitalisation programme that 

has been developed to support city centre animation and vitality and to seek approval to 

proceed with an engagement and consultation exercise focusing on Sundays in the city.   

2.0 Recommendations 

2.1 

 

 

The Committee is asked to note the report and agree the proposed approach to moving 

forward with the research, engagement and consultation work on “Sundays in the City”, as 

set out in sections 3.6-3.10 below. 

 

 X 

 

 

 

 

X  
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3.0 Main Report 

3.1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.3 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Members will be aware that, following the fire at the Bank Buildings in August 2018, the 

Council as well as a range of public and private partner organisations invested in a 

programme of activities to support city centre development.  Following on from an initial 

response focusing on “City Centre Recovery”, the programme has now moved to focus on 

“City Centre Revitalisation”.  This reflects the need for a longer-term approach to investment, 

taking account of all the possible functions of the city centre.  It reflects a wider approach to 

city centre regeneration, including issues such as retail offer and mix, accessibility, cultural 

development, family spaces, residential investment and tourism development.   

 

Members will also be aware that the issue of Sunday trading hours and, in particular, the 

proposed designation of Belfast as a “holiday resort” has been discussed by the Council on 

a number of occasions in the past.  The effect of this designation would provide large shops 

(above 280sqm in size) with an option to extend their Sunday trading hours on up to 18 

Sundays (other than Easter Sunday) between 1 March and 30 September in any calendar 

year.  At present, all units below this size can operate without any trading restrictions (apart 

from relevant licensing restrictions etc.).  

 

At the City Growth and Regeneration Committee meeting on 5 June 2019, as part of a 

discussion on the Revitalisation Programme, it was agreed that:  

 

“a report be submitted to a future meeting setting out the Terms of Reference to 

progress proposals for designating the city centre as a ‘Holiday Resort’, taking into 

account issues beyond opening hours and outlining the extent of the associated 

consultation process”.   

 

As noted above, the conversation with partner organisations now covers a range of issues 

associated with developing a mixed-use economy to support city centre viability and to 

encourage sustainability.  The City Revitalisation Programme is set within the context of a 

wider regeneration strategy and action plan for the city centre, based on the Belfast City 

Centre Regeneration & Investment Strategy.  The City Centre Regeneration Task Force 

(involving the Head of the Civil Service and Permanent Secretaries from relevant government 

departments, working alongside senior Council officers) aims to support a collaborative 

public sector response to drive and resource the city centre revitalisation efforts in the long-

term.  The priority areas of focus emerging from the City Centre Joint Regeneration 
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3.5 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.6 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.7 

 

 

 

 

Taskforce mirror the themes identified by businesses and the representative organisations 

within the city and include: 

 

 City Resilience – a medium to long term city centre recovery plan involving various 

stakeholders and the continued need to drive forward and support the retail, office, 

tourist and city centre living product 

 Re-imagining and Diversification – recognising the need to diversify the city centre, 

including provision of family centric activities, enhanced tourist and cultural offering, 

city centre living, enhancing the evening economy etc. 

 Infrastructure and Connectivity – enhance public realm and open space ensure 

permeability and connections through the city, transport and car parking issues etc. 

 

At the 22nd February 2019 meeting of the Strategic Policy and Resources Committee, 

members agreed that the broad objectives of the Revitalisation Programme should be: 

 

 Creating an enhanced city centre offering to drive footfall across all sectors 

 Improve attractiveness and vibrancy 

 Enhance connectivity and permeability 

 Maximise tourism and cultural opportunities and attract visitors 

 Encourage more families and young people to use the city centre 

 Support existing businesses and augment and promote ongoing programmes of 

activity.   

 

Updates on the City Revitalisation programme have been brought to this Committee on a 

regular basis.  There is a significant programme of work already under way with ongoing 

commitments from public and private partners.  However one of the issues that has been 

raised by a number of these organisations – and reflected in the Committee decision of June 

2019 – is the need to consider specific interventions that will animate and activate the city 

centre on a Sunday. This will need to consider issues such as opening hours, public sector 

transport provision, city marketing, investment in animation and licensing issues.  

 

The rationale for treating Sunday as distinct from other days is that the current usage levels 

and patterns on a Sunday are very different from other days of the week.  This is not only 

because of opening hours but also because of issues such as a significant volume of cruise 

visitors coming to the city on a Sunday (up 46% on figures from last year, with 144 ships now 

expected into Belfast with an estimated 276,000 passengers and crew – 20 ships and 45,000 
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3.9 

 

 

 

 

passengers and crew on Sunday visits) and an increased appetite from the hospitality sector 

to programme activity on a Sunday to meet user demands (e.g. the growing popularity of the 

“Sunday brunch” among hospitality providers).  Hotel occupancy figures also suggest that 

Saturday continues to be the busiest evening for hoteliers, with average occupancy levels 

across the city in excess of 84% throughout the year – and higher in the summer season 

(source: STR).  At present, St George’s Market is one of the only city centre attractions that 

is open on a Sunday morning and footfall figures indicate that this is the busiest opening day 

of the market, and that the 10am-2pm period is the busiest time of the day. 

 

In order to inform any future approach to specific proposals for investment in the city centre 

on a Sunday, it is proposed that a focused research, engagement and consultation exercise 

is undertaken.  The terms of reference for this piece of work will include the following:  

 

 To develop an informed understanding of the current usage levels and types (user 

profile (resident/visitor); time spent; activities undertaken; economic impact) in the 

city centre on a Sunday 

 To explore opportunities to drive additional footfall and spend by attracting new 

visitors to the city on a Sunday 

 To identify barriers to accessing the city centre on a Sunday (for those that wish to 

do so) and to engage with partners to develop collaborative solutions to address 

these barriers 

 To build an understanding of approaches in other cities and to develop learning that 

may be relevant for the Belfast context 

 To understand the socio-economic impact of any additional city centre animation 

activities on a Sunday 

 To understand the impact that any change to opening hours may have on the city 

centre 

 To understand the investment required to encourage the additional visitor numbers 

to the city on a Sunday and to build a business case to lever resources from partner 

organisations, in the context of the City Revitalisation proposals.  

 

It is proposed that the methodology for this work will include a mixture of primary research, 

a structured engagement process involving key individuals and specific organisations and a 

wider public consultation piece to maximise the reach and explore a breadth of views.  

Consideration will also be given to creative mechanisms for engagement and information 
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3.10 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

gathering, building on the learning from the recent engagement exercise on the new Cultural 

Strategy.  The primary research is likely to focus on:  

 

 Building an understanding of what the future city centre demographic looks like, to 

include population projections for city centre living, hotel occupancy trends, number 

of cruise ships arriving and tourists visiting the city centre  

 Building an understanding of the evidence base from a tourism perspective, to include 

the profile of tourists to the city and a better understanding of what the tourist expects 

from a destination like Belfast 

 Benchmarking Belfast against other cities to include Sunday animation and licensing 

issues 

 Review of approaches in other successful city centres, accessing research from 

credible independent experts such as the Institute for Place Management 

(www.placemanagement.org/) 

 Building an understanding of the physical makeup of the city centre and the potential 

impact that extending opening hours may or may not have, including the number of 

businesses and employees that may be affected if opening hours were extended 

 Consideration of the impact on workers of additional activity in the city centre. 

 

In addition to the research activity, it is proposed that an extensive engagement process is 

undertaken to include:   

 

 One to one engagement with stakeholders including BCTC, BIDs, Visit Belfast, The 

Hotel Federation, Hospitality Ulster, Tourism NI, Retail NI, Parenting NI, Trades 

Unions to understand current position, including accessing any available research 

and exploring opportunities for developing collaborative approaches (if appropriate) 

 One to one engagement with city centre small businesses (those that can currently 

open and do so; those that can open and choose not to do so) 

 One to one engagement with larger retailers that cannot currently open to understand 

current trading patterns on a Sunday – particularly looking at how Belfast fares 

alongside comparator cities  

 One to one engagement with cultural organisations to understand current Sunday 

activities and explore opportunities for programming, in line with visitor/user trends 

and demands and 

 One to one engagement with workers potentially affected by any change to opening 

hours of cultural or retail facilities. 
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3.11 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.12 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.13 

 

 

3.14 

 

 

 

 

3.15 

 

 

It may also be appropriate to undertake a public consultation on this matter.  This will seek 

to understand if and how people use the city centre on a Sunday; what might encourage 

them to do so if they don’t already and what they would like to do in the city.  In order to 

ensure compliance with legislation, an Equality Screening will also be required.  This can be 

done in parallel with the consultation exercise.    

 

Timeframe and Work Programme 

 

Subject to Committee endorsement of this approach, it is proposed that the timetable for this 

work will be:  

Action  Milestone 

Consultation period (8-12 weeks) October-December 2019 

Undertaking research and engagement 

activity 

September-December 2019 

Analysis of consultation and findings December 2019-January 2020 

Committee decision re: budget implications 

and any policy change e.g. Holiday Status 

designation 

February 2020 

Operational programme of activity April 2020 onwards 
 

 
 

Financial and Resource Implications 

If approved by Committee, a designated officer team will lead on the development of the 

evidence gathering and engagement activity. 

 

The resource implications associated with any additional activity as part of the City 

Revitalisation Programme will be brought back to the Committee for information and 

approval.   

 

Equality or Good Relations Implications/Rural Needs Assessment 

An equality screening will be carried out as part of this process.  A rural needs assessment 

will also be undertaken at that time.   

4.0 Documents Attached 

4.1 None 
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CITY GROWTH AND REGENERATION COMMITTEE 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Subject: City Revitalisation – Sundays in the City 

 
Date: 12th February, 2020 

 
Reporting Officer: John Greer, Director of Economic Development 

 
Contact Officer: 

 
Lisa Toland, Senior Manager - Economy 

 

Restricted Reports     

Is this report restricted? Yes  No  

If Yes, when will the report become unrestricted?                                                    

After Committee Decision     

After Council Decision     

Some time in the future     

Never     

     

 

Call-in     

 
Is the decision eligible for Call-in?                                                  
 

Yes  No  

 

1.0 Purpose of Report/Summary of Main Issues 

1.1 The purpose of this report is to feed back to Members on the outcomes of a programme of 

engagement which was undertaken as a result of the Committee’s decisions of 6th June and 

11th September relating to Sunday opening and a range of associated issues. 

  

2.0 Recommendations 

2.1 The Committee is requested to: 

 

i. note the engagement process undertaken, in line with the Committee decision of 11th 

September 2019, as amended by the Council on 1st October; 

ii. note the issues and viewpoints expressed in the course of the engagement process, as 

set out in sections 3.8-3.12; and 

 

 

 

 

 

X  

X 
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iii. note the options presented in section 3.13 and advise which they wish officers to take 

forward.  These are:  

   

o Option 1: Agree to designate the city centre as a holiday resort, with an 

agreement with local retailers and that affected retailers will open between 

11am – 6pm on 18 consecutive Sundays in the summer in line with the 

legislation as set out in the The Shops (Sunday Trading &c.) (Northern Ireland) 

Order 1997 and develop and support a programme of cultural animation and 

associated marketing. Subject to agreement on this option, a report setting out 

the proposed animation programme and the associated budgetary implications 

will be brought back to a future meeting of this committee. 

 

o Option 2: Agree to designate the city centre as a holiday resort, with an 

agreement with local retailers and that affected retailers will open between 

12pm – 6pm on 18 consecutive Sundays in the summer in line with the 

legislation as set out in the The Shops (Sunday Trading &c.) (Northern Ireland) 

Order 1997 and develop and support a programme of cultural animation and 

associated marketing. Subject to agreement on this option, a report setting out 

the proposed animation programme and the associated budgetary implications 

will be brought back to a future meeting of this committee; 

 

o Option 3:  Do not support the designation of the city centre as a holiday resort, 

in line with the legislation as set out in the The Shops (Sunday Trading &c.) 

(Northern Ireland) Order 1997 but develop a programme of cultural animation 

and an associated marketing programme. Subject to agreement on this option, 

a report setting out the proposed animation programme and the associated 

budgetary implications will be brought back to a future meeting of this 

committee. 

 

3.0 Main Report 

 

3.1 

 

 

 

 

 

Members will recall that, at the Committee meeting on 5th June 2019, it was agreed that: “a 

report be submitted to a future meeting setting out the Terms of Reference to progress 

proposals for designating the city centre as a “Holiday Resort”, taking into account issues 

beyond opening hours and outlining the extent of the associated consultation process”.   
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3.4 

 

 

 

 

The terms of reference were presented and approved at the City Growth and Regeneration 

Committee meeting on 11th September 2019.  Following discussion at the October Council 

meeting, the final terms of reference agreed were: 

 

 to explore opportunities to drive additional footfall and spend by attracting new visitors 

to the city on Sundays; 

 to identify barriers to accessing the city centre on Sundays (for those that wish to do 

so) and to engage with partners to develop collaborative solutions to address these 

barriers; 

 to build an understanding of approaches in other cities and to develop learning that 

may be relevant for the Belfast context; 

 to understand the socio-economic impact of any additional city centre animation 

activities on Sundays; 

 to understand the impact that any change to opening hours may have on the city centre 

in terms of small and independent retailers, workers’ rights and the effect on women 

and childcare, and footfall; and 

 to understand the investment required to encourage the additional visitor numbers to 

the city on Sundays and to build a business case to lever resources from partner 

organisations, in the context of the city revitalisation. 

 

Members may be aware that the “holiday resort” designation is set out in legislation under The 

Shops (Sunday Trading &c.) (Northern Ireland) Order 1997.  The current Sunday opening 

hours for retailers with a sales footprint of 280 sqm or more are 1 pm to 6 pm on Sunday.  The 

holiday resort designation is not about de-regulation of Sunday opening hours.  Instead, it 

permits those larger retailers to open on up to 18 Sundays between 1 March and 30 September 

(excluding Easter Sunday).  The Council is responsible for designating the area to be covered 

by the “holiday resort” status and maintaining a register of shops proposing to open.  During 

earlier engagement with traders, some businesses had indicated that they would be keen to 

open at the earlier time.  However the council has the authority to agree any revision to the 

opening times.   

 

The need for a targeted and focused approach to driving the economic, social and cultural 

regeneration of Belfast City Centre was recognised through the Belfast Investment and 

Regeneration strategy, developed and adopted by the council and other partners in 2015.  

Subsequently, work has been ongoing to move forward on the eight themes and priorities 
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outlined in the strategy.  Within the council, the structural changes – bringing together a range 

of complementary disciplines with the Place and Economy department – have brought a focus 

to that work.  Officers have developed a programme of work called the “Future City Centre” 

programme which aims to create a dynamic and experiential destination for shoppers and 

bolster Belfast as the dominant retail and leisure destination in Northern Ireland.  

  

The engagement exercise for the “Sundays in the City” programme clearly acknowledged that 

it would require more than single, stand-alone interventions to increase the usage of the city 

centre on a Sunday.  Based on the agreed terms of reference, the engagement programme – 

which took place between October 2019 and January 2020 – included the following elements: 

 

 Online public consultation – this involved using the council’s online engagement portal 

(Citizenspace).  The consultation was open for eight weeks and closed on 17 January 

2020.  It attracted 1440 responses, more than 70% of which came from Belfast 

residents  

 Market research – we engaged in a series of survey-based market research exercises 

targeting users of the city (including workers), NI residents and out of state visitors to 

Belfast 

 Focus groups: we held focus groups with a number of key demographic and target 

groups including old people, young people, disabled individuals, family groups and city 

centre businesses 

 One to one meetings: senior officers held a series of one to one meetings with key 

statutory partners (DfC; Tourism NI; PSNI), business organisations (including Retail 

NI; NI Retail Consortium; Belfast Chamber; Hospitality Ulster; NI Hotels Federation), 

trades unions (USDAW and Prospect) and other interested partners including the 

Interfaith Forum.   

 

In terms of who currently uses the city centre on a Sunday, the research drew out a range of 

key points:  

 

 Currently on a Sunday, an average of 50,000 visitors come to the city centre.  This is 

less than 50% of the user numbers that access the city on a Saturday and is in line 

with the volume of day trips on a Monday to Friday (excluding workers) 

 Those coming to the city on a Sunday do so mainly in order to shop, to eat out and to 

socialise with friends.  Residents and visitors from NI typically spend an average of 

£135 per visiting party or group, while those from RoI our other out of state visitors 
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spend around £200 per visiting group.  This means that Sundays in Belfast city centre 

generate an annual economic return in the region of £188million 

 The majority of those using the city centre on a Sunday visit monthly or less often.  

However young people are likely to be more regular visitors, with 61% of those aged 

34 and under coming into Belfast at least once a month.  This is generally in keeping 

with the user profile of the city centre which appears to decrease with age 

 Most visitors will spend between two and four hours in the city centre on a Sunday. 

More than half of them arrive between noon and 2pm.  This footfall pattern is clearly 

linked to the current 1pm opening time for the large retailers.  It is different from all 

other days of the week, where footfall tends to broadly follow a similar pattern of a 

gradually increasing profile up to a peak period of 12pm to 3pm and then tapering off. 

 

In line with the terms of reference, some of the key issues emerging from the consultation 

exercise include: 

 

Opportunities to drive additional footfall and spend by attracting new visitors to the city on 

Sundays 

 

 Across all of the market research work and the online consultation, the main reasons 

why people currently visit the city centre on a Sunday are to shop, to eat and drink and 

to socialise with friends 

 When asked what would attract new visitors to the city, there was a broad range of 

suggestions including:  

 Extending the retail opening hours 

 Providing more cultural activities 

 Extending opening hours for cultural facilities 

 Providing more family-friendly activities 

 There was a general consensus that there was no one single factor that could act as a 

catalyst for increasing usage levels in the city centre on a Sunday.  Rather, the range 

of views expressed suggested that any interventions need to be multi-faceted, taking 

account of the interests and needs of the range of users 

 Those interested in extending retailing hours were keen that this would involve not only 

the major retailers (i.e. those that can only open 1pm-6pm currently) but also the 

smaller companies.  While many of these can open, only around 30% choose to do so 

at present, suggesting that the large retailers remain the key drivers of footfall on a 

Sunday 
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 St George’s Market is the biggest draw after the major retail offer: many respondents 

supported more market-based activity across the city  

 There is already a significant number of visitors staying overnight in the city’s hotels 

(average 6000 visitors on a Sunday evening).  Many respondents felt that there were 

opportunities to attract additional spend on local hospitality and food offer, given that 

many stay on a room-only basis 

 Many respondents supported additional investment in cultural activity – including 

events – in order to drive additional footfall.  However there was some concern among 

the cultural sector in particular at the view that additional cultural programming alone 

can deliver the desired increase in footfall and spend.  They considered that this 

piecemeal approach would not be sustainable 

 There was also a consistent view that there needed to be a more coordinated approach 

to marketing, taking account of the key audiences.  Many felt that there was already a 

significant range of activities taking place in the city centre but that, for a number of 

factors, the communication around these activities could be enhanced 

 While many families do visit the city on a Sunday, factors such as lack of play 

facilities/open space, expensive/irregular public transport schedules and presence of 

too many cars were all cited as deterrents.  Families did welcome initiatives such as 

our engagement hub which was organised to support the Christmas campaign – and 

attracted more than 5,000 visitors over the month-long programme.   

 

Barriers to access 

 There do not appear to be any specific structural barriers preventing people accessing 

the city centre on a Sunday.  Rather those who do not come in on a regular basis say 

that the reason for this is that there is nothing in the city centre to attract them or that 

the range of activities on offer is inadequate.  When asked what else they do, many 

note that they are simply busy doing other things 

 Many people expressed some concern around the public transport provision on a 

Sunday and noted that this was a factor in their decision not to visit the city.  Families, 

in particular, noted that one of the key reasons why they did not come into the city 

centre was because of their concerns about the volume of cars on the road.  This is 

reflected in the figures suggesting that most people access the city by car on a Sunday 

 There was considerable interest in exploring opportunities for pedestrianisation – or at 

least temporary closure of some roads – in order to facilities access for activities such 

as sporting events and additional markets 
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 Many people noted that they simply were not aware of what was on offer so they did 

not consider visiting the city on a Sunday.     

 

Learning from other Cities 

 

Our research into approaches in other cities identified a range of initiatives that were being 

undertaken in order to driven spend and footfall on a Sunday.  However it is important to note 

that these cities operate within a different licensing and regulatory environment.  As such, it is 

not simply about organising activities or programming – it is important to understand the role 

of licensing and also to take account of different cultural practices in other locations.  Innovative 

ideas that may work in the Belfast context include: 

 

 Dublin: The Business Improvement District (BID) in Dublin has been proactively 

working to compete with the out-of-town shopping centres.  To do so, it has developed 

a number of tactical interventions focusing, in particular, on the family market.  This 

has included subsidies on public transport (family day travel pass for €10), kids 

activities in public spaces, pop up cinemas and collaboration with restaurants and 

entertainment venues to develop new promotional activity and special Sunday deals 

 Manchester: Manchester has previously celebrated an “In Town Without My Car” Day.  

Conducted on a Sunday, parts of the city centre were closed to motor traffic.  The aim 

of the event was to encourage people to consider more environmentally friendly 

methods of travel, such as public transport, walking or cycling.  The traffic was replaced 

by the bustle of an arts and crafts market, live music, street theatre and roving 

entertainers.  The approach combined entertainment to drive city centre footfall on a 

Sunday with social issues around civic responsibility.  This approach has been tried in 

Belfast through the Ciclovia event which is scheduled to take place on 29 March 2020 

and which will end up in the city centre 

 Preston: a new monthly street market is now staged in Preston city centre as part of a 

major drive to bring in more visitors to the city, with key thoroughfares being closed to 

traffic.  The market feature unique creators, makers, designers, producers, bakers, 

musicians and artists, and Preston producers and local market traders are invited to 

take part. The council has also revised licensing hours for some activities to extend 

these to later in the evening – particularly for live music and dance performances.   
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Understanding the socio-economic impact of additional activity on Sunday 

 

 Our research suggests that Sundays in the city are currently worth around £15.6million 

a month in terms of spend on goods, services and activities consumed in the city centre 

 Large and small businesses felt that opening earlier would provide them with more 

opportunities to generate sales, target new customers, visitors and tourists as well as 

enabling staff to access more flexible working hours.  It has not been possible to 

quantify the additional economic impact that this would generate at this point and, in 

line with the wider engagement, it is clear that those wishing to come into the city 

consider that it should not be additional retail alone that will drive additional footfall 

 Clearly the opening hours of the large retailers (as set out in the legislation) has an 

impact on footfall levels in the city centre and also drive the behaviour of small 

businesses (that could open earlier if they wanted to do so) 

 Numbers using the city centre on a Sunday are currently less than half those coming 

into Belfast on a Sunday.  Examples from the other locations suggest that the variation 

(between Saturday and Sunday) is less significant than in Belfast 

 While many people support additional cultural activity in the city centre on a Sunday, 

the majority of the cultural institutions are not currently open on a Sunday.  This is due 

to having to manage very tight budgets.  However institutions such as the Ulster 

Museum have changed their opening hours, opening on a Sunday and closing on a 

Monday, in line with consumer demands, and this is reflected in very strong user 

numbers on a Sunday   

 With regard to city centre workers, twice as many see extended trading hours as a 

positive rather than a negative (45% versus 22%), with 30% foreseeing no impact at 

all, according to our survey.  Members will be aware of recent press coverage from 

USDAW regarding a survey of their members which suggests that 92% do not support 

any extension of Sunday trading hours  

 The spend by out of state visitors is significantly higher than that for Belfast and NI 

visitors - £200 per party versus £135 per party.  Given that Saturday night is already 

the busiest night of the week in the city’s hotels, the importance of the visitor economy 

to the city centre’s success cannot be underestimated.  Feedback from visitors to the 

city suggests that the lack of things to do on a Sunday is a negative point regarding the 

city’s offer to tourists.   
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Understanding the impact that any change to opening hours may have on the city centre in 

terms of small and independent retailers, workers’ rights and the effect on women and 

childcare, and footfall 

 

 Currently, only 30% of businesses that can open on a Sunday in the city centre (those 

in specific categories or with a footprint of 280 sqm or less) do so.  The majority of 

those that do open align their opening hours with the 1pm opening of the larger stores 

 Only 2% of businesses felt that they would be negatively affected by a change in 

opening hours; 30% felt that they would be very positively impacted 

 As detailed above, twice as many city centre workers see extended trading hours as a 

positive rather than a negative (45% versus 22%), with 30% foreseeing no impact at 

all 

 Younger respondents and males were less likely to perceive any negative impacts 

associated with working on a Sunday: 30% of females interviewed saw this as a 

positive; 39% considered there would be no impact and 31% felt that this would have 

a negative impact on them 

 The footfall profile confirms that there is a significant increase in footfall between 12 

and 2pm, in line with the current opening hours.  Traders also confirm that the period 

between 1 and 2 is generally one of the busiest of the Sunday trading period, given 

that many people come to town for the purpose of shopping.   

 

Taking account of the commentary gathered as a result of the engagement exercise, there are 

a number of options for members to consider: 

 

 Option 1: Agree to designate the city centre as a holiday resort, in line with the 

legislation as set out in the The Shops (Sunday Trading &c.) (Northern Ireland) Order 

1997.  This will enable larger retail stores with a retail footprint in excess of 280 sqm 

wishing to do so to open on up to 18 Sundays between 1 March and 30 September, 

with a recommendation that the earlier opening time of 11am is introduced and the 

current closing time of 6pm is maintained.  In addition to the retail opening, it is 

proposed that a programme of cultural animation and an associated marketing 

programme is developed with the aim of driving additional footfall into the city centre.  

Subject to agreement on this option, a report setting out the proposed animation 

programme and the associated budgetary implications will be brought back to a future 

meeting of this committee and engagement will take place with retailers to consider the 
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3.14 

 

date from which the designation will take place and secure agreement on opening 

hours (note: the area cannot be officially designated until one month after the council 

decision) 

 

 Option 2: Agree to designate the city centre as a holiday resort, with an agreement with 

local retailers and that affected retailers will open between 12pm – 6pm on 18 

consecutive Sundays in the summer in line with the legislation as set out in the The 

Shops (Sunday Trading &c.) (Northern Ireland) Order 1997 and develop and support a 

programme of cultural animation and associated marketing. Subject to agreement on 

this option, a report setting out the proposed animation programme and the associated 

budgetary implications will be brought back to a future meeting of this Committee. 

 

 Option 3:  Do not support the designation of the city centre as a holiday resort, in line 

with the legislation as set out in the The Shops (Sunday Trading &c.) (Northern Ireland) 

Order 1997 but develop a programme of cultural animation and an associated marketing 

programme. Subject to agreement on this option, a report setting out the proposed 

animation programme and the associated budgetary implications will be brought back 

to a future meeting of this Committee. 

 

Financial and Resource Implications  

The resource implications of this work will be dependent on the preferred approach agreed by 

the Committee.  Any activity will have to take place in the context of existing council and partner 

budget commitments.   

 

Equality or Good Relations Implications/Rural Needs Assessment 

An equality screening process has been undertaken as part of the consultation process.   

4.0 Documents Attached 

 
4.1 

 
None 
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CITY GROWTH AND REGENERATION COMMITTEE  
 
 
 

 
Subject: Future City Centre Programme – Sundays in the City 

 
Date:  4th March, 2020 

 
Reporting Officer: John Greer, Director of Economic Development 

 
Contact Officer: 

 
Lisa Toland, Senior Manager - Economy 

 

Restricted Reports     

Is this report restricted? Yes  No  

If Yes, when will the report become unrestricted?                                                    

After Committee Decision     

After Council Decision     

Sometime in the future     

Never     

     

 

Call-in     

 
Is the decision eligible for Call-in?                                                  
 

Yes  No  

 

1.0 Purpose of Report or Summary of main Issues 

 
1.1 

 

The purpose of this report is to provide Members with feedback on the outcomes of a 

programme of engagement undertaken as a result of the Committee’s decisions of 6th June 

and 11th September relating to Sunday opening and a range of associated issues.  

 

2.0 Recommendations 

2.1 The Committee is requested to: 

 

i. note the engagement process undertaken, in line with the Committee’s decision of 

11th September 2019, as amended by the Council on 1st October 2019; 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

X  

X 
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ii. note the issues and viewpoints expressed in the course of the engagement process, 

as set out in sections 3.8-3.12; and 

 

iii. note the options presented in section 3.13 and advise which they wish officers to 

take forward.  These are:    

 

o Option 1: Agree to designate the city centre as a holiday resort, in line with the 

legislation as set out in the The Shops (Sunday Trading &c.) (Northern Ireland) 

Order 1997 and develop and support a programme of cultural animation and 

associated marketing. Subject to agreement on this option, a report setting out 

the proposed animation programme and the associated budgetary implications 

will be brought back to a future meeting of this Committee. 

 

o Option 2: Agree to designate the city centre as a holiday resort, with an 

agreement with local retailers and that affected retailers will open between 

12pm – 6pm on 18 consecutive Sundays in the summer in line with the 

legislation as set out in the The Shops (Sunday Trading &c.) (Northern Ireland) 

Order 1997 and develop and support a programme of cultural animation and 

associated marketing. Subject to agreement on this option, a report setting out 

the proposed animation programme and the associated budgetary implications 

will be brought back to a future meeting of this Committee; and 

 

o Option 3:  Do not support the designation of the city centre as a holiday resort, 

in line with the legislation as set out in the The Shops (Sunday Trading &c.) 

(Northern Ireland) Order 1997 but develop a programme of cultural animation 

and an associated marketing programme. Subject to agreement on this option, 

a report setting out the proposed animation programme and the associated 

budgetary implications will be brought back to a future meeting of this 

Committee. 

3.0 Main Report 

 

3.1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Members will recall that, at the City Growth and Regeneration Committee meeting on 5th June 

2019, it was agreed that: “a report be submitted to a future meeting setting out the Terms of 

Reference to progress proposals for designating the city centre as a “Holiday Resort”, taking 

into account issues beyond opening hours and outlining the extent of the associated 

consultation process”.   
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The terms of reference were presented to and approved by the Committee meeting on 11th 

September 2019.  Following discussion at the October Council meeting, the final terms of 

reference agreed were: 

 

• To explore opportunities to drive additional footfall and spend by attracting new visitors 

to the city on Sundays 

• To identify barriers to accessing the city centre on Sundays (for those that wish to do 

so) and to engage with partners to develop collaborative solutions to address these 

barriers 

• To build an understanding of approaches in other cities and to develop learning that 

may be relevant for the Belfast context 

• To understand the socio-economic impact of any additional city centre animation 

activities on Sundays 

• To understand the impact that any change to opening hours may have on the city 

centre in terms of small and independent retailers, workers’ rights and the effect on 

women and childcare, and footfall 

• To understand the investment required to encourage the additional visitor numbers to 

the city on Sundays and to build a business case to lever resources from partner 

organisations, in the context of the city revitalisation. 

 

Members will be aware that the “holiday resort” designation is set out in legislation under The 

Shops (Sunday Trading &c.) (Northern Ireland) Order 1997.  The current Sunday opening 

hours for retailers with a sales footprint of 280 sqm or more are 1 pm to 6 pm on Sunday.  The 

holiday resort designation is not about de-regulation of Sunday opening hours.  Instead, it 

permits those larger retailers to open on up to 18 Sundays between 1st March and 30th 

September (excluding Easter Sunday).  The Council is responsible for designating the area to 

be covered by the “holiday resort” status and maintaining a register of shops proposing to 

open.  During earlier engagement with traders, some businesses had indicated that they would 

be keen to open at the earlier time of 11am.  However the council has the authority to agree 

any revision to the opening times.   

 

The need for a targeted and focused approach to driving the economic, social and cultural 

regeneration of Belfast City Centre was recognised through the Belfast Investment and 

Regeneration strategy, developed and adopted by the council and other partners in 2015.  

Subsequently, work has been ongoing to move forward on the eight themes and priorities 
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outlined in the strategy.  Within the council, the structural changes – bringing together a range 

of complementary disciplines with the Place and Economy department – have brought a focus 

to that work.  Officers have developed a programme of work called the “Future City Centre” 

programme which aims to create a dynamic and experiential destination for shoppers and 

bolster Belfast as the dominant retail and leisure destination in Northern Ireland.   

 

The engagement exercise for the “Sundays in the City” programme clearly acknowledged that 

it would require more than single, stand-alone interventions to increase the usage of the city 

centre on a Sunday.  Based on the agreed terms of reference, the engagement programme – 

which took place between October 2019 and January 2020 – included the following elements: 

 

 Online public consultation – this involved using the council’s online engagement portal 

(Citizenspace).  The consultation was open for eight weeks and closed on 17 January 

2020.  It attracted 1440 responses, more than 70% of which came from Belfast 

residents  

 Market research – we engaged in a series of survey-based market research exercises 

targeting users of the city (including workers), NI residents and out of state visitors to 

Belfast 

 Focus groups: we held focus groups with a number of key demographic and target 

groups including old people, young people, disabled individuals, family groups and city 

centre businesses 

 One to one meetings: senior officers held a series of one to one meetings with key 

statutory partners (DfC; Tourism NI; PSNI), business organisations (including Retail 

NI; NI Retail Consortium; Belfast Chamber; Hospitality Ulster; NI Hotels Federation), 

trades unions (USDAW and Prospect) and other interested partners including the 

Interfaith Forum.   

 

In terms of who currently uses the city centre on a Sunday, the research drew out a range of 

key points:  

 

 Currently on a Sunday, an average of 50,000 visitors come to the city centre.  This is 

less than 50% of the user numbers that access the city on a Saturday and is in line 

with the volume of day trips on a Monday to Friday (excluding workers) 

 Those coming to the city on a Sunday do so mainly in order to shop, to eat out and to 

socialise with friends.  Residents and visitors from NI typically spend an average of 

£135 per visiting party or group, while those from RoI our other out of state visitors 
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spend around £200 per visiting group.  This means that Sundays in Belfast city centre 

generate an annual economic return in the region of £160million 

 The majority of those using the city centre on a Sunday visit monthly or less often.  

However young people are likely to be more regular visitors, with 61% of those aged 

34 and under coming into Belfast at least once a month.  This is generally in keeping 

with the user profile of the city centre which appears to decrease with age 

 Most visitors will spend between two and four hours in the city centre on a Sunday. 

More than half of them arrive between noon and 2pm.  This footfall pattern is clearly 

linked to the current 1pm opening time for the large retailers.  It is different from all 

other days of the week, where footfall tends to broadly follow a similar pattern of a 

gradually increasing profile up to a peak period of 12pm to 3pm and then tapering off. 

 

In line with the terms of reference, some of the key issues emerging from the consultation 

exercise include: 

 

Opportunities to drive additional footfall and spend by attracting new visitors to the city on 

Sundays 

 Across all of the market research work and the online consultation, the main reasons 

why people currently visit the city centre on a Sunday are to shop, to eat and drink and 

to socialise with friends 

 When asked what would attract new visitors to the city, there was a broad range of 

suggestions including:  

 Extending the retail opening hours 

 Providing more cultural activities 

 Extending opening hours for cultural facilities 

 Providing more family-friendly activities 

 There was a general consensus that there was no one single factor that could act as a 

catalyst for increasing usage levels in the city centre on a Sunday.  Rather, the range 

of views expressed suggested that any interventions need to be multi-faceted, taking 

account of the interests and needs of the range of users 

 Those interested in extending retailing hours were keen that this would involve not only 

the major retailers (i.e. those that can only open 1pm-6pm currently) but also the 

smaller companies.  While many of these can open, only around 30% choose to do so 

at present, suggesting that the large retailers remain the key drivers of footfall on a 

Sunday 
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 St George’s Market is the biggest draw after the major retail offer: many respondents 

supported more market-based activity across the city  

 There is already a significant number of visitors staying overnight in the city’s hotels 

(average 6000 visitors on a Sunday evening).  Many respondents felt that there were 

opportunities to attract additional spend on local hospitality and food offer, given that 

many stay on a room-only basis 

 Many respondents supported additional investment in cultural activity – including 

events – in order to drive additional footfall.  However there was some concern among 

the cultural sector in particular at the view that additional cultural programming alone 

can deliver the desired increase in footfall and spend.  They considered that this 

piecemeal approach would not be sustainable 

 There was also a consistent view that there needed to be a more coordinated approach 

to marketing, taking account of the key audiences.  Many felt that there was already a 

significant range of activities taking place in the city centre but that, for a number of 

factors, the communication around these activities could be enhanced 

 While many families do visit the city on a Sunday, factors such as lack of play 

facilities/open space, expensive/irregular public transport schedules and presence of 

too many cars were all cited as deterrents.  Families did welcome initiatives such as 

our engagement hub which was organised to support the Christmas campaign – and 

attracted more than 5,000 visitors over the month-long programme.   

 

Barriers to access 

 There do not appear to be any specific structural barriers preventing people accessing 

the city centre on a Sunday.  Rather those who do not come in on a regular basis say 

that the reason for this is that there is nothing in the city centre to attract them or that 

the range of activities on offer is inadequate.  When asked what else they do, many 

note that they are simply busy doing other things 

 Many people expressed some concern around the public transport provision on a 

Sunday and noted that this was a factor in their decision not to visit the city.  Families, 

in particular, noted that one of the key reasons why they did not come into the city 

centre was because of their concerns about the volume of cars on the road.  This is 

reflected in the figures suggesting that most people access the city by car on a Sunday 

 There was considerable interest in exploring opportunities for pedestrianisation – or at 

least temporary closure of some roads – in order to facilities access for activities such 

as sporting events and additional markets 
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3.11 

 

 

 Many people noted that they simply were not aware of what was on offer so they did 

not consider visiting the city on a Sunday.     

  

Learning from other cities 

Our research into approaches in other cities identified a range of initiatives that were being 

undertaken in order to driven spend and footfall on a Sunday.  However it is important to note 

that these cities operate within a different licensing and regulatory environment.  As such, it is 

not simply about organising activities or programming – it is important to understand the role 

of licensing and also to take account of different cultural practices in other locations.  Innovative 

ideas that may work in the Belfast context include: 

 

 Dublin: The Business Improvement District (BID) in Dublin has been proactively 

working to compete with the out-of-town shopping centres.  To do so, it has developed 

a number of tactical interventions focusing, in particular, on the family market.  This 

has included subsidies on public transport (family day travel pass for €10), kids 

activities in public spaces, pop up cinemas and collaboration with restaurants and 

entertainment venues to develop new promotional activity and special Sunday deals 

 Manchester: Manchester has previously celebrated an “In Town Without My Car” Day.  

Conducted on a Sunday, parts of the city centre were closed to motor traffic.  The aim 

of the event was to encourage people to consider more environmentally friendly 

methods of travel, such as public transport, walking or cycling.  The traffic was replaced 

by the bustle of an arts and crafts market, live music, street theatre and roving 

entertainers.  The approach combined entertainment to drive city centre footfall on a 

Sunday with social issues around civic responsibility.  This approach has been tried in 

Belfast through the Ciclovia event which is scheduled to take place on 29 March 2020 

and which will end up in the city centre 

 Preston: a new monthly street market is now staged in Preston city centre as part of a 

major drive to bring in more visitors to the city, with key thoroughfares being closed to 

traffic.  The market feature unique creators, makers, designers, producers, bakers, 

musicians and artists, and Preston producers and local market traders are invited to 

take part. The council has also revised licensing hours for some activities to extend 

these to later in the evening – particularly for live music and dance performances.   

 

Understanding the socio-economic impact of additional activity on Sunday 

 Our research suggests that Sundays in the city are currently worth around £14million 

a month in terms of spend on goods, services and activities consumed in the city centre 
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 Large and small businesses felt that opening earlier would provide them with more 

opportunities to generate sales, target new customers, visitors and tourists as well as 

enabling staff to access more flexible working hours.  It has not been possible to 

quantify the additional economic impact that this would generate at this point and, in 

line with the wider engagement, it is clear that those wishing to come into the city 

consider that it should not be additional retail alone that will drive additional footfall 

 Clearly the opening hours of the large retailers (as set out in the legislation) has an 

impact on footfall levels in the city centre and also drive the behaviour of small 

businesses (that could open earlier if they wanted to do so) 

 Numbers using the city centre on a Sunday are currently less than half those coming 

into Belfast on a Sunday.  Examples from the other locations suggest that the variation 

(between Saturday and Sunday) is less significant than in Belfast 

 While many people support additional cultural activity in the city centre on a Sunday, 

the majority of the cultural institutions are not currently open on a Sunday.  This is due 

to having to manage very tight budgets.  However institutions such as the Ulster 

Museum have changed their opening hours, opening on a Sunday and closing on a 

Monday, in line with consumer demands, and this is reflected in very strong user 

numbers on a Sunday   

 With regard to city centre workers, twice as many see extended trading hours as a 

positive rather than a negative (45% versus 22%), with 30% foreseeing no impact at 

all, according to our survey.  Members will be aware of recent press coverage from 

USDAW regarding a survey of their members which suggests that 92% do not support 

any extension of Sunday trading hours  

 The spend by out of state visitors is significantly higher than that for Belfast and NI 

visitors - £200 per party versus £135 per party.  Given that Saturday night is already 

the busiest night of the week in the city’s hotels, the importance of the visitor economy 

to the city centre’s success cannot be underestimated.  Feedback from visitors to the 

city suggests that the lack of things to do on a Sunday is a negative point regarding the 

city’s offer to tourists.   

 

Understanding the impact that any change to opening hours may have on the city centre in 

terms of small and independent retailers, workers’ rights and the effect on women and 

childcare, and footfall 

 Currently, only 30% of businesses that can open on a Sunday in the city centre (those 

in specific categories or with a footprint of 280 sqm or less) do so.  The majority of 

those that do open align their opening hours with the 1pm opening of the larger stores 
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 Only 2% of businesses felt that they would be negatively affected by a change in 

opening hours; 30% felt that they would be very positively impacted 

 As detailed above, twice as many city centre workers see extended trading hours as a 

positive rather than a negative (45% versus 22%), with 30% foreseeing no impact at 

all 

 Younger respondents and males were less likely to perceive any negative impacts 

associated with working on a Sunday: 30% of females interviewed saw this as a 

positive; 39% considered there would be no impact and 31% felt that this would have 

a negative impact on them 

 The footfall profile confirms that there is a significant increase in footfall between 12 

and 2pm, in line with the current opening hours.  Traders also confirm that the period 

between 1 and 2 is generally one of the busiest of the Sunday trading period, given 

that many people come to town for the purpose of shopping.   

 

Taking account of the commentary gathered as a result of the engagement exercise, there are 

a number of options for Members to consider: 

 

 Option 1: Agree to designate the city centre as a holiday resort, in line with the 

legislation as set out in the The Shops (Sunday Trading &c.) (Northern Ireland) Order 

1997.  This will enable larger retail stores with a retail footprint in excess of 280 sqm 

wishing to do so to open on up to 18 Sundays between 1 March and 30 September, 

with a recommendation that the earlier opening time of 11am is introduced and the 

current closing time of 6pm is maintained.  In addition to the retail opening, it is 

proposed that a programme of cultural animation and an associated marketing 

programme is developed with the aim of driving additional footfall into the city centre.  

Subject to agreement on this option, a report setting out the proposed animation 

programme and the associated budgetary implications will be brought back to a future 

meeting of this committee and engagement will take place with retailers to consider the 

date from which the designation will take place and secure agreement on opening 

hours (note: the area cannot be officially designated until one month after the council 

decision) 

 Option 2:  Do not support the designation of the city centre as a holiday resort, in line 

with the legislation as set out in the The Shops (Sunday Trading &c.) (Northern Ireland) 

Order 1997.  Develop a programme of cultural animation and an associated marketing 

programme with the aim of driving additional footfall into the city centre.  Subject to 

agreement on this option, a report setting out the proposed animation programme and 
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3.15 

the associated budgetary implications will be brought back to a future meeting of this 

Committee. 

 

Financial and Resource Implications  

The resource implications of this work will be dependent on the preferred approach agreed by 

the Committee.  Any activity will have to take place in the context of existing council and partner 

budget commitments.   

 

Equality or Good Relations Implications/Rural Needs Assessment 

An equality screening process has been undertaken as part of the consultation process.   

 

4.0 Documents Attached 

4.1 None 
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Summer 
2025       

Ref 
Venue/ 
Location Type 

Sunday Open 
Hours 

Regular/One 
off Details   

1 
St George's 
Market Market 10am - 3pm Regular Free access arts and crafts market, open to all   

2 City Hall Venue 10am - 5pm Regular 

Free access; guided tours at 12noon / 2pm / 3pm 
The Bobbin Coffee Shop 10am - 4.30pm 
Visitor exhibition 10am - 5pm   

3 2RA Venue 10am - 6pm  

Specific Sunday event(s) include:  Free 
18.05 - 27.07 Sunday Chess   

4 The MAC Venue 9am - 5pm Regular 

CafeBar 9.30am – 3.30pm; Galleries open from 11am – 5pm; Family Room 
open from 9am – 5pm 
Shows, exhibitions, a range of activities, talks, tours and happenings 
(including exhibition: We Lose Sight of the Night: Aisling O’Beirn + 
Grenfell)   

9 

Belfast 
Street Art 
Walking 
Tour Tour At 12noon Regular 

Tour happens weekly, on a Sunday [Ticketed] leaving from DoY 
July 6/20/27 August 3/10/17/24/31   

10 
Belfast Pride 
2025 Festival 18 - 27 July Annual 

TBC - https://belfastpride.com/guide/ 
The Belfast Pride Guide 2025 is currently under development; however 
based on last year's guide there will likely be events on Sun 20th and Sun 
27th July   

11 
Belfast 
TradFest Festival 27 July - 3 Aug Annual 

Specific Sunday event(s) include:  [Ticketed] 
27.07 Dervish and NOTIFY @ Ulster Hall 
https://www.belfasttraditionalmusic.com/concerts-july   
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12 
Féile an 
Phobail Festival 31 July - 10 Aug Annual 

Féile 5k + 10k  [Ticketed] 
Sunday 3 August 2025 at 9am 
Starts at 10k Finaghy Road North + 5k st Andersonstown   

13 

Custom 
House 
Square 
(CHSq) Festival 7 Aug - 6 Sept Annual 

Specific Sunday event(s) include: @ CHSq [Ticketed] 
17.08 Texas 
24.08 The 30+ Club Festival 
31.08 Nile Rodgers & Chic   

14 Belfast Mela Festival 16 - 24 Aug Annual 

TBC Full Mela+ programme not available yet  
Specific Sunday event(s) include:  
24.08 Mela Day @ Botanic Gardens   

15 
Emerge 
Belfast Festival 23 - 24 Aug Annual 

Specific Sunday event(s) include: @ Boucher Rd Playing Fields 
24.08 Programme listing - https://www.emergebelfast.com/   

16 
Ulster 
Museum Museum 10am - 5pm Regular 

Regular exhibitions (including Wild Ireland: Past, Present, Future) 
Cost = Free 
All Ages ranges   

17 

Titanic 
Martime 
Walking 
Tour Tour 10am - 12.30pm Regular 

Departs from the Albert Memorial Clock 
Ticketed   

18 
Titanic 
Building Museum 9am - 7.30pm Regular 

Museum and Exhibitions; Gallery café open daily; The Pantry open daily 
(including Lucian Freud Etchings: A Creative Collaboration - Admission 
free) 
Ticketed   

19 SS Nomadic Museum 10am - 6.30pm Regular Ticketed   

20 

St George's 
Market 
Walking 
Tour Tour 11am + 1pm Regular Ticketed   
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21 W5 Museum 10am - 6pm Regular 

Ticketed 
Exhibitions, STEM based 
(including Dinosaurs Survive! General admission)   

22 

Friar’s Bush 
Belfast 
Tours Tour 12 - 1.15pm Regular Ticketed   

23 

Sunday 
Sessions @ 
The Dirty 
Onion Music 1pm - 12.30am Regular 

live trad session and live folk bands 
Free 
July 6/13/20/27   

24 

North Block 
Bazaar @ 
McConnell's 
Distillery Market 1 - 5pm Monthly 

First Sunday of every month [admission] 
July 6th, Aug 3rd, Sept 7th   

25 

Titanic 
Eastside 
Bike Tour Tour 2 - 5pm Regular 

Tour departs from Native Coffee Queen's Quay 
Ticketed 
July 6/13/20/27 August 3/10/17/24/31   

26 

Ciorcal 
Comhrá @ 
The Second 
Fiddle Social 4 - 6pm Regular 

Irish Speaking Circle is free and open for all levels. 
July 6/13/20/27   

28 

Wee Taste 
of Ormeau: 
The Sunday 
Brunch 
Edition Tour 

10.30am - 
12.30pm Regular 

brunch-themed food tour 
Third Sunday of every month [ticketed] 
July 20th, Aug 17th   

31 

Arts Across 
Belfast Bus 
Tour Tour 

10.25am - 
2.30pm Regular 

Tour of the city’s arts centres, theatres, art galleries and music venues, 
see street artwork and public sculptures and listen to music and stories 
July 20th / Aug 10th [Ticketed]   

32 

Belfast 
Whiskey 
Week Festival 

18th - 26th July 
12pm - 12am One off 

Ireland’s largest Whiskey Festival [Ticketed] 
Full programme and prices to be announced 
Specific Sunday - 20th July   
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36 
City Centre 
shops Retail 1 - 6pm  Regular General opening hours across the city   
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STRATEGIC POLICY AND RESOURCES COMMITTEE 

 

 
 
 

 

Subject: 

Asset Management 

i) Parkgate Avenue Car Park – Licence Extension 

ii) Smithfield Market – Update on Unit Lettings 

iii) Botanic Gardens (Lower Section) – Licence Agreement with 

Friends of the Field 

iv) Benview Community Centre – New Licence 

v) Commission House – New Lease  

vi) Overflow Parking Area adjacent Cregagh Youth & Community 

Centre – New Licence 

Date: 20 June 2025 

Reporting Officer: Sinead Grimes, Director of Property & Projects 

Contact Officer: Pamela Davison, Estates Manager 

 

Restricted Reports     

Is this report restricted? Yes  No  

Please indicate the description, as listed in Schedule 6, of the exempt information by virtue of 
which the council has deemed this report restricted 

 

Insert number  

1. Information relating to any individual 

2. Information likely to reveal the identity of an individual 

3. Information relating to the financial or business affairs of any particular person (including the 
council holding that information) 

4. Information in connection with any labour relations matter 

5. Information in relation to which a claim to legal professional privilege could be maintained 

6. Information showing that the council proposes to (a) to give a notice imposing restrictions on a 
person; or (b) to make an order or direction 

7. Information on any action in relation to the prevention, investigation or prosecution of crime 

If Yes, when will the report become unrestricted?                                                    

After Committee Decision     

After Council Decision     

Sometime in the future     

Never     

     
 

 

 

 

 

 

 X 
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Call-in     

 
Is the decision eligible for Call-in?                                                  
 

Yes  No  

 

1.0 Purpose of Report/Summary of Main Issues 

1.1 The purpose of this report is to seek approval from the Committee on asset related disposal, 

acquisition and estates matters. 

2.0 Recommendation 

2.1 The Committee is asked to: 

i) Parkgate Avenue Car Park – Licence Extension - Approve the extension of an 

existing Licence agreement with the Directors of Argento Contemporary Jewellery Ltd 

for a right of way over Council owned lands at Parkgate Avenue Car Park.  

ii) Smithfield Market – Update on Unit Lettings – Note the recent lettings and rent 

reviews at Smithfield Market approved under delegated authority to the Director of 

Property & Projects. 

iii) Botanic Gardens (Lower Section) – Licence Agreement with Friends of the Field 

- Approve the grant of a further Licence Agreement between the Council & Friends of 

the Field to cover their continued use of portion of Botanic Gardens (Lower Section) 

as an agroecology community garden in conjunction with the Horizon 2020 

UPSURGE project. 

iv) Benview Community Centre – New Licence - Approve a new 5-year licence 

agreement for the use of a portion of Benview Community Centre as a play centre & 

for use of storage container.   

v) Commission House – New Lease – Approve the lease of Commission House for 

office use to The Parent Rooms 

vi) Overflow Parking Area adjacent Cregagh Youth & Community Centre – New 

Licence - Approve of a new licence to Irish Rugby Football Union (Ulster Branch) for 

their occasional use of the overflow parking area adjacent to Cregagh Youth & 

Community Centre. 

3.0 Main Report 

3.1 i) Parkgate Avenue Car Park – Licence Extension  

Key Issues 

The Directors of Argento Contemporary Jewellery Ltd (‘Argento’) own a piece of land adjoining 

the Council owned Parkgate Avenue car park. Council entered into a Licence with Argento 

granting a right of way over the car park to gain access to their adjoining lands via the gates 

and/or turnstile located in the boundary fence illustrated at Appendix 1. The existing Licence 

X  
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expired on 31 August 2020 and has been extended on an annual basis to 31 August 2024. 

The fee was £3,000 pa. It is recommended that the Licence is extended for two further years 

to 31 August 2026 subject to a revised fee of £3,300 per year. The Licence protects the 

Councils interest in the car park and indemnifies Council against liabilities arising out of 

Argento’s use of the lands. 

Financial and Resource Implications 

Legal Services and Estates would draft the Licence extension. The Council will receive an 

income of £3,300 per year.  

Equality or Good Relations Implications/Rural Needs Assessment 

None associated with this report. 

3.2 ii) Smithfield Market – Update on Unit Lettings 

Key Issues 

The Committee is asked to note recent lettings and rent reviews of Units at Smithfield Market 

as agreed under the delegated authority granted to the Director of Property & Projects. The 

Council’s Scheme of Delegation provides for retrospective reporting of lettings and rent 

reviews at Smithfield Market. 

New Lettings 

Unit 2 - Smithfield Market  

Unit size 178 sq ft 

Use Nail Salon 

Rent £275 per month plus rates 

Term Tenancy Agreement for six months and monthly thereafter commencing 1st Oct 2023. 

 

Unit 3 - Smithfield Market  

Unit size 136 sq ft 

Use Sale of Classic Football Memorabilia 

Rent £225 per month plus rates 

Term Tenancy Agreement for six months and monthly thereafter commencing 14th Nov 2024. 

 

Unit 17/18 - Smithfield Market  

Unit size 996 sq ft 

Use Sale of second-hand musical instruments, records, CD’s and Cassettes 

Rent £900 per month plus rates 
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Term Tenancy Agreement for six months and monthly thereafter commencing 17th January 

2023.  This agreement was subsequently terminated 5th January 2025 

 

Unit 23 - Smithfield Market  

Unit size 150 sq ft 

Use Hydroponics Store 

Rent £250 per month plus rates 

Term Tenancy Agreement for six months and monthly thereafter commencing 6th Jan 2025. 

 

Unit 35 - Smithfield Market  

Unit size 306 sq ft 

Use Barbers and Hair Training Academy 

Rent £600 per month plus rates. 

Term Tenancy Agreement for six months and monthly thereafter commencing 17th Jan 2024. 

 

Unit 38 - Smithfield Market  

Unit size 306 sq ft 

Use Sale and servicing of Mobility Scooters 

Rent £550 per month plus rates. 

Term Tenancy Agreement for six months and monthly thereafter commencing 6th May 2024. 

 

Rent Reviews 

Rental increases with affect from 1st February 2025 

 Previous Rent New Rent 

Unit 1 £1,860 £2,580 

Unit 5/6 £10,200 12,000 

Unit 7 £5,520 £6,000 

Unit 9/10 £10,920 £11,880 

Unit 13/14 £9,000 £11,623 

Unit 15 £4,800 £6,000 

Unit 19 £2,160 £2,820 

Unit 20 £2,160 £2,820 

Unit 21 £3,000 £4,440 
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Unit 26/27 £9,720 £14,640 

Unit 28 £5,700 £7,200 

Unit 29 £4,740 £7,200 

Unit 30/31 £10,800 £14,100 

Unit 32/33 £9,300 £14,100 

Unit 39 £5,520 £7,920 

 

Financial and Resource Implications 

The current rental income for Smithfield equates to £179,587 rising from the previous figure 

of £158,220 per annum noted at previous Committee on 17th Feb 2023. 

Equality or Good Relations Implications/Rural Needs Assessment 

None associated with this report. 

3.3 iii) Botanic Gardens (Lower Section) – Licence Agreement with Friends of the Field 

Key Issues 

SP&R at its meeting on 22nd March 2024 approved a licence agreement between the Council 

& Friends of the Field (FotF) for their use of a part of Botanic Gardens (Lower Section) as an 

agroecology community garden, in conjunction with the Horizon 2020 UPSURGE project.  The 

subject licence commenced on 1st May 2024 and is due to come to an end on 31st August 

2025. However, further works are still required and FotF have therefore requested a new 

licence from the Council. Subject to Members approval, it is proposed that the Council will 

enter into a further licence agreement with Fotf for a period of 6 months from 1st September 

2025.  However, if subsequent delays occur then this further licence may be extended on a 

month-to-month basis from 1st March 2026 up to a maximum of 6 further months in order for 

FotF to completely fulfil the objectives of the Upsurge Project through their use of a portion of 

the Botanic Gardens (Lower Section) as an agroecology community garden. FotF are 

continuing to partner with the Council in the delivery of the Upsurge Project and therefore a 

licence fee shall once again not be applicable.  See map attached at Appendix 2 showing the 

location of the licence area delineated blue to FotF and the existing research garden area 

shaded green which Queen’s University Belfast presently occupy in delivering up the Horizon 

2020 UPSURGE project in partnership with the Council.  

Financial and Resources Implications  

Legal Services shall act on the instructions of the Estates Management Unit.  FotF are 

continuing to partner with the Council in the delivery of the Upsurge Project and therefore a 

licence fee shall once again not be applicable.   

Equality and Good Relations Implications/Rural Needs Assessment  

None associated with this report. 
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3.4 iv)  Benview Community Centre – New Licence 

Key Issues 

Belfast City Council have occupied and used a portion of Benview Community Centre as a 

play centre from 1997.  The Council’s current Licence expires on 30th June 2025. The People 

& Communities Committee on 3rd June 2025 agreed to extend the existing agreement with the 

Benview Community Centre for a period of 5 years. The People and Communities Committee 

report is attached at Appendix 3.  It is therefore proposed that the Council enter into a new 5-

year licence agreement from 1st July 2025 with a licence fee of £4,025.56 per annum with any 

additional use of the hall and hall annex to be charged at £10 per hour.  The Council own and 

use a storage container on the site which can be removed by the Council at any time upon 

providing to 1 weeks’ notice to the Community Centre.  The Council will have the right to 

terminate the licence at any time by the giving of one month’s notice to the Community Centre. 

The Council shall also be permitted use of the Play Park & Football Pitch at any time 

throughout the licence term by prior agreement with Benview Community Centre. See Map 

attached at Appendix 4. 

Financial and Resource Implications  

Legal services shall act on instructions of the Estates Management Unit. An annual licence 

fee of £4,025.56 per annum will be payable by the Council with any additional use of the hall 

and hall annex to be charged at £10 per hour. 

Equality or Good Relations Implications/Rural Needs Assessment 

None associated with this report. 

3.5 v) Commission House – New Lease 

Key Issues 

Commission House office building was acquired via the City Centre Investment Fund for 

regeneration purposes and is held as a regeneration asset within the wider Dunbar 

Regeneration Scheme.  It is currently vacant having previously been occupied by the Local 

Government Staff Commission, with Council seeking a short term let pending redevelopment 

of the wider scheme.  Commission House has been actively marketed since June 2023 and 

an expression of interest has recently been submitted by The Parent Rooms.  The organisation 

supports parents with mental health through a range of wellbeing programmes, counselling 

and social connection. The proposed use for the building would be office premises, which 

would house staff and delivery of their services.  The group are part funded by both the 

Department of Health and CNS. Members are asked to approve the granting of a one-year 

lease to the Parent Rooms for the premises and associated car parking, as delineated in red 

on the Site Map attached at Appendix 5, at an initial annual rent of £45,000. 

Financial and Resource Implications 
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The Council will receive rent of £45,000 per annum.  Legal Services shall act on the 

instruction of the Estates Management Unit 

Equality or Good Relations Implications/Rural Needs Assessment 

None associated with this report. 

3.6 vi)  Overflow Parking Area adjacent Cregagh Youth & Community Centre – New 

Licence 

Key Issues 

Irish Rugby Football Union (Ulster Branch) ‘IRFU – UB’ have requested a new licence for use 

of the overflow parking area adjacent Cregagh Youth & Community Centre on games days / 

evenings during the forthcoming 2025 / 2026 rugby season. Subject to members approval, the 

new licence will permit IRFU – UB with use of the overflow parking area on up to 20 instances 

(performance dependent) at an agreed cost of £300 on each occasion of use. The licence will 

also make provision for any requested additional use of the site by IRFU-UB (outside of the 

fixtures list) subject to at least one week’s notice in advance being provided and on the 

agreement that an overall total of 20 instances of use shall not be exceeded under the licence. 

See Map at Appendix 6. 

Financial and Resource Implications  

Legal Services shall act on the instructions of the Estates Management Unit. The Council will 

receive a licence fee from Irish Rugby Football Union (Ulster Branch) of £300 per each 

occasion of use of the overflow parking area.  

Equality or Good Relations Implications/Rural Needs Assessment 

None associated with this report. 

4.0 Appendices - Documents Attached 

 Appendix 1 – Parkgate Avenue Car Park – Licence Extension Map showing Parkgate 

Avenue Car Park outlined red and Argento lands shaded blue. 

Appendix 2 – Botanic Gardens (Lower Section) – Licence Agreement with Friends of 

the Field - Map showing the location of the proposed licence area delineated blue to FotF 

and existing research garden area shaded green which Queen’s University Belfast presently 

occupy 

Appendix 3 - Benview Community Centre – New Licence - People and Communities 

committee report dated 3rd June 2025. 

Appendix 4 - Benview Community Centre – New Licence - Map outlining Benview 

Community Centre in red, the storage container position shaded yellow, play park shaded 

blue and football pitch shaded green. 
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Appendix 5 – Commission House – New lease - Map showing Commission House outlined 

red. 

Appendix 6 – Cregagh Youth & Community Centre – New Licence - Map showing the 

overflow parking area adjacent Cregagh Youth & Community Centre delineated red and 

temporary route of access shown shaded yellow.  
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PEOPLE AND COMMUNITIES COMMITTEE 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Subject: Play Services Rental Agreement for Benview Residents Association 
 

Date: 3rd June 2025 

 

Reporting Officer: Jim Girvan – Operational Director, Neighbourhood Services 

Contact Officer: 

 Israel Hontavilla – Community Services Unit Manager 
 

Restricted Reports     

Is this report restricted? Yes  No  

Please indicate the description, as listed in Schedule 6, of the exempt information by virtue of 

which the council has deemed this report restricted. 

 

Insert number  

 

1. Information relating to any individual 

2. Information likely to reveal the identity of an individual 

3. Information relating to the financial or business affairs of any particular person (including the 

council holding that information) 

4. Information in connection with any labour relations matter 

5. Information in relation to which a claim to legal professional privilege could be maintained 

6. Information showing that the council proposes to (a) to give a notice imposing restrictions on a 

person; or (b) to make an order or direction 

7. Information on any action in relation to the prevention, investigation or prosecution of crime 

 

If Yes, when will the report become unrestricted?                                                    

After Committee Decision     

After Council Decision     

Sometime in the future     

Never     

     

 

Call-in     

 

Is the decision eligible for Call-in?                                                  
Yes  No  

 

 

 

 

 

X  

X 
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1.0 Purpose of Report/Summary of Main Issues 
 

1.1 

 

 

The Committee will recall that, at its meeting on 6th May, it had agreed to defer, for a period 

of one-month, consideration of the above-mentioned report to enable further engagement to 

be undertaken between officers and locally Elected Members in respect of the rental 

agreement. The report, as presented, is set out for Members’ information. Accordingly, the 

Committee is requested to consider the extension or expiry of the current rental agreement 

with Benview Residents Association. 

 

2.0 Recommendation 
 

2.1 That committee considers the extension or expiry of rental agreement with Benview Residents 

Association. 

 

3.0 

 

Main Report 

 

 

 

3.1 

 

 

 

 

 

3.2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.3 

 

 

 

3.4 

 

 

 

 

3.5 

 

 

 

 

Background 

 

Belfast City Council’s Play Service operated from six core centres in 2024 - 2025, 

additionally providing external projects for 18 schools, 8 community outreach programmes 

and one ethnic minority location.  All play service delivery is child centred with all data held 

in compliance with General Data Protection Regulations removing concerns for 

parents/guardians. 

 

Benview Residents Association  

 

Belfast City Council entered into an informal agreement with Benview Residents Association 

(BRA) in 1997.  A formal agreement was put in place on 1st January 2003 for an initial term 

of three years. This agreement has been extended in two-year periods since then. 

The rental agreement to Benview provides Play Service with access to; 

 Storeroom. 

 Outdoor space for a container. 

 Office space Monday to Friday 09:00 to 17:00. 

 Main Hall for activities on Mondays, Tuesday, Thursday from 13:30 to 16:30. 

 

The Play Service pays Benview Residents Association a rental amount of £4,225 for this 

access and locates a Play Team and part-time cleaner in an office. Council is also required 

to pay £800 rent to BRA to provide a short summer scheme in the centre. 

 

Prior to the Covid-19 pandemic, Play Service operated from two Council owned buildings 

and three rental venues. To improve service provision the Play Service began the process 

to locate all staff within Belfast City Council building to ensure a standardised approach to 

staff facilities, programme design and implementation and outreach provision. 

 

This approached has enabled the service to design and deliver targeted programmes 

working closely with local schools, service providers, residents and voluntary groups on the 

most impactful days and times.  This targeted approach has resulted in Play Teams creating 

increased connections with local communities, increasing the overall outputs of the Play 

Service and improving outcomes in line with the Belfast Agenda. 
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3.6 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.7 

 

 

 

 

3.8 

 

 

 

3.9 

 

 

 

 

 

3.10 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.11 

 

 

 

3.12 

 

 

 

 

 

3.13 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Play Service engaged with officers from across the Department to identify under-utilised 

buildings which could be transformed into Play Centres.  In 2022 Play Service agreed 

access to new venues at under-utilised Downshire Hall, Botanic Bowling Pavilion and 

Woodvale Bowling Pavilion. They terminated two of the three historical rental agreements 

and fully re-located two teams to re-purposed buildings with supporting outdoor spaces at 

Downshire Hall and Botanic Bowling Pavilion. 

 

Full daytime access and control of the buildings enables the Play Service to programme 

services in line with local need. Hours delivered and attendance increased by 27% 

(average). The financial resources that were allocated to the rental agreements were re-

invested in direct service delivery.   

 

At the end of 2022, Play Service advised Benview Residents Association that they were 

considering re-locating the team based in Benview to Woodvale Bowling Pavilion in line with 

the new delivery model.   

 

This change enabled the relocation of Belfast City Council staff to both an office and play 

facility within our owned facilities whilst having increasing service provision. The Play 

Service currently provides seven weekly sessions, to other organisations in their facilities, 

where we provide staff free of charge to deliver a wide range of programmes targeted to the 

needs of the children and group. Play  

 

The Play Service recognises that the delivery of their after-school and summer programmes 

is highly appreciated by residents. It also recognises that BRA delivers similar after-school 

and summer scheme services in their building themselves.  At the start of 2024, after 

conversations with BRA, a one-year extension was agreed to provide the organisation with 

sufficient time to identify alternative sources of income or delivery models to suit their 

requirements.  This notice period will expire on 1st July 2025.  

 

The Play Service has relocated its office space and staff to Woodvale Play Centre, has 

made arrangement for removal of the storage container and continues to provide after-

schools programming at Benview three afternoon’s each week. 

 

Belfast City Council would like to continue our work with Benview Residents Association 

where we will continue to deliver an afterschool and summer scheme service to children. 

This service would be in line with our outreach service across the City where we provide 

staff to deliver a high-quality play experience to children with no cost to an organisation or 

charge incurred by Belfast City Council. 

 

The table below illustrates the financial support which Benview Residents Association 

received from Council in 2024 – 2025 and what it will be offered by Council in the 2025 – 

2026 financial year, based on the decision on this report.  

 

Funding 2024 - 2025 2025 – 2026 

incl. rental 

2025 – 2026 

excl. rental 

Community Summer Scheme £2,500 £2,500 £2,500 

Revenue Grant for Community 

Buildings 

£20,623 £41,246 £41,246 
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3.14 

 

 

 

 

 

3.15 

 

 

 

3.16 

Play Service Rental Agreement £4,225 £4,225 £0 

Rent of room for summer 

scheme 

£800 £800 £0 

Total amount £28,148 £48,771 £43,746 

 

 

Belfast City Council has received a request from Benview Residents Association for an 

extension of the current rental agreement for a period of 5 years. Members are asked to 

consider the request with the consideration that the Play Service no longer requires office 

space, outdoor space for a container and does not pay other organisations while delivering 

services at their facilities. 

 

Financial & Resource Implications 

This decision will either continue with a rental agreement or enable improved service delivery 

through re-allocation of resources. 

 

Equality or Good Relations Implications 

There are no equality or good relations implications from the implementation of this decision. 

4.0 Appendices  
 

4.1 None. 
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STRATEGIC POLICY AND RESOURCES COMMITTEE  

 
 
 

Subject: Audit and Risk Panel Annual Report to Strategic Policy and Resources 

Committee including Draft Annual Governance Statement 

Date: 20 June 2025 

Reporting Officer: Claire O’Prey, Head of Audit, Governance and Risk Services (AGRS) 

Contact Officer: Claire O’Prey, Head of Audit, Governance and Risk Services (AGRS) 

 

Restricted Reports     

Is this report restricted? Yes  No  

Please indicate the description, as listed in Schedule 6, of the exempt information by virtue of 
which the council has deemed this report restricted. 

 

Insert number  

 

1. Information relating to any individual 

2. Information likely to reveal the identity of an individual 

3. Information relating to the financial or business affairs of any particular person (including the 
council holding that information) 

4. Information in connection with any labour relations matter 

5. Information in relation to which a claim to legal professional privilege could be maintained 

6. Information showing that the council proposes to (a) to give a notice imposing restrictions on a 
person; or (b) to make an order or direction 

7. Information on any action in relation to the prevention, investigation or prosecution of crime 

If Yes, when will the report become unrestricted?                                                    

After Committee Decision     

After Council Decision     

Sometime in the future     

Never     

 

Call-in     

 
Is the decision eligible for Call-in?                                                  
 

Yes  No  

 

1.0 Purpose of Report or Summary of main Issues 

1.1 

 

The Audit and Risk Panel is constituted as a working group of the Strategic Policy and 

Resources Committee.  The purpose of the Panel is to provide an independent assurance 

X   

 

 

 

 

 

X  
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1.2 

on the adequacy of the Council’s risk management framework and associated control 

environment.  The Panel also oversees the Council’s financial reporting process.   

 

The purpose of this report is to: 

 

 Provide a summary to Committee of the key issues that have been considered and 

discussed by the Panel during the 2024/25 financial year, the assurances received 

and the areas requiring attention.   

 

 Present the Annual Governance Statement for 24/25 for consideration and 

inclusion in the unaudited statement of accounts which will be certified by the 

Chief Finance Officer by 30th June 2025 and then subject to NIAO audit.  The 

Statement has been considered by the Audit and Risk Panel but must be approved 

by the Committee Chair and the Chief Executive. 

 
 Present the updated Raising Concerns policy for approval. 

 

2.0 Recommendations 

2.1 

 

The Members of the Strategic Policy and Resources Committee are asked to: 

 Note the summary of the work of the Panel during 2024/25 as set out at Section 3. 

 Review and approve the draft Annual Governance Statement for 2024/25 at 

Appendix A, and particularly the disclosure of the significant governance issues 

contained in the statement. 

 Approve the updated Raising Concerns policy. 

 Note the minutes of the meeting of the Audit and Risk Panel on 3 June 2025 at 

Appendix B. 

3.0 Main report 

 

 

 

 

 

3.1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Key Issues 

 

Summary of the work of the Audit and Risk Panel in 2024/25 

 

In March 2024 the Panel approved the internal audit strategy and plan for the 2024/25 

year.  The plan was designed to allow AGRS to provide independent assurance over the 

following areas: 

 

 Key financial systems / income generating activity  

 Key programmes / projects 

 Corporate priorities 

 Management of key corporate risks 

 Meeting external grant funding requirements 

 Governance arrangements 
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3.2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.3 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.4 

 

 

 

 

3.5 

 

 

 

 

During 2024/25, the Panel met four times on a hybrid basis.  At these meetings the Panel  

considered progress reports on delivery of audit plan and issues arising from audit activity, 

including the findings, assurance levels and recommendations arising from audit work and 

the progress being made to implement audit recommendations.  It also received regular 

updates on: 

 

 the Council’s financial position, as set out in its financial statements 

 reports from the Council’s external auditors 

 risk management 

 business continuity 

 fraud, financial irregularity and whistleblowing / raising concerns investigations 

 governance related matters 

 financial control 

 health and safety 

 performance management 

 staff attendance. 

 

The key assurances that the Panel received are as follows: 

 

 the Council’s financial statements and annual governance statement, as prepared 

by the Director of Finance and their team; this provided a management assurance 

on the Council’s financial position 

 the audited accounts and the associated external audit annual letters for 2023/24 

(providing an opinion on the accounts) and report to those charged with 

governance (setting out control issues arising from the annual external audit), as 

prepared and presented by the Northern Ireland Audit Office.  This provided an 

external assurance on the Council’s financial position for 2023/24. (The accounts for 

2024/25 are to be prepared by the end of June 2025) 

 the Head of Audit, Governance and Risk Service’s annual assurance statement on 

the adequacy and effectiveness of the Council’s risk management, control and 

governance arrangements, based on the findings of audit work completed 

throughout the year. 

 

The Panel received assurance from the NIAO regarding their performance improvement 

audit and assessment for the Council which resulted in a standard, unqualified opinion 

regarding how the Council has discharged its performance improvement and reporting 

duties.   

 

In terms of the improvement assessment the Panel learned that the LGA had provided an 

opinion, that the Council is likely to discharge its duties in respect of Part 12 of the Act during 

2024-25.   The Panel also received regular reports on the Performance Improvement 

activities. 
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3.7 

 

 

 

 

 

3.8 

 

 

 

3.9 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.10 

 

 

 

 

Where areas for improvement have been identified, these have been reported and 

implementation of agreed recommendations is actively monitored and reported back to 

the Panel.  The Panel has, on occasions, raised issues where either audit reports have 

identified significant issues or progress against recommendations has not been 

satisfactory, with Directors asked, where necessary, to attend the Panel and provide 

further explanation.  The key areas considered during 2024/25 include: 

 

 Internal audits of key areas such as the Belfast Region City Deal (BRCD) Programme 

Management Office, Smart Belfast Urban Innovation Framework, Intelligent Client 

Function for the Planning Portal, Markets, Belfast Waterfront Ulster Hall Ltd / 

Innovation Factory / Visit Belfast, Asset Management Gap Analysis, Belfast Castle / 

Malone House / Zoo, Community Asset Management, Cultural Strategy, External 

Affairs, Communications and Marketing, NI Houses in Multiple Occupation, Dog 

Warden Service, Government Procurement Cards, Police & Community Safety 

Partnerships, Births, Deaths, Marriages & Civil Partnerships, Planning Application 

and Decision Making Process, Corporate Complaints and Payroll – Data Analytics. 

 Audit of the management of the corporate risk for the BRCD Digital Strand. 

 Assurance and advisory work over key programmes including the projects to 

replace the Accounting System, the new HR system, the In-Cab Technology project, 

the Asset Management IT System and the Building Control IT System.  

 

The Audit and Risk Panel have also received updates during the year on the Council’s risk 

management arrangements, including reports on the management of the Council’s key 

corporate risks.   

 

Compliance with the CIPFA Position Statement 

 

The CIPFA publication “Audit Committees: Practical Guidance for Local Authorities and 

Police” dated October 2022 sets out guidance on the function and operation of audit 

committees and represents best practice 

 

Based on the Panels evaluation of its impact and effectiveness and the assessment against 

best practice in March 2024, and given that there have been no significant changes to the 

Panels arrangements during 2024/25, the Panel are compliant with the CIPFA position 

statement with one minor exception regarding how the Panel is appointed.  Council policy 

is based on nomination of one member from each of the main political parties with an 

external member to provide independence and expertise, rather than on members skills. 

 

In May 2025, the NIAO issued published its latest Good Practice Guide – Effective Audit 

and Risk Committees.  This Good Practice Guide supplements the large amount of relevant 

guidance already available and is intended to bring all this guidance into one document to 

be used by all Audit and Risk Assurance Committees within both Central and Local 
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3.11 

 

 

 

3.12 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.13 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.14 

 

 

 

3.15 

 

3.16 

Government in Northern Ireland.  During 25/26, the Panel will complete a self-assessment 

against the new guide. 

 

Annual Governance Statement 

 

At their meeting on 3 June 2025, the Panel considered and agreed the draft Annual 

Governance Statement for the Council for 2024/25 and the significant governance 

issues contained in the statement. 

 

The Annual Governance Statement is an important document, and it is important that the 

Committee is fully aware of its contents. The disclosures in the statement are based upon 

the Council’s corporate risk register and take into consideration the disclosures made by 

Chief Officers in their individual annual assurance statements. The Annual Governance 

Statement also incorporates a summary of the Head of Audit, Governance and Risk 

Service’s annual assurance statement. 

 

Updated Raising Concerns Policy 

 

At their meeting on 3 June 2025, the Audit and Risk Panel received an update on the 

routine review of the Raising Concerns policy.   The review identified some minor 

amendments which have been agreed through the Councils Industrial Relations 

Framework process.  Strategic Policy and Resources committee is asked to review and 

approve the updated Raising Concerns policy (appendix B). 

 

Minutes of the Audit and Risk Panel meeting on 3 June 2025 

 

In line with usual protocol, the minutes of the Audit & Risk Panel meeting are 

presented to Strategic Policy and Resources Committee for approval. 

 

Financial & Resource Implications 

None 

Equality or Good Relations Implications/Rural Needs Assessment 

None 

4.0 Appendices – Documents Attached  

 Appendix A – Draft Annual Governance Statement for 2024/25  

Appendix B – Updated Raising Concerns policy 

Appendix C – Minutes of the meeting of the Audit and Risk Panel on 3 June 2025  
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Annual Governance Statement 2024/2025 
 
The Council’s Annual Governance Statement (AGS) follows the Code of Practice on Local 
Authority Accounting in the UK 2024/25 and comprises the following sections: 

  

 Scope of responsibility 

 The purpose of the governance framework 

 The governance framework    

 Review of effectiveness  

 Update on the significant governance issues that were declared last year 

 Significant governance issues for the year-end 2025 
 
Scope of responsibility 
 
Belfast City Council is responsible for ensuring that its business is conducted in accordance 
with the law and proper standards, that public money is safeguarded and properly 
accounted for, and is used economically, efficiently and effectively.  The Council also has a 
duty under Part 12 of the Local Government Act (Northern Ireland) 2014 to make 
arrangements for continuous improvement in the way in which its functions are exercised, 
having regard to a combination of strategic effectiveness, service quality, service availability, 
fairness, sustainability, efficiency and innovation. 
 
In discharging this overall responsibility, the Council is responsible for putting in place proper 
arrangements for the governance of its affairs and facilitating the effective exercise of its 
functions, which includes arrangements for the management of risk. 
 
The Council has prepared an Annual Governance Statement, which is consistent with the 
principles of the new CIPFA/SOLACE Framework Delivering Good Governance in Local 
Government (2016 edition).   This statement explains how the Council has complied with the 
code and meets the requirements of regulation 4 of the Local Government (Accounts and 
Audit) Regulations (Northern Ireland 2015) in relation to the publication of an annual 
governance statement.   
 
The purpose of the governance framework 
 
The governance framework comprises the systems and processes, and culture and values, by 
which the Council is directed and controlled and the activities through which it accounts to, 
engages with and leads its communities.  It enables the Council to monitor the achievement 
of its strategic objectives and to consider whether those objectives have led to the delivery 
of appropriate services and value for money. 
 
The system of internal control is a significant part of that framework and is designed to 
manage risk to a reasonable level.  It cannot eliminate all risk of failure to achieve policies, 
aims and objectives and can therefore only provide reasonable and not absolute assurance 
of effectiveness.  The system of internal control is based on an ongoing process designed to 
identify and prioritise the risks to the achievement of the Council’s policies, aims and 
objectives, to evaluate the likelihood of those risks being realised and the impact should 
they be realised, and to manage them efficiently, effectively and economically. 
 
The governance framework continues to be in place at Belfast City Council for the year 
ending 31st March 2025 and up to the date of approval of the Annual Governance Statement 
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and statement of accounts.  The following section sets out the key elements of the 
governance framework.  
 
The governance framework    
 
Following the expiration of the Coronavirus Act 2020 (Extension of Provisions Relating to 
Local Authority Meetings) (No. 2) Order (Northern Ireland) 2023 members were required to 
be physically present at Council and Committee meetings from 7th March 2024 in order to 
take part in debates and to vote on any issues which may be raised.  The Local Government 
(Remote Meetings) Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2024 were approved by the NI Assembly 
and became operational from 25 June 2024 which required councils to put in place standing 
orders governing remote attendance at meetings of council.  Belfast City Council approved 
the Supplement to the Standing Orders, Remote Meetings Protocol and Procedure Rules, on 
2nd September 2024.  The first remote meeting under the new legislation was Strategic 
Resources and Policy committee on 20 September 2024. 
 
As working groups and workshops are not decision-making bodies and are not subject to the 
same legislation, these continue to be held as hybrid meetings. 
 
Our committee structure, which is based on the full council and eight standing committees is 
illustrated and described below. 

 
Through the work of committees, our Members oversee the work of the council.   All 
committee decisions need to be ratified by the full council except where committees have 
been granted delegated authority to make decisions. 
 
The full council, which consists of all 60 elected representatives, is the overarching decision-
making body. 
 
The Strategic Policy and Resources Committee is responsible for setting the strategic 
direction of the Council through the development of its corporate plan and other key 
corporate and cross cutting strategies and policies.  It will also ensure effective use of 
resources and value for money for ratepayers and oversee the Council’s relationship with a 
number of key agencies and partners. 
 
The City Growth and Regeneration Committee is responsible for the development and 
implementation of strategies, policies, programmes and projects directed to the 

Council

Strategic Policy 
and Resources 

Committee

City Growth and 
Regeneration 
Committee

People and 
Communities 
Committee

Planning 
Committee

Licensing 
Committee

BWUH Ltd 
Shareholder's 

Committee

Climate and City 
Resilience 

Committee

Standards and 
Business 

Committee
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regeneration and growth of the city in the context of the outcomes agreed in the community 
and corporate plans and other corporate strategy.  
 
The People and Communities Committee is responsible for the development and 
implementation of strategies, policies, programmes and projects aimed at improving life at a 
local level in the context of the outcomes agreed in the community and corporate plans and 
other corporate strategy.  
 
The Planning Committee is responsible for all the Council’s planning functions, except those 
matters, which are delegated to officers or reserved to full Council. 
 
The Licensing Committee is responsible for the consideration of all matters pertaining to 
policy and legislation in relation to licensing issues. 
 
The Belfast Waterfront and Ulster Hall Ltd Shareholders’ Committee is responsible for 
making the decisions required by the Shareholders’ Agreement and ensure that the 
company complies with the contract for the operation of the venues. 
 
The Climate and City Resilience Committee is responsible for political oversight of the 
resilience strategy for Belfast, liaising with Belfast Resilience and Sustainability Board who 
are responsible for monitoring and delivery with the support of Belfast Climate Commission, 
supporting a targeted approach through existing structures to those issues which pose the 
greatest risk to the city, its economy and its people. This includes considering the potential 
implications of climate change for the city of Belfast and for making recommendations to the 
Council on Belfast City Council’s approach to addressing the climate crisis and Council’s role 
and responsibilities at city level. 
 
The terms of reference of the Standards and Business Committee are to: promote, sustain 
and safeguard the conduct of Councillors within the Council; promote a collaborative 
working relationship between senior officers and Members; ensure the probity of all the 
council’s proceedings; and review and improve processes in relation to bringing business 
before the Council, including review of all Notices of Motion, any review of Standing Orders 
and the Council’s Scheme of Delegation. 

 
In addition to the Committees listed in the diagrams above there are 19 Working Groups 
established which include the Audit & Risk Panel and four Area Working Groups.  In addition, 
there is a Party Leaders’ Consultative Forum. 
 
The Audit & Risk Panel provides an independent assurance on the adequacy of the Council’s 
risk management framework and associated control environment.  It provides an 
independent scrutiny of the Council’s financial and non-financial performance, which is 
relied upon by the Council, to the extent that it exposes it to risk and weakens the control 
environment.  The Panel reports to the Strategic Policy and Resources Committee.  The Audit 
& Risk Panel met four times during 2024/25.   
 
The Council’s Code of Governance is based on the seven core principles set out in the 
CIPFA/SOLACE Framework (2016 edition).  How we meet these seven core principles is 
reviewed and updated annually.  A summary of the key elements of our governance 
framework are set out in the following table: 
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Our seven principles of good governance  
 

A: Behaving with integrity  B: Ensuring openness  

   

 Shared values communicated via 
corporate plan, community plan and 
key strategies 

 Codes of conduct for Members and staff 

 PDP / appraisal process for Members & 
staff 

 Gifts and hospitality and conflicts of 
interest policies and registers in place 

 Fraud and Raising Concerns policies  

 Good Relations Unit 

 Equality and Diversity Framework  

 Council constitution, standing orders & 
scheme of delegation 

 Expert professional advice 

 Partners and contractors required to 
comply with relevant policies 

 Achieving Through People Framework  

 Standards and Business Committee 

 Accessibility Statement for the updated 
website 

 Social Value Procurement Policy 

  Council / committee meetings open to the 
public and agendas / minutes on website  

 Belfast Agenda developed via extensive 
consultation and engagement. 

 Corporate plan and annual improvement 
plan are subject to consultation before 
agreement 

 Statement of Community Involvement for 
production of the Local Development Plan 

 Ongoing consultation and engagement 
with staff and trade unions 

 Corporate communications  

 Annual financial report published on the 
BCC website 

 Equality Screening Outcome reports  
available through the BCC website 

 Formal Partnership arrangements with 
GLL, Active Belfast, arc21, BWUH Ltd, Visit 
Belfast, Innovation City Belfast  

 “Your Say” consultation hub  

 Working with Belfast Region City Deal 
partners 

   
C: Defining outcomes   D: Optimising the achievement of outcomes 

   

 Belfast Agenda outlines long term 
economic, social and environmental 
benefits and is refreshed every 4 years 

 Belfast Region City Deal Investment 
Plan 

 Cultural Strategy 

 Corporate plan outlines the annual 
contribution to the Belfast Agenda 

 City Centre Regeneration & Investment 
strategy 

 Physical Investment Programme 

 Grant funding processes 

 Equality Impact Assessments 

  Corporate plan aligned to delivery of 
Belfast Agenda  

 Adoption of the Belfast Local Development 
Plan (LDP) - Plan Strategy 

 Key partner in the Belfast Region City Deal  

 Consultation and engagement processes 

 Strategic financial management and 
reporting framework in place.   

 Performance management framework 

 Regular reports on progress of our 
performance improvement plan to CMT 
and SP&R 

 Risk management strategy & framework  
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E: Developing capacity & capability  F: Finance, performance and risk management 

   

 People Strategy  

 Achieving Through People Framework  

 Benchmarking activity 

 Efficiency programme 

 Regular performance monitoring of the 
delivery of improvement objectives 

 Learning and development policy 

 Health and wellbeing strategy 

 Appraisal scheme in place for Chief 
Officers, Operational Directors / Heads 
of Service and Senior Managers 

 PDPs for officers and Members 

 Member capacity building  / training 

 Continuing Development Programme 
for members 

 Party group briefings 

  Annual Rate Setting process  

 Financial Strategy  

 Compliance with CIPFA Financial 
Management Code  

 Performance management framework 

 Treasury Management Strategy 

 Capital Strategy 

 Risk management strategy 

 Corporate risk management framework 

 Regular reporting of finance, risk and 
performance  

 Audit and Risk Panel  

 Internal audit function / annual internal 
audit strategy and plan in place 

 Recommendations Monitor process 

 Data protection policy and procedures  

 Corporate Fraud Risk Assessment 

 Increased data security controls 
   
G: Transparency, reporting & effective 
accountability 

  

   

 BCC website regularly updated  

 Publication of key reports including the 
annual financial report; annual 
governance statement and; 
performance improvement report  

 Committee support framework to 
approve papers prior to submission to 
Members 

 AGRS (internal audit) annual assurance 
statement within the annual 
governance statement 

 Internal Audit effectiveness annually 
reviewed against relevant internal audit 
standards, with an independent 
external review every five years 

 Internal / external audit 
recommendations followed up as part 
of recommendations monitoring 
process every six months 

 Key governance arrangements in place 
for the Council’s Accountable Body role 
for the Belfast Region City Deal 
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The Chief Executive is the Council’s designated Chief Financial Officer under the Local 
Government Finance Act (Northern Ireland) 2011, responsible for the proper administration 
of the Council's financial affairs. 
 
The Council’s financial management arrangements conform to the governance requirements 
of the CIPFA Statement on the Role of the Chief Financial Officer in Local Government 
(2016). 
 
We have re-assessed our compliance with the principles of the CIPFA Financial Management 
Code and work ongoing to improve compliance in three areas: 
 

 Governance - the City Solicitor and Director of Legal Services is leading on the 
update of the Council’s Scheme of Delegation and Financial Regulations. 

 Integrated Planning – a cross departmental working team is reviewing the current 
financial and corporate planning processes so that Corporate, Departmental and 
Service Plans will be aligned with approved estimates for the start of the 2026/27 
financial year.   

 Investment Planning – the new 8-10 year capital programme should be integrated 
with the annual rate setting process.  

 
The continuing development of the Council’s approach to Medium Term Financial Planning 
will support performance by better alignment of corporate and service plans with financial 
plans. Planning beyond the annual budget will enable Members and senior management to 
protect the financial sustainability of the Council by linking vision and strategy to outcomes. 
 
Having considered all the principles of the CIPFA Code of Practice on Managing the Risk of 
Fraud and Corruption (2014), subject to the implementation of the Corporate Fraud Risk 
Action Plans, the Council has adopted a response that is appropriate for its fraud and 
corruption risks and commits to maintain its vigilance to tackle fraud. 
 
The Council’s arrangements conform to the requirements of the new CIPFA Code of Practice 
for the Governance of Internal Audit in UK Local Government (2025) which apply from 1st 
April 2025. 
 
The CIPFA Statement on the Role of the Head of Internal Audit (2019) outlines the five 
principles that set out the organisation’s responsibilities to ensure the Head of Internal Audit 
(HIA) can operate effectively and perform their core duties.  The Statement also sets out the 
core responsibilities of the HIA along with the personal skills and professional standards 
expected of the HIA.  The Head of Audit, Governance and Risk Services (AGRS), and the 
supporting operational arrangements in place, conform to the five principles set out in the 
CIPFA Statement.  This is demonstrated through a self-assessment exercise undertaken by 
the Head of AGRS.  While the principles state that the HIA should not be responsible for 
preparing the annual governance report, the arrangements within the council, involve AGRS 
co-coordinating the preparation of the Annual Governance Statement which is then 
reviewed and agreed by the Corporate Management Team, Audit Assurance Board and Audit 
and Risk Panel, before being reviewed by Strategic Policy and Resources committee and 
signed by the Chair of Strategic Policy & Resources and the Chief Executive. 
 
The Council reported one breach of personal data to the Information Commissioner’s Office 
(ICO) during 2024/25.  After further investigation, it was confirmed that there was no 
personal data breach, and no further action was taken by the ICO.   
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Review of Effectiveness 
 
The following diagram illustrates the Assurance Framework in place that provides 
information on compliance with the various elements of the Council’s Governance 
Framework, including performance reports, health and safety reports, finance reports, 
external audit reports, internal audit reports and risk management reports.
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Continued effort has been put into developing and implementing the key elements of an assurance 
framework within the Council with the key elements being: 
 
 a process whereby senior managers are required to sign annual assurance statements; 
 a process whereby members of CMT are required to sign quarterly assurance statements; 
 embedding risk management and developing the arrangements for oversight of the 

management of these risks; 
 business planning and related performance reporting arrangements; 
 an Audit and Risk Panel; 
 a professional internal audit function, which has been reviewed for effectiveness against the 

relevant professional standards; and 
 a Health & Safety Assurance Board. 
 
The various in year and year-end reports arising from the Assurance Framework are reviewed and 
approved by the Audit and Risk Panel and Strategic Policy and Resources Committee.  
 
In addition, the review of the effectiveness of the Governance Framework is also informed by: 
 the annual review and update of the Code of Governance; 
 comments or recommendations made by the external auditors during their annual audit; and 
 the Head of Audit Governance and Risk Services (AGRS) annual assurance statement for the 

period ending 2024/25, which gives an opinion on the Council’s risk and control environment. 
 
A Statement by the Head of Internal Audit 
 
As Head of Audit, Governance and Risk Services (AGRS), on the basis of work carried out, I can provide a reasonable 
assurance regarding the adequacy and effectiveness of the Council’s framework of governance, risk management 
and control.   
 
We developed our audit plan in consultation with management to ensure that our audit work was focussed on the 
areas where assurance was most valuable.  Member and management agreement of this plan combined with 
delivery of the majority of this plan signifies members and managers recognition of the importance of receiving 
independent assurance over the council’s risk, control and governance frameworks and provided me with sufficient 
evidence to support my assurance statement.   
 
My opinion is based on completion of audits in the audit plan for 24/25; programme and project assurance and 
advisory work undertaken for a number of fundamental corporate IT projects; other advisory work and; quarterly 
assurance statements from senior management on compliance with risk management and internal control systems. 
 
Specifically, my opinion is based on the following:  
 
Evidence from areas subject to detailed internal audit during 2024/2025, in that AGRS has been able to provide 
positive statements of assurance with the majority of audits falling into the ‘some improvement needed’ category - 
the 2nd tier of assurance in the 4-tier model. 
 
Provision of assurance and advisory work for major programmes and projects including the new accounting system 
which went live on 1 May 2024. 
 
The results of the recommendations monitor exercise completed in February 2025. 
 
The work that was undertaken to support management in their quarterly review and update on the management of 
the corporate risks that could potentially impact on delivery of our corporate plan and priorities. 
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The work that was undertaken to complete the review of the Corporate Fraud Risk Assessments and to support 
management in the development of associated fraud risk mitigation plans. 
 
Quarterly assurances from senior management on the management of key risks and maintenance of internal 
control systems.  
 
The evidence set out in the review of the Council’s Code of Governance and Annual Governance Statement 
regarding the range of key assurance and governance arrangements that the Council has in place to direct / oversee 
its activities.  
 
However, some weaknesses and areas for improvement have been identified through audit work.  These have been 
reported in detail to the Council’s Audit Assurance Board and Audit and Risk Panel during 2024/25 through 
quarterly progress reports.  In addition, I have highlighted, where appropriate, where further action is required to 
implement agreed audit actions.  The key issues I would highlight in this statement are as follows: 
 
AGRS was able to provide positive statements of assurance in the majority of audits completed in 2024/25, however 
one area resulted in `major improvement’ assurance level, relating to Communications, Marketing and External 
Affairs.  It is important that the action plan for this audit is implemented in as timely a manner as possible.   
 
The Asset Management gap analysis reported to the Panel in December 2024, set out improvement actions that 
should enable the Council to manage its substantial asset base in a way that should ensure the maximum 
contribution to delivery of corporate objectives.  It is important that an agreed approach to improving asset 
management is developed and implemented. 
 
The most recent recommendations monitor exercise completed in February 2025, showed a reduction in the 
implementation rate for audit actions.  An analysis into the reasons for this reduction is underway and it is 
important that appropriate action is taken to ensure that there is a robust control environment to support delivery 
of services, programmes and priorities. 
 
Departmental risk management processes were reintroduced during 2024/25, with each Director agreeing the risk 
management framework that was appropriate for their department.  Departmental risk management frameworks 
take account of risk management processes for health and safety, programmes and projects, fraud etc.  I underline 
the importance of Directors ensuring that these risk management frameworks are implemented effectively. 
 
Looking ahead, I highlight the importance of the ongoing development of the council’s approach to medium term 
financial planning and adequate and effective programme management and performance management processes 
to support the delivery of the new corporate plan and priorities for 2025-28.   
 
Limitations – the most recent External Quality Assessment (EQA) of AGRS found strong evidence that AGRS is 
viewed as making a positive contribution to the continuous improvement of governance, risk management and 
internal control in the Council and conforms to the requirements of the Public Sector Internal Audit Standards.  One 

of the recommendations for improvement arising from the EQA was that my annual assurance report should 
highlight the limitations that result from AGRS’ role in supporting the Council’s risk management arrangements.  In 
this regard I highlight that AGRS is responsible for assisting the Director in establishing, maintaining and supporting 
the implementation of the council’s Risk Management Strategy. This places limitations on AGRS’ ability to assess the 
overall effectiveness of the Council’s risk management arrangements.  To manage these limitations and to preserve 
the independence and objectivity of AGRS a number of safeguards have been put in place including resource 
planning to manage boundaries between our advisory and assurance work; self-assessments against best practice 
and periodic external assurance reviews of the councils’ arrangements for risk management. 
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Public Sector Internal Audit Standards 
 
I can confirm that the AGRS Service has conformed to Public Sector Internal Audit Standards during 2024/25.  A 
quality assurance and improvement programme is in place including internal review of work, annual assessment 
against professional standards, quarterly progress and performance reporting to the Assurance Board and Audit & 
Risk Panel.  An external quality assessment of AGRS took place in 2022 and this confirmed the Service’s compliance 
with professional standards.  
 
Looking ahead, as of 1st April 2025 the new Global Internal Audit Standards (GIAS) and the Application Note for the 
Public Sector come into effect and replace the Public Sector Internal Audit Standards (PSIAS).  I have completed an 
initial assessment of AGRS conformance with the new GIAS and I can confirm that AGRS conforms with these 
standards.  
 
Update on the Significant Governance Issues that were declared last year 
 
Four issues were declared last year and two continue to be declared as issues in this year’s 
statement regarding Digital Information Security and the Brexit Implementation Programme for Port 
Health.  The issues relating to Financial Planning and the Black Mountain Shared Space Non-
Compliance Issue are no longer considered to be significant governance issues for the year-end 2025 
and an update on the work that was completed last year to manage these issues is set out below. 
 
Financial Planning 
 
The 5-step strategy was stood down for 2024/25 however, during the year, regular monitoring and 
reporting on actual spend against budget spend, as well as forecast spend against annual budget was 
carried out.  This provided the council with assurance that the financial position of the Council was 
secure. 
 
Contract savings achieved during the 24/25 financial year were incorporated into the 25/26 rate 
setting process, and although the increase in the district rate was above inflation, this was to allow 
for additional growth in services and capital spend and not because of a shortfall in the budget 
position. 
 
This no longer remains a significant issue for 2025/26. 
 
Black Mountain Shared Space Non-Compliance Issue 
 
In 2024-25, the Director of Property and Projects have strengthened and ensured that adequate 
management and control systems are in place to ensure full compliance with all European Union grant 
funding conditions to prevent any reoccurrence of losses from fines. The Director has agreed 
additional management step and controls to be built in for above threshold capital projects funded by 
the Special European Union Programmes Body (SEUPB) or any other European funding source, such 
as: 

 procurement strategy must include a section on the requirement to advertise in the Official 
Journal of the European Union as necessary; 

 prior to commencement of procurement, written approval of the procurement strategy must 
be secured from the funding body as well as the Project Board;  

 the Programme Delivery Manager must confirm to the Portfolio Office that the funding body 
has approved the procurement strategy prior to requesting the commencement of the 
procurement exercise, both for construction professionals and contractors; and  
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 the Portfolio Office to ensure this confirmation has been received before publishing any 
procurement exercise. 

 
Furthermore, the Council has received SEUPB funding for both Belfast Local Community PEACE Action 
Plan and PEACEPLUS Reconnected Belfast which will deliver infrastructure projects and investments 
to local community activities. The Director will ensure that these projects will comply with the set 
funding terms and conditions, and lessons learned on the above governance issue will be considered.  
 
Significant Governance Issues for the year-end 2025 
 
The significant governance issues for the year-end 2025 were identified through review of the risks 
in the Corporate Risk Register and review of the Directors’ Annual Assurance Statements.   
 
The most significant issues for the Council are listed below and relate to two issues which have been 
carried forward from last year:  

1. Digital Information Security / Digital Strategy 
2. Brexit Implementation Programme for Port Health 

 
More information on these significant governance issues is provided on the following pages. 
 

1. Digital Information Security / Digital Strategy 
 
Digital information security continues to be a significant governance issue and is overseen through the 
Council’s risk management processes by the Council’s Corporate Management Team.  Digital Services 
has implemented the following controls to manage and have better visibility of the growing threats in 
this area: 
 
 Completion of penetration tests and vulnerability scans.  
 Completion of Payment Card Industry Data Security Standard attestation.  
 Ongoing delivery of a Security Awareness programme through regular five-minute online training 

modules on a range of issues that pose a cyber risk for our network. 
 Unannounced phishing tests. 
 Public Key Infrastructure to enhance network access control. 
 Always-On Virtual Private Network to ensure all homeworking access is managed through our 

security infrastructure. 
 Mobile device management using Microsoft Intune being rolled out for all new mobile phones. 
 Completion of firewall upgrades. 
 Draft Ransomware incident response playbook. 
 Cloud services access report reviewed by Security Oversight Group. 
 Completion of separate cyber security desktop exercises for response to a ransomware incident 

for Digital Services, critical services and the Corporate Management Team. 
 
The Digital information Security programme will continue to focus on priority areas that are most 
important to enhance the council’s cyber security controls, including: 
 
 Cyber security incident response. 
 Identity management. 
 Cloud strategy. 
 Maturity assessment priorities. 
 
Additional actions to be undertaken to further mitigate this key corporate risk in 2025/26 include: 
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 Carry out a new Cyber Security desktop Exercise. 
 Ongoing Ransomware Playbook development. 
 Managed Security Operations Centre procurement. 
 Carry out NCSC Cyber Assessment Framework self and external assessments. 
 
An internal audit highlighted issues with the management of the corporate risk on the strategic 
approach to the use of data, including future ownership of this risk.  A Data and Analytics Board 
chaired by the Deputy Chief Executive / Strategic Director of Corporate Services has been established 
and has focussed on: 
 
 The development technical infrastructure to support a corporate approach to Data & Analytics.   
 Preparing a pipeline of data and analytics use cases. 
 Developing an AI policy. 
 Developing an Outline Business Case for the implementation of a corporate approach to the 

implementation of an Electronic and Document Records Management system. 
 
Our new Digital Strategy with the vision to make the best use of digital and data to deliver excellent 
public services and inclusive growth in the Belfast City Region is supported through the delivery of a 
digital programme of work.  The main objectives of the Digital Strategy relate to Digital Public Services; 
Information as an Asset; Digital City Innovation and Digital Capability.   
 
ICT capability is an intrinsic pillar of the overall operating model of the Council, and it is important that 
we have the right skills within Digital Services and across the Council. Attracting new talent is proving 
problematic across the service but particularly in specialist areas such as Cyber Security and 
Application Development. In 24-25 Digital Services:  
 
 Established a workforce planning group to review and determine future skills and development 

needs across the service.  
 Focused on successfully recruiting external staff into entry level posts with a view to developing 

staff with the right skills required for the service. 
 Successfully recruited 18 posts including our first apprentice post. 
 
Additional actions are still required due to the high number of vacancies that still exist in the service. 
The following actions are planned to be carried out to mitigate this risk in 25-26 include: 
 
 Carrying out a salary benchmark of the roles in Digital Services. 
 Procuring managed Security Operations Centre services to enhance the cyber security team. 
 Keeping a strong focus on recruitment and retention of staff. 
 
 

2. Brexit Implementation Programme for Port Health 
 
Engagement has continued at strategic and operational levels with partners including Food 
Standards Agency (FSA), Department of Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs (DAERA) and 
Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA) across all key strands of work to 
implement the changes, processes, systems and facilities required for delivery of the Council’s Port 
Health statutory functions, including delivery of the Windsor Framework. This has included: 
 
 Funding model: The Council has continued to advocate for a longer-term funding model for the 

provision of Port Health services. A further one-year funding arrangement is planned for 
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2025/26 however we are aware that a further four-year funding package is under 
consideration. It remains unclear when or if this will be confirmed. There is also no confirmation 
from Government whether fees and charges for checks / inspections will form part of the 
longer-term funding model. 

 New Sanitary and Phytosanitary Inspection (SPS) inspection facility at Belfast Port: The Council 
has participated in the DEFRA SPS Facilities Board and Steering Groups which leads on 
construction and Go Live planning for operationalisation of the new inspection facilities in July 
2025. The Council has developed its own Go Live plan in consultation with partners for 
transition to the new facility. This will be further developed as Standard Operating Procedures; 
risk assessments and detailed timelines are confirmed by DEFRA. 

 IT systems: The Council has worked closely with DAERA and other Councils to enhance the 
DAERA IT systems provided to Council to streamline the process for recording of checks and 
inspections, and to move towards a more efficient one system approach which will be required 
when these services are co-located on the new inspection facility site. This work will continue in 
2025/26. 

 Staffing: A number of recruitment exercises have been completed in 2024/25 which has 
reduced the number of vacancies within the teams. However, challenges remain in securing 
sufficient Environmental Health Officers and a small number of vacant posts remain. Going 
forward, there remains uncertainty over future trade volumes which may be impacted further 
by introduction of latter phases of the Windsor Framework arrangements, and this may impact 
future resourcing requirements for the service. It is anticipated that further review will be 
required in the future to confirm the longer-term staffing requirements and structures. 

 
In 2025/26, this remains a significant governance issue for the Council due to lack of clarity regarding 
future funding models, trade volumes and resourcing requirements particularly in the context of the  
announcement in May 2025 relating to the UK and EU discussions regarding a future sanitary and 
phytosanitary (SPS) agreement. The move to a new inspection facility in summer of 2025 also poses 
risks to the Councils service delivery as it relies on effective staff resourcing, traffic management and 
operations management by the operator (DAERA), together with efficient service delivery by users 
(including Belfast City Council’s Port Health service). 
 
In each of these areas the Council will continue to engage with partners to: 
 
 Advocate for a longer-term funding model. 
 Ensure plans for transition to the new inspection facility are robust and effectively implemented 

in Summer 2025. 
 Transition to the newly developed IT systems to improve joint working. 
 Undertake recruitment campaigns to fill priority vacant posts. 
 Following the announcement in May 2025 arising from UK and EU discussions, as more 

information becomes known, assess the impact of the future SPS agreement on Port Health 
arrangements. 

 
 
Signed: ………………………………………………………………………………. 
Chair Strategic Policy and Resources Committee 
 
Signed: ………………………………………………………………………………. 
Chief Executive Officer 
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RAISING CONCERNS POLICY1 
 
 

1. Contents        

 
This policy document includes the following sections: 
 

 Introduction (section 2) 

 Aims of this policy (section 3) 

 Types of concerns covered by this Policy (section 4) 

 Raising Concerns: General (section 5) 

 Raising Concerns: Our Workers (section 6) 

 Raising Concerns: Others (section 7) 

 Handling Concerns Raised (section 8) 

 If you are the Subject of a Concern Raised (section 9) 

 How to Contact Us (section 10) 

 Outcomes (section 11) 

 Summary of Roles and Responsibilities (section 12) 

 Policy Control (section 13) 

 Appendix: Routemap 
 
 

2. Introduction 

 
Raising a concern in the public interest is the action of telling someone in authority, either 
internally and/or externally, for example regulators, about wrongdoing, risk or malpractice.2   
 
As regards terminology used ‘whistleblowing’, ‘raising a concern’ or ‘speaking up’ generally 
refer to the same thing.  In line with NI Audit Office guidance, this policy refers to raising 
concerns.   
 
Why is a policy for Raising Concerns needed?  All organisations face the risk of things going 
wrong from time to time, or of unknowingly harbouring illegal or unethical conduct. A culture 
of openness and accountability is essential in order to prevent such situations occurring and 
to address them when they do occur.   
 
The Northern Ireland Audit Office’s (NIAO) ‘Raising Concerns: A Good Practice Guide’ sets out 
the benefits to an organisation of encouraging the raising of concerns, including: 
 

 Identifying wrongdoing as early as possible, 

 Exposing weak or flawed processes and procedures which make the organisation 
vulnerable to loss, criticism or legal action, 

                                                 
1 This policy does not form part of any contract of employment and BCC may amend it at any time. 
2 Raising Concerns: A good practice guide for the Northern Ireland public sector, NIAO June 2020 
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 Ensuring critical information gets to the right people who can deal with the concerns, 

 Avoiding financial loss and inefficiency, 

 Maintaining a positive corporate reputation, 

 Reducing risks to the environment or the health or safety of workers or the wider 
community, 

 Improving accountability, and 

 Deterring workers from engaging in improper conduct. 
 
Who can raise a concern? 
 
A concern may be raised by someone internal to the council, such as a worker3 or by 
someone external, such as a member of the public.  In developing this policy, the council 
recognises the need for an open and honest culture where our workers and others have clear 
information on how to raise concerns that are in the wider public interest and are 
encouraged to do so in the knowledge that they will be listened to and treated with respect. 
 
If an Elected Member has concerns regarding wrongdoing, risk or malpractice, they are 
advised to refer to the Northern Ireland Code of Conduct for Councillors, or to seek the advice 
of the council’s Legal Services section. 
 
 

3. Aims of this Policy    

 
Belfast City Council is committed to the highest possible standards of openness, probity and 
accountability.  In line with this commitment, we want our workers and others that we deal 
with who have serious concerns about any aspect of the council’s work to come forward and 
voice those concerns.  This policy aims to: 

 

 Make you feel confident to raise concerns within the council, as soon as possible, rather 
than overlooking a problem or raising the concern externally, 

 Give you avenues to raise concerns and receive feedback, 

 Inform you how to take the matter further if you are dissatisfied with our response, and 

 Reassure our workers that, in line with legislation, you will be protected from reprisals or 
victimisation for raising concerns that you reasonably believe to be true and in the public 
interest.  

 
 

4. Types of Concerns Covered by this Policy 
 

The nature of the issue being raised will determine whether it is a concern, a grievance or a 
complaint, and subsequently the appropriate policy under which it should be addressed. 
 
Raising a concern is where an individual discloses information about suspected danger, 
wrongdoing or illegality that is in the public interest (i.e. that affects others).  The individual 
raising the concern is usually not personally affected by the danger, wrongdoing or illegality.  
Consequently, they rarely have a personal interest in the outcome of the enquiries or 
investigation into their concern – they are simply trying to alert others.   

                                                 
3 Worker, as defined in legislation, includes staff and may also include agency assignees, volunteers, 
consultants, those on secondment and contractors. 
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The types of concerns covered by this policy include those matters that we, as a council, are 
the ‘prescribed’4 person for.  Prescribed persons are responsible for the investigation of 
concerns that fall under their jurisdiction and protecting those raising concerns and their 
interests. For the council, these are: 
 

 Matters which may affect the health or safety of any individual at work, 

 Matters which may affect the health or safety of any member of the public, arising out of 
or in connection with the activities of persons at work, 

 Compliance with the requirements of consumer protection legislation, and  

 Compliance with the requirements of food safety legislation. 
 
In addition, other types of concerns covered by this policy include, but are not restricted to: 
 

 Risk to children and / or vulnerable adults, 

 Conduct which is a criminal offence, 

 Abuse of public funds, 

 Potential fraud (see also the council’s fraud and bribery policy statement for more 
details), 

 A breach of the employee Code of Conduct, and  

 Conduct likely to damage the council’s reputation. 
 
Personal grievances or dissatisfaction in respect of employment issues are not considered to 
be within the scope of this policy unless a particular case is in the public interest.  These types 
of issues should be raised in line with our Disciplinary and Grievance Procedure.  Examples of 
misconduct issues are set out under Appendix 2 of the procedure. 
 
Complaints are not within the scope of this policy.  Raising a concern is very different to 
making a complaint.  Complaints should be made in line with our Complaints Handling 
Procedure which defines a complaint as ‘an expression of dissatisfaction by one or more 
members of the public about our action or lack of action, or about the standard of service 
provided by us or on our behalf.’  Examples of types of complaints are set out in the 
procedure. 
 
The Routemap in the Appendix shows the relationship between these policies.  In addition, 
any concerns raised in relation to safeguarding or modern slavery, will be handled in line 
with the related council policy. 
 
False Allegations 
 
Although you are not expected to prove the truth of a disclosure, you will need to 
demonstrate that you have a reasonable belief that the concern is made in the public interest 
and that there is evidence of some malpractice.   
 
If you raise a concern that you reasonably believe to be true which is subsequently not 
confirmed by initial enquiries or investigation, no action will be taken against you.  
 

                                                 
4 As set out in the Public Interest Disclosure (Prescribed Persons) Order (Northern Ireland) 1999.  In 
addition, from December 2022, the Office for Environmental Protection is the prescribed body for 
raising concerns on matters relating to failures of public authorities to comply with environmental law. 
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However, to ensure the protection of all of our workers, those workers who raise a concern 
frivolously, maliciously or for personal gain and / or make an allegation that they do not 
reasonably believe to be true and not made in the public interest may be subject to 
disciplinary action.   
 
 

5. Raising Concerns: General 

 
Concerns can be raised in a number of ways, including in person or in writing, providing as 
much detail as possible.  The background and history of the concern, giving names, dates and 
places where possible should be set out and the reason why you are particularly concerned 
about the situation.  You should highlight if you wish to raise the matter under the council’s 
Raising Concerns policy. 
 
All concerns raised, regardless of their origin, will be subject to the same process as set out in 
Section 8: Handling Concerns Raised. 

Raising Concerns Champion 

The council’s Raising Concerns Champion is available for advice and guidance, either prior to 
formally raising a concern or at any stage during the process.  The Raising Concerns Champion 
has a detailed knowledge of raising concerns and can provide advice to management, our 
workers, or any individual external to the council.  Contact details can be found here. 
 
Openness, confidentiality and anonymity 
 
In most cases the best way to raise a concern is to do so openly. By making their identity 
known, those raising concerns are more likely to secure a positive outcome. Openness makes 
it easier for us to address the issue, work out how to investigate the matter, understand the 
reasons for concern, get more information and report back on the outcome of preliminary 
enquiries / any investigation undertaken.  This policy encourages you to put your name to 
your concern.   
 
We recognise that there may be circumstances when you would prefer to speak to someone 
in confidence first.  If this is the case, please state this at the outset.  Confidentiality will only 
be breached if required by law and, where possible, we will gain your consent prior to 
undertaking any action that could identify you. 
 
Concerns expressed anonymously are much less powerful as proper investigation may be 
impeded.  Whist we will accept anonymous concerns and commit to giving them due 
consideration, we would ask anyone thinking of making a disclosure to consider the following 
points:  
 

 Detailed investigations may be more difficult, or even impossible, to progress if you 
choose to remain anonymous and cannot be contacted for further information, 

 The information and documentation you provide may not be easily understood and may 
need clarification or further explanation, 

 There is a chance the documents provided may reveal your identity, 

 It may not be possible to remain anonymous throughout an in-depth investigation, 

 It will not be possible to provide details of the outcome of any investigation to you if your 
disclosure is anonymous, and 
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 Statutory protection for a council worker is easier to obtain if a concern is raised openly. 
If a concern is raised anonymously, it may not be possible to afford protection.  
Furthermore, it may be difficult to demonstrate to a tribunal that any detriment you have 
suffered is as a result of raising a concern. 
 

We will make every effort to preserve your anonymity if you so wish. Please be aware that 
the investigation process may inadvertently reveal the source of the information and a 
statement from you may be required as part of the evidence.   
 
Data Protection Act and General Data Protection Regulations 
 
Concerns raised will be treated in the strictest confidence and all personal data held securely 
in line with the requirements of the Data Protection Act and the General Data Protection 
Regulations (GDPR). 
 
Information obtained during initial enquiries or subsequent investigation will be maintained 
securely and confidentially so as not to prejudice future investigations. 
 
 

6. Raising Concerns: Our Workers 

 
The importance of the Raising Concerns policy is explicitly covered in our Code of Conduct for 
Belfast City Council Employees.  Our workers are often best placed to identify deficiencies 
and problems before any damage is done, so the importance of their role as the ‘eyes and 
ears’ of organisations cannot be overstated.  Our Raising Concerns policy provides our 
workers with an opportunity to raise serious, genuine concerns rather than overlooking the 
problem or raising the concern externally.   
 
Safeguards 
 
The Public Interest Disclosure (NI) Order 1998 (amended in October 2017) defines an 
individual raising a concern as a “worker”, that is, someone inside the organisation. This 
policy therefore applies to Belfast City Council staff and may also include agency assignees, 
volunteers, consultants, those on secondment and contractors while they are engaged in 
carrying out duties for the Council.  
 
The Order offers protection to ‘workers’ who disclose serious concerns made in the public 
interest.  In accordance with this legislation workers must not suffer any detrimental 
treatment as a result of raising a concern.  Detrimental treatment includes dismissal, 
disciplinary action, threats, withholding a pay rise, objecting to a promotion, not giving 
training or any other unfavourable treatment connected with raising a concern.   
 
The council will fulfil its responsibility to ensure that you are NOT harassed, victimised or 
otherwise disadvantaged when you raise a concern.  We will take appropriate action 
including the application of the disciplinary and grievance procedure to protect a worker who 
raises a concern that they reasonably believe to be true and in the public interest.  If you 
believe you have suffered any such treatment, you should inform one of the named officers 
in Section 10: How to Contact Us immediately.  If it is not remedied, you should raise it 
formally using our Disciplinary and Grievance Procedure.   
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If a worker is already the subject of disciplinary or redundancy procedures, these HR 
procedures will not be halted as a result of their raising a concern. 
 
We trust that our workers will feel able to raise their concerns openly under this policy, 
however we recognise that some may want to raise their concerns confidentially (and 
anonymously). This policy document makes it clear that you can raise any concerns you have 
without fear of victimisation, subsequent discrimination or disadvantage.  
 
How to raise a concern 
 
If you have a concern about a risk, malpractice or wrongdoing at work, we hope that you will 
feel able to raise the matter first with your immediate line manager, Director or Business 
Support Manager.  Section 10: How to Contact Us sets out a number of alternative options to 
raise your concerns.  Alternatively, you can raise concerns through your trade union.  
 
We recognise that the decision to raise a concern can be a difficult one to make but in 
uncovering malpractice you will be doing a service to the council, our ratepayers and 
members of the public.  The earlier you express the concern the easier it will be to take 
action. 
 
Contractors 
 
As a first step, if you are a contractor, you should normally raise concerns with your manager, 
who should inform the most senior council officer who is dealing with the particular contract.  
If you do not have a manager, you should raise your concerns directly with the most senior 
council officer who is dealing with the contract.  If you believe that your manager or the most 
senior council officer who is dealing with the contract is involved, you should approach one of 
the named officers set out in Section 10: How to Contact Us. 
 
All concerns are handled in the same way as set out in Section 8: Handling Concerns Raised.  If 
the concern relates to fraud, bribery or financial impropriety it will be referred to the Head of 
Audit, Governance and Risk Services. 

 
 

7. Raising Concerns: Others 

 
Anyone external to the council can raise the same types of concerns as a worker.  
As highlighted in the NIAO’s good practice guide, it is the issue being raised that is 
important, not the person raising it.  While the Public Interest Disclosure (NI) Order 1998 
does not extend protection to members of the public who raise concerns, the council will 
endeavour, as far as possible, to apply the same principles to these concerns.   
 
Information on how to raise a concern, whether that be in writing, verbally or in person, is 
available on our website.  These options are also set out in this policy at Section 10: How to 
Contact Us.   
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8. Handling Concerns Raised 

 
What should I expect from the Council when I raise a concern? 
 
If you raise a concern the council will (so long as you have not submitted your concern 
anonymously): 
 

 Formally respond to your concern within seven days of receipt. You will receive a written 
response acknowledging that the concern has been received and indicating how we 
propose to deal with the matter, 

 Offer you the opportunity to meet to discuss the issue, 

 Take steps to ensure that you have appropriate support and advice, 

 Agree a timetable for feedback. If this cannot be adhered to, we will let you know, 

 Provide you with feedback to demonstrate that the concern has been appropriately 
considered and addressed, and 

 In the case of our workers, take appropriate and timely action against anyone who 
victimises you. 
 

The council has arrangements in place around how concerns should be handled. This includes 
guidance and procedures for helping to preserve confidentiality and the integrity of evidence 
as well as undertaking preliminary enquiries, conducting investigations and reporting on the 
outcome of these investigations.  We will respect your confidentiality where this has been 
requested.  Confidentiality will not be breached unless required by law and we will consult 
with you prior to any action that could identify you. 
 
Receipt of concerns raised 
 
It is essential that anyone who raises a concern is supported and, as such, managers who 
receive disclosures should: 
 

 Have a positive and supportive attitude towards the individual raising a concern, 

 Record as much detail as possible about the concern being raised and agree this record 
with the individual, 

 Be aware of the process following the raising of the concern and explain this to the 
individual, 

 Make sure the person raising the concern knows what to expect, for example feedback in 
relation to their concern, 

 Assure the individual their confidentiality will be protected as far as possible,  

 Make no promises and manage the expectations of the individual, 

 In the case of one of our workers raising a concern, make clear that the organisation will 
not tolerate harassment of anyone raising a genuine concern and ask the individual to let 
you know if this happens, 

 Refer the individual to available sources of support and advice, for example to Protect, a 
trade union or a professional association, 
Pass the information as quickly as possible to the council’s Head of Audit, Governance 
and Risk Services (AGRS) or the Raising Concerns Champion who will log the case and 
consider the best way in which to respond (see below).   
 

Cases will be carefully logged by the Raising Concern Champion in Audit, Governance and Risk 
Services to enable the investigation’s progress to be monitored in a way that, where 
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requested, safeguards the identity of the individual raising the concern.  The Raising Concerns 
champion will refer the concern to the appropriate person for initial enquiries. 
 
Initial Enquiries 
 
In order to protect individuals and the council, initial enquiries will be made by the 
appropriate person(s) to decide whether an investigation is appropriate and, if so, what form 
it should take.  Concerns or allegations which fall within the scope of other existing 
procedures will normally be referred for consideration under these procedures.  It may not be 
necessary to carry out a formal investigation in every case. The action taken by the council 
will depend on the nature of the concern.  There may be a range of possibilities, depending 
on the nature of each case, for example: 
 

 Explaining the context of an issue to the person raising the concern may be enough to 
alleviate their concerns, 

 Minor concerns may be dealt with straight away by line management, 

 A review by Audit, Governance and Risk Services as part of planned audit work might be 
sufficient to address the issue, for example, through a change to the control environment, 

 There may be a role for the Northern Ireland Audit Office (NIAO) in addressing the 
concerns raised and either providing assurance or recommending changes to working 
practices, 

 The matters raised may require a detailed internal investigation, or 

 In some instances, concerns raised will be referred directly to the police or other 
statutory agencies. 
 

The course of action will normally be agreed by Audit, Governance and Risk Services, 
Corporate Human Resources and Legal Services in consultation with senior departmental 
management, as appropriate.  Audit, Governance and Risk Services will, in consultation, with 
these services, agree the approach to be taken and the appointment of officers to undertake 
a detailed investigation where this is required.   
 
Detailed investigation 
 
During any investigation, the amount of contact between you and the investigating officer 
considering the issues will depend on the nature of the matters raised, the potential 
difficulties involved and the clarity of the information provided.  If necessary, the 
investigating officer will seek further information from you.  Where any meeting is arranged, 
this can be off-site if you so wish and you can be accompanied by a trade union 
representative, a colleague or friend. We will take down a written summary of your concern 
and provide you with a copy after the meeting. We will also aim to give you an indication of 
how we propose to deal with the matter. 
 
After the Investigation  
 
The council accepts that you may wish to be assured that the concern you have raised has been 
properly considered and appropriately addressed.  Feedback will be as set out in Section 11: 
Outcomes. 
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Governance, Oversight and Monitoring 
 
AGRS will liaise with the investigating officer(s) regarding progress updates; to support the 
oversight, governance and reporting processes and, to provide advice and assistance where 
appropriate. 
 
AGRS will provide a high level update quarterly to the Audit Assurance Board and Audit & Risk 
Panel on the progress of ongoing investigations.  An annual report will also be provided on  
cases handled in the year. 
 
 

9. If you are the Subject of a Concern Raised 

 
If you are the subject of a concern raised, we will endeavour to inform you as soon as is 
practically possible.  There are occasions when it may be necessary for initial enquiries to be 
undertaken first.  In addition, where the concern raised is potentially serious in nature, the 
council may initially seek to validate the concern raised though observation, enquiry and / or 
liaison with the Police.  Following these initial enquiries, you will then be informed of the 
allegations made and you will be given an opportunity to provide an explanation.  We will 
apply the same considerations of confidentiality to the worker at the centre of the concern 
raised, as far as appropriate.   
 
If following explanation and, if necessary, further investigation, there is no evidence to 
suggest misconduct, the matter will not be referred for disciplinary action.  However, if there 
is evidence of potential misconduct there is a possibility that the council’s Disciplinary and 
Grievance Procedure may be invoked to further investigate the matter. 
 
 

10. How to contact us 

There are several ways concerns can be communicated to the council.  The options are set 
out below.   

Option 1 – Raise your concern with management 
 
We hope that our workers will feel able to raise the matter first with their immediate line 
manager, Director or Business Support Manager. Concerns can be raised verbally or in 
writing.   
 
Option 2- Raise your concern by email 
 
Concerns can be raised using the council’s dedicated Raising Concerns mailbox, managed 
confidentially by the council’s Audit, Governance & Risk Services.   
 
Email: raisingconcerns@belfastcity.gov.uk 
 
Option 3 – Raise your concern in writing or by telephone 
 
Concerns can be raised in writing, by telephone or in person with the following officers: 
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 Raising Concerns Champion - Liam Mulholland, AGRS Manager and Cathy Haughey, 
Principal Auditor 

  
These officers can be contacted at: 
 
Corporate Services 
9-21 Adelaide Street 
Belfast BT2 8DJ  
 
Tel. council switchboard on 028 90320202.  
 
Option 4 - Raise your concern with senior, designated officers 
 
If you feel unable to raise the matter with management or the Raising Concerns Champions, 
you should raise it with one of the following people: 
 

 Chief Executive 

 Deputy Chief Executive and Strategic Director of Corporate Services 

 Director of Human Resources  

 City Solicitor and Director of Legal and Civic Services 

 Head of Audit, Governance and Risk Services  
 
These senior, designated officers can be contacted via the council switchboard on 028 
90320202. 
 
Option 5 - Raise your concern with a regulator 
 
We hope that this policy gives you the reassurance to raise a concern internally.  However, it 
is also recognised that there may be circumstances where you may wish to report a concern 
to an outside body, such as a regulator.  You can seek independent advice from an 
experienced organisation before doing this.  Protect is an independent, charitable 
organisation that runs a free, confidential whistleblowing advice line.  The number is 020 
3117 2520 or you can contact them online via their website www.protect-advice.org.uk   
 
In addition you may wish to report the concern to the Local Government Auditor (including 
the NIAO), who has been prescribed as a person to whom protected disclosures can be made 
under the Public Interest Disclosure (NI) Order 1998 in relation to the proper conduct of 
public business, value for money, fraud and corruption in relation to the provision of centrally 
funded public services and health service bodies.  More information can be obtained from the 
Northern Ireland Audit Office (NIAO) on 028 9025 1062 or 028 90251000 or email 
raisingconcerns@niauditoffice.gov.uk 
 
 

11. Outcomes 

 
The council accepts that you may wish to be assured that the concern you have raised has 
been properly considered and appropriately addressed.  Subject to legal constraints, we will 
inform you of the outcome of any enquiries / investigation undertaken. 
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The response will be issued by AGRS, who will consult with the investigating officer(s), 
relevant Departmental Business Manager, Departmental Human Resources, Corporate 
Human Resources and Legal Services, where appropriate.  
 
If you are not satisfied with the outcome, you can write to the Chief Executive and ask for the 
investigation and outcome to be reviewed. If you remain dissatisfied and you feel it is right to 
take the matter outside this process, the following are possible contact points: 
 

 NI Commissioner for Complaints, 

 Northern Ireland Audit Office (the Local Government Auditor), 

 Relevant professional bodies or regulatory organisations, 

 Your solicitor or 

 The police. 
 
Workers can rely on their rights under the Public Interest Disclosure (NI) Order 1998 
(amended in October 2017).  The Order gives you protection from victimisation if you make 
certain disclosures of information in the public interest. The provisions are quite complex and 
include a list of prescribed people outside of the council who can be contacted in certain 
circumstances.  You should seek advice from your solicitor, your local Citizens Advice Bureau, 
the Ombudsman or Protect on the effect of the Order.  
 
If you take the matter outside the council, you should make sure that you do not disclose 
confidential information.  In order to make sure that you do not make any such disclosures 
you may want to check the position with the council’s Legal Services section.  
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12. Summary of Roles and Responsibilities 

Members 
 

Leadership, approve policy, receive and consider high level 
progress updates at the Audit & Risk Panel on concerns raised (as 
appropriate). 
 

Chief Executive, Deputy Chief 
Executive and Strategic 
Director of Corporate 
Services, City Solicitor and 
Director of Legal and Civic 
Services, Director of Human 
Resources, Head of AGRS 

 

Potential contact points for those individuals raising concerns   
 

Deputy Chief Executive and 
Strategic Director of 
Corporate Services, 

Responsible for policy ownership and implementation. 

Departmental management 
 

Management should ensure that their workers are aware of 
relevant council policies and procedures and ensure they are 
complied with. 
 
Management should be aware of what to do if someone raises a 
concern with them. (Refer to Section 8: Handling Concerns Raised)  
This includes notifying AGRS / Raising Concern Champion as soon 
as a concern has been raised, prior to any initial enquiries being 
undertaken. 
 
Managers may be asked, where appropriate, to undertake 
enquiries / investigations including liaising with the individual 
raising the concern, where possible. 
 
Business Support Managers will, where appropriate, be consulted 
on the investigation of concerns raised and will, where 
appropriate, keep senior departmental management and AGRS 
informed of the progress of investigations. 
 

Our Workers 
 

Worker, as defined in legislation, includes staff and may also 
include agency assignees, volunteers, consultants, those on 
secondment and contractors. 
 
Our workers should ensure they comply with relevant council 
policies and procedures. 
 
Our workers should be aware of what to do if someone raises a 
concern with them. (Refer to Section 8: Handling Concerns Raised) 
 

Audit, Governance and Risk 
Services 
 

Nominated officers in AGRS will undertake the role of the Raising 
Concern Champion. 
 
AGRS will undertake or provide advice and assistance to 
management in undertaking investigations. 
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Provide the framework for the management of all concerns raised 
and the related investigations. 
 
Supporting the Deputy Chief Executive and Strategic Director of 
Corporate Services with policy maintenance and communication. 
 
Supporting the governance, oversight and monitoring processes. 
 
Ensuring staff awareness and training on the Raising Concerns 
policy is adequate for their specific needs, that is, workers, line 
managers, senior managers and Members. 
 

Raising Concerns Champion Potential contact point for those individuals raising concerns and 
available for advice and guidance, either prior to formally raising a 
concern or at any stage during the process.   
 
Will understand the types of public interest concerns the council 
can consider and redirect concerns where necessary to the 
appropriate body. 
 
Log concerns and ensure they are directed within the council to 
the most appropriate person for proper consideration and 
appropriate action, in liaison with Corporate Human Resources, 
Legal Services and senior departmental management, as 
appropriate. 
 
Liaise on an ongoing basis with those in the organisation handling 
concerns, to ensure progress is made and that appropriate 
feedback is provided to those raising the concerns. 
 
Where necessary, escalate concerns higher up the organisation. 
 
Raise awareness of the policy and the related roles and 
responsibilities across the organisation. 
 

External Audit – NI Audit 
Office 
 

Local government auditors have been prescribed as persons to 
whom protected disclosures can be made under the Public Interest 
Disclosure (NI) Order 1998 in relation to the proper conduct of 
public business, value for money, fraud and corruption in relation 
to the provision of centrally funded public services and health 
service bodies. More information can be obtained from the 
Northern Ireland Audit Office (NIAO) on 028 9025 1102 or 02890 
251000 or email raisingconcerns@niauditoffice.gov.uk 
 

Departmental HR, Corporate 
HR and Legal Services 

Provision of specialist advice on investigations as well as potential 
disciplinary and or criminal matters. 
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13. Policy Control   

Policy or template title Raising Concerns Policy (formerly Whistleblowing) 

Document version Updated April 2025 

Departmental ownership Corporate Services  

Document owner Deputy Chief Executive and Strategic Director of Corporate 
Services 

Officer responsible or document 
authority 

Claire O’Prey, Head of Audit, Governance and Risk Services 
(AGRS) 

Date of approval  TBC (Prev Full Council January 2023) 

Date of last review April 2024 

Date of last update  

Updated by Liam Mulholland, AGRS Manager 

Date of next review April 2026 

Approval details Audit Assurance Board / Audit & Risk Panel / Full Council 

Locations of where document is 
held and referenced 

AGRS / Interlink  

Intended audience  Communication process 

Workers  Intercom, Interlink, and departmental briefings. 

Elected members Audit & Risk Panel training and reports, Member briefings 

Contractors BCC website, contract documents 

Members of the public BCC website 
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Appendix  Routemap        

 
The table below provides an overview of the relationship between the following council 
policies / procedures – Complaints Handling Procedure, Fraud and Bribery, Raising Concerns 
and the Disciplinary & Grievance procedures.  Note that only workers are protected by 
legislation.  More detail is provided in each policy. 
 
 

Issue 
 

Policy / Procedure 

Service complaint, including anonymous 
complaint? 
 

Complaints Handling Procedure 

Allegation of fraud or financial impropriety? 
 

Fraud & Bribery Policy 

Danger, wrongdoing or illegality that affects 
others, including anonymous complaints? 
 

Raising Concerns Policy 

Concern, problem or complaint relating to 
you and your employment? 
 

Disciplinary and Grievance Procedures 

Alleged employee misconduct? 
 

Disciplinary and Grievance Procedures 

Alleged criminal misconduct? 
 

Procedure on Criminal Misconduct 

Concern relating to council’s prescribed 
activities? 
(Refer to section 4 above) 
 

Referral to City Protection Services 

Concern relating to safeguarding? 
 

Safeguarding Policy 
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Audit and Risk Panel 

 
Tuesday, 3rd June, 2025 

 
MEETING OF AUDIT AND RISK PANEL 

 
 
 Members present: Councillor R. McLaughlin (Chairperson);   
  Alderman Rodgers,  
  Councillors Hanvey, Groogan and McKeown; and  

Mr. D. Wilson (External Member). 
 
 In attendance: Ms. N. Largey, City Solicitor/Director of Legal and  
     Civic Services; 
  Ms. C. Sheridan, Director of Human Resources; 
  Mr. T. Wallace, Director of Finance; 
  Ms. C. O’Prey, Head of Audit, Governance and Risk 

  Services; 
Mr. M. Whitmore, Audit, Governance and Risk  
  Services Manager; 
Mr. L. Mulholland, Audit, Governance and Risk  
  Services Manager; 
Ms. E. Eaton, Corporate Health and Safety Manager;  
   and 
Ms. C. Donnelly, Committee Services Officer. 

 
          Also attended:   Mr. D. Campbell, Northern Ireland Audit Office. 
   

 
Election of Chairperson 

 
 Moved by Councillor McLaughlin 
 Seconded by Councillor Hanvey, and 
 
  Resolved – “That Councillor McLaughlin be elected to serve as Chairperson for 
the Audit and Risk Panel until the date of the Annual Council Meeting in 2026.” 

 
Apologies 

 
 No apologies for inability to attend were reported.  
 

Minutes 
 

 The minutes of the meeting of 4th March, 2025, were approved by the Panel. 
 

Declarations of Interest 
 
 No declarations of interest were reported. 
  

Page 161



 
Audit and Risk Panel, 

Tuesday, 3rd June, 2025 
 
 
 

 
2 
 
 

 
Absence Rates Y/E March 2025 

 
 The Director of Human Resources provided the Panel with an overview of 
the following report: 
 

1.0 Purpose of Report or Summary of Main Issues 
 
1.1 The purpose of this report is to inform the Audit Panel 

of the Council’s performance in managing absence at 
the end of quarter four, April – March 2025. 

 
2.0 Recommendations 
 
2.1 The Audit Panel is asked to note the contents of this 

report. 
 
3.0 Main Report 
 
3.1 Key corporate indicators: 

 
At the end of quarter four: 
 

 The Corporate target for 2024/25 was 16.23 days 
per full time equivalent (FTE). The Council’s 
average sickness absence rate stands at 14.58 
days per FTE, a significant decrease of 2.42 
days compared to absence for the same period 
last year (17 days).  

 

 A total of 33135.4 working days were lost due to 
sickness absence.  This accounted for 6.48% of 
the total working days available. 

 

 The table below provides a summary of how 
departments performed against the target.  
Three departments did not meet the corporate 
target of 16.23 days for quarter four. 

 

 

Department

Total days lost 

(FTE)

Number of 

employees 

(FTE)

Average number of 

days lost per FTE Variance

% of work 

force

% of 

absence

City and Neighbourhood Services 21785.21 1324.16 16.45 0.22 58.26% 65.75%

City and Organisational Strategy 891.17 89.61 9.94 -6.29 3.94% 2.69%

Corporate Services 594.8 127.73 4.66 -11.57 5.62% 1.80%

External Affairs Comms & Marketing Dept 162.59 26.91 6.04 -10.19 1.18% 0.49%

Finance 242.68 46.74 5.19 -11.04 2.06% 0.73%

Human Resources 285.22 32.55 8.76 -7.47 1.43% 0.86%

Legal and Civic Services 2839.63 159.6 17.79 1.56 7.02% 8.57%

Place and Economy 4072.87 348.01 11.70 -4.53 15.31% 12.29%

Property and Projects 2261.23 117.36 19.27 3.04 5.16% 6.82%

Grand Total 33135.4 2272.67 14.58 -1.65
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Additional Absence information: 
 

 There was an increase in the number of staff with no 
absence this year (42.68%), compared to last year 
(41.78%).  

 There has been a significant decrease of 13% in 
absence classified as long term (20+ days) this year 
(23045.53 days) compared to the same time last year 
(26508.72 days).   

 The number of days lost per FTE decreased in quarter 
four (3.67 days) when compared to quarter three (4.06 
days), see figure 1.    

 Depression/anxiety/stress (31.33% of total days lost) 
and musculo-skeletal (26.79% of total days lost) 
continue to be the top two reasons for absence.  Refer 
to figure 2 for further information. 

 From 1 April 2024 to 31 March 2025, 2,717 cases of 
sickness absence were recorded. Discretion was 
reported as having been applied to 387 of these cases 
(14.2%) and accounted for approximately 25.86% of the 
total absence for 2024/25.  Refer to figure 3 for further 
information. 

 Issues were identified in how absences were being 
managed in 143 cases. These were discussed in detail 
with departments during quarter four. Refer to figure 4 
for further information. 

 Approximately 24.29% of absence (8049.08 days) is 
recorded as disability related.  64.4% of disability 
related absence was managed as long term.  Employees 
who reported absence with depression / anxiety (30%), 
chronic back condition (15.4%) Osteoarthritis (9%) 
accounted for over half (54.4%) of all disability related 
absence days.  Refer to figure 5 for further information. 

 20 employees met the trigger for a Stage four/ final 
absence hearing (FAH):. 
o Four employees were ill health retired (IHR) prior 

to their hearing being convened. 
o Discretion was applied to four cases where a 

decision was taken not to proceed to hearing: 
 one case was due to the employees returning 

to work at month six.  
 one case was due to an employee 

undergoing cancer treatment. 
 one case was due to an industrial injury. 
 one case involved work related stressors. 

o Two employees resigned before their hearing 
convened. 

o Two cases are due to be heard in May 2025. 
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o Five cases proceeded with one employee given a 
final opportunity to improve their attendance and 
another employee was granted a career break to 
assist their long-term recovery from surgery and 
treatment. Three employees were dismissed. 

o A decision was taken not to proceed three cases to 
hearing as additional medical information was 
required. 

o Throughout the year, a total of 35 employees were 
dismissed due to absence (eight by way of stage 
four/FAH and 27 by way of IHR).  This was an 
increase of five cases when compared to 2023/24. 
 

3.3 Departmental improvement plans and Absence 
reporting to DMT: 

 
Corporate HR (CHR) has reviewed all the departmental 
improvement plans for quarter four.  Overall, 
meaningful information, updates and progress reports 
were provided by the departments.  

 
However, City and Neighbourhood Services (CNS) has, 
again,  resource issues in carrying out the analysis 
required for the improvement plan. 

 
All absence dashboards were returned for January, 
February and March 2025. 

 
CHR will review departmental improvement plans for 
2025/26.  A progress report on how departments are 
implementing and monitoring its 2025/26 improvement 
actions will be provided to CMT at the end of quarter 
one 2025/26. 

  
3.4 Conclusion 
 
 There was a significant reduction in sickness absence 

in 2024/25 when compared to 2023/24.   
 
 The Council’s top two reasons for absence ,Stress / 

Depression / Anxiety and Musculoskeletal, remain but 
were reduced by 17.5% and 6% respectively.  This 
reduction equated to over 2,700 FTE working days. 

 
 It should be noted that whilst three departments did not 

achieve the corporate target of 16.23, there were 
substantial reductions in departmental absence. CNS 
absence decreased by almost 3 days per FTE when 
compared to 2023/24 (16.45 days to 19.41), Legal and 
Civic Services decreased by over 5.5 days per FTE from 
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23.26 days in 2023/24 to 17.79 days in 2024/25. Property 
and Projects decreased by over 5.5 days per FTE from 
23.26 days in 2023/24 to 17.79 days in 2024/25. 

 
 A key area of focus for all departments in 2025/26 will 

be to ensure consistent application of the Attendance 
Policy – particularly in relation to the use of discretion 
and the scheduling of absence hearings in accordance 
with the Policy.   

 
Since the launch of the Health & Wellbeing (H&WB) 
Strategy, in April 2024, there has been a marked 
increase in health & wellbeing activity.   
 
The H&WB programme delivered 94 events attended by 
1,367 staff. CHR was supported by Internal 
Communications to help promote and increase 
awareness to all staff including those at frontline 
locations. A quarterly Wellbeing and Development 
email is sent to all staff directly and a ‘Wellbeing 
Wednesday’ Interlink article promotes topics and 
events each week, which are also displayed on “big 
screens” across various council locations Activity is 
also promoted via a team of Wellbeing Champions. The 
programme and wellbeing hub “Staywell” is promoted 
via posters on staff noticeboards.  

 
Thirteen sessions of stress awareness and positive 
mental health  training was attended by 124 staff. 
Promotion of different wellbeing themes such as Mental 
Health Week and Men’s Health Week were used to 
specifically promote cancer awareness sessions 
including two webinars on bowel cancer with 63 staff 
attending.   

 
CHR partnered with Business in the Community to 
deliver its ‘Healthier You’ range of webinars which 
focus on musculo-skeletal issues and included topics 
such as Spinal Health, Osteoporosis, Healthy Eating 
and Movement.  

 
CHR led a Stop Smoking campaign with the PHA and 
Cancer Focus. A number of  staff have already stopped 
smoking with the support provided and  others are still 
completing the programme. 

 
For frontline staff, the Keeping Well van attended five 
CNS sites with a total of 74 staff receiving a 30-minute 
health check. From these, several GP referrals were 
recommended.  44 staff have attended health checks for 
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office-based staff. A further three CNS site visits have 
been booked for 2025/26. 

 
The Council’s H&WB programme is supported by our 
Learning and Development programme with 47 staff 
attending the Understanding the Attendance Policy 
sessions. Corporate HR  delivered ten sessions on 
management skills attended by 105 staff, notably; Skills 
for Performance Management; Dealing with Difficult 
Conversations and Conflict Resolution within your 
Team. 

 
A dedicated area for line managers has been included 
on Interlink with information, polices and guidance to 
help them support their teams.  

 
Leading the Way and Active Travel events and 
initiatives continue to be available and well supported 
as we continue to work with Sustrans and partners to 
introduce active travel initiatives.   

 
In addition, the Council was awarded the Level 3 PHA 
Take 5 Award for our comprehensive approach to 
employee health and wellbeing across the Council.   

 
2025-2026 

 
CHR will continue to raise awareness of stress, mental 
health and musculoskeletal support and plan a specific 
focus this year on addiction and suicide awareness.  
Plans are in place to expand the Council’s team of 
wellbeing champions and to help increase awareness 
among frontline staff, signpost to the extensive support 
available to them and encourage participation. A blood 
donation session for staff and members is planned for 
18 June in Great Hall, City Hall and all staff and 
members are being encouraged to attend. 

 
3.5 Target 
 
 The corporate target for 2024/25 was 16.23 days. The 

Council’s absence figure for 2024/25 was 14.58 days.  
This was a reduction of approximately 10%.   

 
It is proposed that the Council strives to maintain its 
current absence rate and the target should be set at 
14.58 days. 
 

4.0 Resource Implications 
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4.1 Directors are asked to ensure that: 
 

 Resources are in place to ensure that adequate monitoring and 
review is in place at department level.  

 
5.0 Equality and Good Relations Implications 
 
5.1 Approximately 24.29% of absence (8049.08 days) is 

recorded as disability related and 64.4% of disability 
related absence was managed as long term. 

 

 
Figure 1: 
 

Figure 2: 
 

Reason for absence: Total days 
% of total 
days 

Stress. depression, anxiety 10382.63 31.33% 

Musculo-Skeletal 8875.78 26.79% 

2.71
2.88

3.55

3.3

3.043.11

3.66

3.92

3.11

3.573.553.47

3.082.99

3.773.78

2.01

2.35

3.263.323.32

3.9

4.58

4.96

3.96

4.26

4.62

4.33

3.88
4.03

4.574.56

3.59
3.46

4.06

3.67

Q
1

 1
6

/1
7

Q
2

 1
6

/1
7

Q
3

 1
6

/1
7

Q
4

 1
6

/1
7

Q
1

 1
7

/1
8

Q
2

 1
7

/1
8

Q
3

 1
7

/1
8

Q
4

 1
7

/1
8

Q
1

 1
8

/1
9

Q
2

 1
8

/1
9

Q
3

 1
8

/1
9

Q
4

 1
8

/1
9

Q
1

 1
9

/2
0

Q
2

 1
9

/2
0

Q
3

 1
9

/2
0

Q
4

 1
9

/2
0

Q
1

 2
0

/2
1

Q
2

 2
0

/2
1

Q
3

 2
0

/2
1

Q
4

 2
0

/2
1

Q
1

 2
1

/2
2

Q
2

 2
1

/2
2

Q
3

 2
1

/2
2

Q
4

 2
1

/2
2

Q
1

 2
2

/2
3

Q
2

 2
2

/2
3

Q
3

 2
2

/2
3

Q
4

 2
2

/2
3

Q
1

 2
3

/2
4

Q
2

 2
3

/2
4

Q
3

 2
3

/2
4

Q
4

 2
3

/2
4

Q
1

 2
4

/2
5

Q
2

 2
4

/2
5

Q
3

 2
4

/2
5

Q
4

 2
4

/2
5

Quarterly comparsion of days lost per FTE 

Page 167



 
Audit and Risk Panel, 

Tuesday, 3rd June, 2025 
 
 
 

 
8 
 
 

Stomach, digestive, etc 3383.22 10.21% 

Infections, inc colds & flu 2678.56 8.08% 

Heart, blood press, circ, etc 1746.91 5.27% 

Neurological, inc headaches 1503.36 4.54% 

Other 1142.61 3.45% 

Chest and respiratory 974.11 2.94% 

Genito-urinary, inc menstrual 741.41 2.24% 

Infections, Covid19 698.12 2.11% 

Eye, ear, nose & 
mouth/dental 628.25 1.90% 

Pregnancy related 360.44 1.09% 

Indust/Eye, ear, nose & 
mouth 20 0.06% 

Totals: 33135.4   

 
 
 
Figure 3: 
 

Reason for discretion 
Total 
days 

% of 
total 

Disability / Underlying medical condition 363.13 18.00% 

Planned Surgery and recovery 322.96 16.00% 

Bereavement 241.56 11.97% 

Industrial injury 184.47 9.14% 

Hospitalisation 157.05 7.78% 

Significant personal stressor 126.5 6.27% 

Ongoing employee relations matters 125.77 6.23% 

Emergency domestic responsibilities 118.76 5.89% 

Pregnancy / Maternity related 81.25 4.03% 

Mental Health 70.95 3.52% 

Persistent absence; after a period of long 
term absence where an underlying condition 
has been identified.  62 3.07% 

Ongoing ER / Legal matter 61.76 3.06% 

Applied against Dept HR advice 53.85 2.67% 

Previous long service and clear record 35 1.73% 

Work related incident 12.91 0.64% 

Grand Total 2017.92   

      

Total days lost in quarter four (January to 
March 2025) 

8201.17 
  

% of total days lost where discretion applied 
in quarter four 

24.61% 
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Average days off per occurrence of 
discretion in quarter four 

21.6981 
  

Total days lost where discretion was applied 
in 2024/25 

8569.31 
  

% of total days lost between April 2024 and 
March 2025 where discretion was applied 

25.86% 
  

 
Figure 4: 
 

Department Number of cases 

City and Neighbourhood Services 90 

City and Organisational Strategy 1 

Corporate Services 4 

External Affairs Comms & Market 0 

Finance 4 

Human Resources 0 

Legal and Civic Services 16 

Property and Projects 14 

Place and Economy 14 

Total 143 

 
 
  
 The Panel requested that its thanks be passed on to the departments and 
the HR teams for the work undertaken to achieve the 2025 target,  noted the content 
of the report and agreed to recommend to the Strategic Policy and Resources 
Committee that the corporate target for 2025/26 be set at 14.58 days.  

 
 

Corporate Health and Safety Performance Report 
 
 The Corporate Health and Safety Manager provided the Panel with and update on 
the corporate health and safety performance and activities for the quarter ending 31st 
March, 2025.  
 
 She updated the Panel on progress against key performance indicators, employee 
and non-employee accidents and health and safety statutory agency enquiries and 
correspondence, she summarised the following health and safety data: 
 

 Outstanding high priority actions; 

 Outstanding fire actions; 

 Outstanding health and safety actions; and 

 Accident trend analysis. 
 
 She summarised three new health and safety statutory agency enquiries 
and one follow up that had been received from the Health and Safety Executive 
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Northern Ireland (HSENI) and provided the Panel with an overview of the Health 
and Safety Assurance Board activity during 2024/25.  
 
 Following a suggestion from the Chairperson (Councillor R. McLaughlin) 
and, recognising that the Directors of Legal and Civic Services, Finance, HR, 
Corporate Services and City and Organisational Strategy attend the Panel 
regularly, the Panel agreed that the Strategic Directors for other departments be 
requested to attend one future meeting of the Panel to provide a departmental 
health and safety update.  
 
 The Panel requested that AGRS bring a paper to their next meeting with a 
schedule of when the strategic directors would attend the Panel in 2025/26 and 
noted the report.  
   
 
 

AGRS Progress Report May 2025 
 
 The Audit, Governance and Risk Manager provided an overview of the Service’s 
activity for the period from March 2025 to May 2025 and reported that the following eight 
assurance assignments had been finalised and provided the Panel with a summary of 
each: 
 

 Government Procurement Cards; 

 In Cab Technology; 

 Police and Community Safety Partnerships; 

 Planning Application and Decision-Making Process; 

 Births, Deaths, Marriages and Civil Partnerships; 

 Corporate Complaints; 

 Payroll Data Analytics; and 

 Year End Stock Take. 
 
 He explained that 80% of the planned activity within the delivery of the 2024/5 audit 
plan was either underway or completed and that the unit was continuing to provide advice 
and consultancy services to management and summarised work which had been 
undertaken by AGRS from March to May, 2025.  
 
 He informed the Panel that there were no ongoing fraud cases and that initial 
enquires were underway into a number of concerns that had been raised and that the 
Panel would be updated in due course.  
 
 The Audit, Governance and Risk Manager reported that management had 
requested the deferral of three audits which were in the 2024/25 Audit Plan.  He explained 
that the request for the corporate risk on Health and Safety be deferred until 2026 due to 
ongoing resourcing issues within the Corporate Health and Safety Unit which had been 
directing its focus on high priority reactive work and could only provide limited assurance 
over the arrangements in place for the review, update and oversight of policies, codes of 
practice and the implementation of agreed audit actions.  He stated that management 
were exploring a number of options to address the resource issues. 
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 He reported that management had requested the planned audit of Community 
Services Provision be deferred due to two significant pieces of work which were underway 
and a further request to defer the planned internal audit of the management of the 
corporate risk on Bereavement Services until completion of a service review and 
subsequent recruitment.  
 
 Following discussion, the Panel agreed to the requests by management to defer 
the internal audits of: 
 

 Corporate risk on Health and Safety;  

 Community Services Provision; and 

 Corporate risk on Bereavement Services.  
 
 The Panel requested that AGRS report to the Panel in six months, with an 
update from management on the current position regarding the matters that have 
given rise to the requests for deferral of these audits, with a view to agreeing an 
indicative timeframe for commencing these audits. 
 

Analysis of Open Audit Actions 
 
 The Audit, Governance and Risk Manager provided the Panel with an 
update following a further analysis of outstanding audit recommendations and the 
reasons which had been provided by management for the ongoing delays in their 
implementation.  
 
 He stated that, given that many of the recommendations had been 
outstanding for a number of years, it was likely that there would have been a 
combination of reasons for delays in implementation at various points in time, 
therefore the analysis was based on the understanding from the latest management 
update provided.  
 
 He outlined the following reasons for delay of implementation of the 146 
outstanding recommendations: 
 

 Resource pressures; 

 Dependency on IT system ; 

 Multiple reasons / no response ; 

 Complex action ; 

 Priorities ; and 

 Potential close . 
 
 He highlighted that the most frequently cited reason for ongoing delay was 
pressures on resources and that it had been consistently stated across all departments 
except Human Resources and most prevalent in Legal and Civic Services.  He stated that 
this could be attributed to known resourcing issues in the Information Governance Unit 
and Health and Safety.  
 
 He pointed out that the next most commonly stated reason for delay in 
implementation was departments awaiting the implementation of new IT systems which 
would then allow the outstanding recommendations to be addressed and he stated that 
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projects to implement new IT systems were often more complex and time consuming than 
originally intended, and that anecdotally there had been repeated issues with suppliers 
delivering the product specified, which had led to further delays. 
 
 The Audit Governance and Risk Manager explained that 16 actions had been 
delayed due to the complexities associated with implementing or agreeing new strategies 
or projects and that 13 actions had been delayed due to management focusing on other 
priorities ahead of implementation of audit actions.  
 
 He broke down the analysis by priority and explained that the reasons for delay 
had been analysed in the context of the priority rating of the action and found that the 
reasons for delay remained relatively consistent across the priority levels and he provided 
an overview of the impact and consequences of ongoing delays.  
 
 He stated that each Director had been provided with information on the audit 
actions that were open by department and the analysis of the reasons why those actions 
had not been implemented.  He asked the Panel to consider the next steps required to 
improve performance regarding the prompt implementation of agreed audit actions and to 
consider the date of the next full validation exercise.  
 
 The Audit, Governance and Risk Manager agreed, at the suggestion of a Member 
that, when categorising the reasons for the delays in implementation, ‘multiple reasons’ 
should be a separate category from ‘no response’.  
 
 The Panel agreed to request an update from management on the action that was 
being taken to manage the issues that were delaying the implementation of audit actions 
and to remind Chief Officers of the importance of prompt implementation of audit actions.  
 
 The Panel agreed that the next full validation exercise would take place during 
December / January for reporting to the February / March 2026 meetings of the Board / 
Panel.  
 
 

Corporate Risk Management 
 
 The Head of Audit, Governance and Risk Services outlined the following 
report to the Panel: 
 

1.0 Purpose of Report or Summary of main Issues 
 

1.1 To present the Audit Assurance Board with the 
Corporate Risk Dashboard summarising the key 
updates from the risk review for the year-end March 
2025. 

 
1.2 To update the Board on compliance with the Risk 

Strategy, based on the assurance statements for year-
end March 2025, completed by senior management. 
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1.3 To provide the Audit & Risk Panel with an update on 
business continuity management arrangements. 

 
2.0 Recommendations 
 
2.1 The Panel are asked to: 
 

a) Note the corporate risk management 
dashboard and agree the updates for year-end 
March 2025. 
 
b) Note the assurances from senior 
management regarding compliance with the Risk 
Strategy, based on the assurance statements for 
year-end March 2025. 
 
c) The current position regarding review and 
update of business continuity plans for the 
critical services. 

 
3.0 Main Report 
 
 Summary of BCC Risk Management Arrangements 
 
3.1 The aim of our Risk Strategy is to improve our ability to 

successfully achieve our objectives and deliver 
services to the communities to which we are 
accountable, by having a clear understanding of the key 
risks that could prevent us from delivering our priorities 
and putting in place measures to manage these risks.   

 
An overview of the respective risk management 
responsibilities of the Strategic Policy and Resources 
Committee, the Audit and Risk Panel, the Corporate 
Management Team (CMT) and AGRS is outlined below: 
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Corporate Risk Management update for year-end March 
2025 

 
3.2 AGRS has met with risk owners to support them in their 

quarterly review of the corporate risks.  The information 
from these meetings was used to prepare the Corporate 
Risk Management Dashboard for the year-end March 
2025  which sets out: 

 
 Corporate risk analytics – risks reviewed, risks 

by category, risks within risk appetite, risk 
actions implemented / not yet due / overdue, 
movement in risk assessment 

 Key corporate risk updates for the quarter 
 For each corporate risk, a summary of progress 

made to manage the risk and actions 
implemented in the quarter 

 
3.3 The Panel is asked to note the following corporate risk 

updates: 
 

 There have been no changes to the risk 
assessment for any of the corporate risks  

 Bereavement Services - while management are 
confident regarding operational delivery of the 
service they have highlighted that the effective 
management of the strategic aspect of this risk 
is reliant on working in partnership with other 
departments to progress significant projects. 

 Physical Investment Programme - all planned 
mitigating actions have been implemented.  Next 
quarter, the Director will consider the current 
risk assessment, whether the target risk rating 
has been achieved and whether any further 
action is required to achieve the target risk 
rating.   

 Residential Waste Collection – the risk update 
reflects that the closed lid policy is being further 
considered by the People & Communities 
Committee. 

 Port Health - a new action has been agreed to 
ensure day 1 readiness for transition and 
commencement of BCC Port Health operations 
at the new Inspection Facility at Belfast Port 
(Dargan Drive) scheduled to open in July 2025.  
Regarding the announcement in May 2025 
relating to the UK and EU discussions regarding 
a future sanitary and phytosanitary (SPS), as 
more information becomes known, management 
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will assess the impact of the future SPS 
agreement on Port Health arrangements. 

 The corporate risk on Asset Management does 
not yet have a mitigation plan in place.  The 
Director of Property and Projects is the Risk 
Owner for the corporate risk on Asset 
Management and for ensuring that a risk action 
plan will be prepared.  This will be informed by 
the gap analysis against the NIAO guide ‘A 
Strategic Approach to the Use of Public Sector 
Assets – A Good Practice Guide for Local 
Government in Northern Ireland’ which was 
completed by AGRS and reported to the Audit 
and Risk Panel in December 2024. 

 Information Governance – the IG Board, who has 
the overall objective to ensure that information 
governance arrangements in BCC are efficient, 
effective and compliant with legislative 
requirements, has not been meeting regularly, 
with the last meeting in February 2024.  The role 
of the Board is currently being reviewed in the 
context of the Governance review. 

 Fleadh Cheoil - In March 2025 Comhaltas 
Ceoltóirí Éireann (CCÉ) announced that Belfast 
would host the 2026 Fleadh Cheoil na hÉireann, 
the world’s biggest celebration of Irish music 
and culture. The council will have a crucial role 
to play in the operational delivery of the Fleadh.  
The event should deliver major economic value, 
will involve considerable outlay for the council 
and will involve significant BCC and stakeholder 
people resourcing to prepare for the high level of 
expected visitors.  AGRS will facilitate a 
workshop for the Programme Board to refresh 
the risk register.  Following this refresh, and 
given the scale and importance of this event, in 
September the Panel will be in a position to 
consider whether it would be appropriate for a 
new risk to be added to the corporate risk 
register around delivery of the Fleadh, so that 
there is corporate oversight and visibility of the 
management of this risk. 

 In December 2024, Belfast City Council selected 
a long-term private sector partner (PSP) to 
deliver £630 million residential-led, mixed-use, 
sustainable developments across multiple sites. 
The initial partnership phase will use strategic 
council-owned city centre sites with a 
development value of £280 million, which will 
deliver mixed tenure homes. The approach aims 
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to help drive forward city centre living and 
housing-led regeneration across the city and to 
allow Belfast City Council to bring forward 
development at scale with placemaking, people 
and connectivity at its heart to help meet the 
city’s growth ambitions.  This PSP initiative 
forms part of the current corporate risk on City 
Regeneration and Development.  The 
Regeneration and Development Division are 
refreshing the PSP risk register and risk 
management arrangements to take account of 
this phase of the project.  Following this refresh, 
and given the importance of this innovative 
approach, in September the Panel will be in a 
position to consider whether it would be 
appropriate for a new risk to be added to the 
corporate risk register around delivery of the 
regeneration objectives of the PSP, so that there 
is corporate oversight and visibility of delivery. 

 16 actions to manage the corporate risks were 
implemented / closed in the quarter. including: 

 The action to deliver whole life cost training has 
been closed because the Director of Finance is 
satisfied that scrutiny and challenge of the 
estimated revenue costs of capital projects is 
sufficient to ensure that these costs are 
adequately considered.   

 Refresh of BRCD Industrial Framework has been 
completed. 

 Delivery of a senior leadership workshop on the 
role of data to support corporate decision 
making. 

 The NI Public Data Panel has been set up to drive 
the innovative use of data with citizens.  

 Waste management; efficiency and customer 
experience improvements through the use of 
technology and management information; work 
with Continuous Improvement has been 
completed to ensure the service is resourced / 
aligned appropriately and; completion of the 
review of legacy structure and formation of 
Operations Hub. 

 Consultant appointed to provide Information 
Governance support to ‘Go Succeed’. 

 Climate; recruitment of temporary posts; 
approval of posts to manage the growing 
programme of work of the Climate Team were 
approved and; process in place to capture and 
coordinate climate information. 
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 Belfast Stories; governance arrangements for 
Belfast Stories RIBA stage 2 reviewed and 
updated, with a Corporate Oversight Group 
established and chaired by the SRO; and 
completed the development of Outline Business 
Case for Belfast Stories. 

 Agreement has been reached with Invest NI and 
Department for Economy for a fit-for-purpose 
approach to business cases for Digital Pillar 
projects. 

 Growth proposal for small vehicle service for 
difficult to access streets was approved. 

 A set of Customer Service Standards have been 
agreed for Bereavement Services 

 
Horizon Scanning 

 
3.4 Horizon scanning is built into the quarterly corporate 

risk management review process and the key themes to 
emerge this quarter relate to:  

 
 The outcome of NI Reval 2026, where all non-

domestic properties in Northern Ireland are being 
revalued for business rates, comes into force from 
1st April 2026. Finance will work with LPS to 
assess the impact on the Council’s rate base.  In 
addition, regarding the proposal for a wide-
ranging review of the rating system, at this stage 
only two elements are out for public consultation; 
the valuation cap and the repayment.  There is also 
uncertainty regarding the funding for the increase 
in National Insurance Contributions  

 Impact of tri annual valuation of pension scheme 
for the year-end March 2025.  

 Potential for pay pressures given the potential 
impact of the NJC pay claim made to the Local 
Government Association for 2025-26, which will be 
subject to negotiations, particularly given the new 
BCC pay scales and the increase in employers 
national insurance contributions.  

 Potential impact of tariffs on contractor pricing.  
 Martyn’s Law, known as Terrorism (Protection of 

Premises) Act 2025, has received Royal Assent, 
Martyn’s Law and is expected to have an 
implementation period of at least 24 months.  The 
Act is intended to improve public safety and 
protect against the threat of terrorism. Property 
owners and business operators should consider if 
any of their properties would be classed as 
qualifying premises, what tier they would fall into 
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and therefore what proportionate protection 
measures they may have to make (as part of a 
security risk assessment) and the cost of 
these.  The implementation period should ensure 
that those responsible for premises and events in 
scope have sufficient time to understand their new 
obligations and to plan and prepare appropriately. 
The City Solicitor and Director of Legal and Civic 
Services is considering how to take this forward in 
the context of the current review of security 
arrangements. 

 There is some thought leadership on Corporate 
Digital Responsibility which refers to a set of 
practices and behaviours that help an organization 
use data and digital technologies in a way that is 
socially, economically, technologically, and 
environmentally responsible.  The council has 
various arrangements in place that would 
encompass the principles of CDR including work 
on the climate action plan, digital strategy, 
information governance, social value.  

 
3.5 These horizon scanning activities should: 
 

 Allow consideration of relevant information and any 
response that is required. 

 Raise awareness of matters that could impact on 
longer term council and city plans, strategies and 
priorities. 

 Enable Council to influence and challenge thinking 
on how to address city challenges. 

 
Annual Assurance Statements on compliance with the 
risk management strategy 

 
3.6 All Chief Officers and relevant senior managers 

complete an Annual Assurance Statement which allows 
them to focus on outlining the significant governance 
issues facing the Council at the year-end.  These 
statements have been completed by all relevant officers 
who have confirmed that the arrangements in place for 
the management of risk and maintenance of internal 
control systems.   

 
 Business Continuity Management (BCM) 
 
3.7 The the year-end 2025 position on compliance with the 

requirements of the BCM policy.   
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 14 of the 17 critical services completed their 
BCM exercise  

 13 of the 17 critical services completed their 
Report on their BCM exercise  

 9 of the 17 critical services completed their 
Report on the Update of their BCM Plan 

 12 of the 17 critical services completed the 
update of their Business Impact Analysis 

 
3.8 Critical Services have been reminded of the need to 

begin planning how to exercise their BCM plans during 
25/26.   

 
3.9 The BCM activities for Property Maintenance are not 

being completed due to ongoing restructuring and 
resourcing issues.  Management expect to be in a 
position to complete these BCM policy requirements in 
the latter half of 2025/26 after the structural review, 
recruitment processes and service improvement work 
is complete. 

 
4.0 Financial and Resource Implications 
 

None. 
 

5.0 Equality or Good Relations Implications/ 
Rural Needs Assessment 

 
None known at this time. 

 
 The Panel: 
 

 Noted the corporate risk management dashboard and agreed the 
updates for year-end March 2025: 

 Noted the assurances from senior management regarding compliance 
with the Risk Strategy, based on the assurance statements for year-
end March 2025; and 

 Noted the current position regarding review and update of business 
continuity plans for the critical services. 

 
 

Head of Audit, Governance and Risk Services  
Annual Assurance Statement 

 
 The Head of Audit, Governance and Risk Services outlined the following 
report to the Panel: 
 

1.0 Purpose of Report or Summary of main Issues 
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1.1 Each year the Head of Audit, Governance and Risk 
Services (AGRS) prepares an annual assurance 
statement. The statement is a professional opinion on 
the adequacy and effectiveness of the Council’s risk, 
control and governance arrangements, and this opinion 
is one of the sources of assurance that the council 
relies on for its annual governance statement. 

 
1.2 The main purpose of this report is to present the Head 

of AGRS’ annual assurance statement for 2024/25.  
 
2.0 Recommendations 
 
2.1 The Panel are asked to note the Head of AGRS’ annual 

assurance statement for 2024/25. 
 
3.0 Main report 
 
 Key Issues 
 
 The Head of AGRS’ Annual Assurance Statement 
 
3.1 The Head of AGRS’ assurance statement is set out at 

section 2 of the attached report and information to 
support the opinion provided is provided in section 3 of 
the report. This opinion is one of the sources of 
assurance that the council relies on for its annual 
governance statement. 

 
3.2 The report reflects the findings arising from audit work 

during 2024/25 as reported to the Board / Panel on a 
quarterly basis during the year (through audit progress 
reports, risk review reports and recommendation 
monitoring reports) therefore detailed findings / 
recommendations have not been reproduced in this 
report.  However, a summary of audit reports completed 
is provided in Section 3 of Appendix A. 

 
3.3 Our previous years self-assessments against the Public 

Sector Internal Audit Standards and the CIPFA 
Statement on the Role of the Head of Internal Audit have 
been reviewed and updated.  The results of both of 
these assessments have not indicated any compliance 
issues, which is consistent with the results of the 
External Quality Assessment reported to the Board / 
Panel in September 2022.   

 
3.4 Looking ahead, as of 1st April 2025 the new Global 

Internal Audit Standards (GIAS) and the Application 
Note for the Public Sector come into effect and replace 
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the Public Sector Internal Audit Standards (PSIAS).  I 
have completed an initial assessment of AGRS 
conformance with the new GIAS and I can confirm that 
AGRS conforms with these standards.  Some 
improvement actions have been identified, mainly 
around ensuring that AGRS can better demonstrate 
conformance. 

 
3.5 Financial and Resource Implications 
 

None. 
 
3.6 Equality or Good Relations Implications/ 
 Rural Needs Assessment 
 
 None. 

 
 The Panel noted the Head of Audit, Governance and Risk Services’ annual 
assurance statement for 2024/25.  
 

Code of Governance 
 
 The Head of Audit, Governance and Risk provided the Panel with an 
overview of the updated Code to the Audit and Risk Panel for review and approval.  
 
 She explained that Audit, Governance and Risk Services had facilitated the 
annual review and update of the Council’s Code of Governance in order to ensure 
that the Council had arrangements in place to address the seven principles of good 
governance and ensure that the Code reflects new initiatives and changes.  
 
 She outlined the main updates to the Code in relation to the following 
principles: 
 

 Behaving with integrity, demonstrating strong 
commitment to ethical values and respecting 
the rule of law; 

 Ensuring openness and comprehensive 
stakeholder engagement; 

 Defining outcomes in terms of sustainable 
economic, social and environmental benefits; 
and 

 Developing the entity’s capacity, including the 
capability of its leadership and the individuals 
within it. 

 
 She stated that the review and update process confirmed that arrangements 
were in place to address the principles of the Code and had identified the 
undernoted areas where ongoing improvements were planned: 
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 Work is underway to develop the Councils 
Performance Management Framework; 

 Further work on the Medium Term Financial 
Plan, including efficiency; 

 Race Equality Actions will be incorporated into 
the Corporate Delivery Plan for 2025/26; 

 Plans are being made for delivery of Fleadh 
Cheoil;  

 Development of the governance arrangements 
for the Private Sector Partnership for Strategic 
Site Development: and 

 Governance review being led by the City 
Solicitor and Director of Legal and Civic 
Services. 
 

 
 The Panel approved the updated Code of Governance for Belfast City 
Council.  
 

Draft Annual Governance Statement 2025 
 
 The Head of Audit, Governance and Risk Services referred the Panel to the Annual 
Governance Statement for the Council for 2024/25 and explained that the disclosures in 
the statement were based upon consideration of the Council’s corporate risks, significant 
events and disclosures made by Chief Officers in their individual annual assurance 
statements.  
 
 She pointed out that in May, 2025, CIPFA SOLACE had issued an addendum 
which advised authorities to ensure that the Annual Governance Statement for 2025/26 
onward would comply with the guidance and summarised the following tasks that would 
be completed in 2025/26 to ensure ongoing compliance under the following headings: 
 

 Core arrangements for the local code;  

 Conducting the annual review; 

 Review of the content of the Annual 
Governance Statement; and 

 Accountability: Presentation and 
communication of the Annual Governance 
Statement.  

 
 The Panel approved the draft Annual Governance Statement for the Council for 
2024/25 and approved the disclosure of the significant governance issues contained in 
the statement.  
 

Fraud and Raising Concerns / Corporate Fraud Risk  
Assessment – Annual Report and Policy Update 

 
 The Audit, Governance and Risk Services Manager reported on the number of 
cases in which the Council policies for fraud and raising concerns had been applied, the 
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nature of the allegations and the outcomes of the subsequent investigations, including 
actions taken to address underlying issues.  
 
 He explained that a register of cases was maintained and that the dedicated raising 
concerns email inbox was monitored daily and that a significant proportion of the emails 
received related to service delivery and operational matters which had been redirected to 
the Customer Hub or relevant department to be addressed.  
 
 He reported that the NIAO had recently requested details of concerns raised to the 
Council, as part of a wider piece of work it was undertaking to examine barriers affecting 
raising concerns within the public sector and summarised the information which had been 
submitted.  
 
 He reported that, following a review of cash handling processes within Finance, a 
number of control improvements had been agreed with management to reduce the risk of 
loss.  He stated that one bank mandate fraud attempt had been reported to AGRS during 
2024/25 which had been unsuccessful due to vigilance and application of controls by 
Council officers.  
 
 He explained that there were 18 corporate fraud risks within the Corporate Fraud 
Risk Assessment, that there were mitigation plans in place for each and they had been 
reviewed and updated by the relevant Directors during 2024/25.  He added that, whilst the 
level of fraud risk remained unchanged, management had proposed several changes 
which he summarised for the Panel.  
 
 He updated the panel on key changes which had been made following the reviews 
of the Raising Concerns Policy and the self-assessment checklist of the CIPFA Code of 
Practice for Managing the Risk of Fraud and Corruption (2014).  
 
The Panel agreed the updated Raising Concerns policy and noted the: 
 

 updates on fraud, raising concerns and related 
cases handled in 24/25; 

 annual review and update of the Corporate 
Fraud Risk Assessment; 

 The review of the Self-Assessment against the 
CIPFA ‘Code of Practice on Managing the Risk 
of Fraud and Corruption’. completed by AGRS.  

 
Performance Improvement Update 

 
 The Director of City and Organisational Strategy outlined the following 
report to the Panel: 
 

1.0 Purpose of Report or Summary of main Issues 

 
1.1 The purpose of this report is to present the Panel with a 

Quarter 4 performance report of the Performance 
Improvement Plan (PIP) 2024-25.  Building upon the 
Quarter 4 performance report, a detailed year-end 
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Performance Assessment report 2024-25 will be 
provided to SP&R on 22nd August 2025 before 
ratification by the Full Council on 1st September 2025 
and publication on the Council website before the 
statutory deadline of 30th September.   

 
2.0 Recommendations 
2.1 The Panel is asked to: 

i. note the update provided within this report. 

ii. consider and approve the Quarter 4 

performance report for 2024-25 (Appendix 1). 

iii. note that a detailed year-end Performance 

Assessment report 2024-25 will be 

provided to the SP&R Committee on 22nd 

August 2025 before ratification by the Full 

Council on 1st September 2025 and 

publication on the Council website before 

the statutory deadline of 30th September. 

3.0 Main Report 
 
 Background 
 
3.1 Part 12 of the Local Government (NI) Act requires 

councils to agree improvement objectives on an annual 
basis and publish these in the form of a PIP, to be 
published by 30 June. The Act also requires that 
progress is regularly monitored against the 
improvement objectives and reported in an annual Self-
Assessment of Performance, to be published annually 
by 30 September.   The PIP 2024-25 does not include 
everything that the Council plans to do that year, but 
instead focused on a smaller set of performance 
improvement objectives and priorities.  

 
Performance Improvement Plan 2024-25 Quarter 4/ 
Year-end Performance Report 

 
3.2 The Panel will be aware that in the 2024-25 

Performance Improvement Plan, agreed by SP&R on 
the 21st June 2024, we committed to monitoring 
progress and providing quarterly performance reports 
to the CMT, the Audit and Assurance Board, the Audit 
and Risk Panel, SP&R Committee, and the Full Council. 

 
3.3 Following an update to the Audit and Assurance Board 

on 22nd May 2025, the Panel are advised that year-to 
date progress, as at the end of quarter 4 is provided in 
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Appendix 1.  In total there are 44 actions and 49 
performance indicators (7 statutory and 42 self-
imposed indicators).  A high-level overview is provided 
on page 6 of Appendix 1, and is summarised as 
follows: 

 
Actions 
 
 Actions – all 44 actions are either achieved/ 

complete (28) or partially achieved (16); 

 
Performance Indicators 
 
 In total there are 49 performance indicators – 7 

statutory and 42 self-imposed indicators: 

o Data is not yet available for 1 performance 

indicator1.   

o Please note the data provided for the 7 

statutory indicators is provisional and subject 

to external validation and update. 

 
Performance against target 

 
 Of the 48 performance indicators which have 

available data to measure performance against 

target, 87.5% (42) of the performance indicators 

were either on target or exceeded target (within 1% 

or better) or were slightly adrift of target (between 

1% and 5%);  

 
 Of the 48 performance indicators which have 

available data to measure performance against 

target, 6 (12.5%) are adrift of target by 5% or more, 

these are:  

o Customer contact service level (people 
answered within 120 secs). 

o % of corporate complaints resolved within 
timeframe. 

o % of corporate complaints with 
improvement actions.  

o Business start-up and job promotion: 
number of business plans completed 
(statutory indicator). 

o Average processing time for major 
planning applications (statutory indicator). 

                                                
1 Data expected from Carbon Disclosure Project in May 2025.  
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o Average processing time for local 
planning applications (statutory indicator). 
 

 The following performance indicator targets 
were adrift of target by 5% or more and are not 
showing improvement on preceding years – 
commentary/ rationale is outlined in Appendix 
1: 
 
o Customer contact service level (people 

answered within 120 secs). 
o % of corporate complaints resolved 

within timeframe. 
o Business start-up and job promotion: 

number of business plans completed 
(statutory indicator). 

 
Performance Trend 
 

 Of the 48 performance indicators which have 
available data to demonstrate improvement/ 
trend, 89.6% (43) have either maintained or 
showed improvement on previous years; 

 
3.4 Based on the current progress against performance 

indicators and actions, the 6 improvement objectives 
are on track for achievement.  When all data is available, 
an updated position will be available in the annual 
Performance Assessment Report, which will be 
presented to SP&R on the 22nd August 2025 before 
ratification by the Full Council on 1st September 2025.   

 
Draft Performance Improvement Plan 2025-26  
 

3.5 The draft Performance Improvement Plan 2025-26 will 
be presented to the SP&R Committee on the 23rd May, 
ratified by the Full Council on the 2nd June and 
published on our website before the 30th June. The 
Panel will receive quarterly performance reports (from 
quarter 2 onwards) on progress against the 
performance improvement objectives 2025-26.  

 
3.6 i. A detailed year-end Performance Assessment 

report 2024-25 will be provided to SP&R on 22nd 
August 2025 before ratification by the Full Council 
on 1st September 2025. 

 

Next steps  
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4.0 Financial and Resource Implications 
 
4.1 There are no financial or human Resource implications 

arising directly from this report.   
 
5.0 Equality or Good Relations Implications /  
 Rural Needs Assessment 
 
5.1 There are no equality/ good relations or rural needs 

implications arising directly from this report. 
 
 
 The Panel: 
 

 noted the update provided within the report; 

 approved the Quarter 4 performance report for 2024-25; and 

 noted that a detailed year-end Performance Assessment report 
2024-25 will be provided to the Strategic Policy and Resources 
Committee on 22nd August 2025 before ratification by the Full 
Council on 1st September 2025 and publication on the Council 
website before the statutory deadline of 30th September. 

 
 

Annual report from Audit and Risk Panel to  
Strategic Policy and Resources Committee 

 
 The Head of Audit, Governance and Risk Services provided the Panel with 
an overview of the Draft Audit and Risk Panel Annual Report to the Strategic Policy 
and Resources Committee.  
 
 The Panel requested that a report be brought back to its next meeting to 
consider whether there would be external experts who could undertake a review of 
health and safety arrangements within BCC and whether an external review of 
health and safety arrangements would be of benefit to the Council.  
 
 The Panel noted the report.  
 

Effective Audit and Risk Assurance Committees –  
A Good Practice Guide 

 
 Mr. D. Campbell, NIAO, presented the Panel with the NIAO’s Effective Audit 
and Risk Assurance Committees – A Good Practice Guide.  
 
 The Panel noted the Good Practice Guide and the NIAO’s recommendation 
to complete the guide’s Self-Assessment Checklist at least annually.  
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Management Update on Internal Audit of  

Communications, Marketing and External Affairs 
 
 The Director of Communications, Marketing and External Affairs provided 
the Panel with an update on the progress being made to address the issues which 
had been highlighted in the recent internal audit of Communications, Marketing and 
External Affairs.  
 
 He outlined each agreed action, the timeframe for implementation and the 
progress made to date on each of the actions.  
 
 The Panel thanked the Director for the positive steps taken and noted the 
report.  
 

Date of next meeting 
 
 The Panel noted that the next meeting was scheduled to take place on Tuesday 
9th September, 2025. 

 
 
 

Chairperson 
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Table 2: Single Tender Actions 

Title Duration 
Est. Max 
Contract 

Value 
SRO Description Supplier STA Reason 

Fleadh Cheoil Belfast 2026 marketing and 

visitor servicing 

Up to 1 

year 
£185,000 D Martin 

There is currently a formalised 

agreement with Visit Belfast to act as 

the official Destination Marketing and 

Management Company. This STA is 

for additional work specifically for 

Fleadh Cheoil. 

Visit Belfast 3 
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STA/ Direct Award Reasons 

STA Number Full description 

1. Switching to a Direct 

Award 

Switching to a Direct Award: No response or no suitable response following advertised procurement 

exercise.   

2. Single Supplier for Art or 

Artistic Performance 

Single Supplier for Art or Artistic Performance: the creation or acquisition of a unique work of art or artistic 

performance   

3. Single Supplier Absence of 

Competition for Technical 

Reasons 

Single Supplier Absence of Competition for Technical Reasons: only a particular supplier can supply the 

goods, services or works required and there are no reasonable alternatives to those goods, services or 

works  

4. Single Supplier Intellectual 

Property Rights (IPR) 

Single Supplier Intellectual Property Rights (IPR): only particular supplier can supply the goods, services or 

works required due to that particular supplier having IPR or other exclusive rights and there are no 

reasonable alternatives to those goods, services or works.   

5. Urgency Urgency: Where the goods, services or works to be supplied under the public contract are strictly necessary 

for reasons of extreme and unavoidable urgency which is not attributable to any act or omission of and could 

not have been foreseen by the council, and as a result the public contract cannot be awarded on the basis of 

a competitive tendering procedure using the reduced10 day period for ‘urgent procurements’  

6. Prototypes and 

Development 

Prototypes and Development: the production of a prototype, or supply of other novel goods or services (i.e. 

goods or services designed or developed at the request of BCC), for the purpose of testing the suitability of 

the goods or services, researching the viability of producing or supplying the goods or services at scale and 

developing them for that purpose, or other research, experiment, study or development.  

7. Additional or Repeat 

Goods Services or Works 

Additional or Repeat Goods Services or Works: Extension or Partial Replacement concerns the supply of 

goods, services or works by the existing supplier (includes supplier that the council no longer has a contract 

with) which are intended as an extension to, or partial replacement of, existing goods, services or works in 

circumstances where a change in supplier would result in the council receiving goods, services or works that 

are different from, or incompatible with, the existing goods, services or works, and the difference or 

incompatibility would result in disproportionate technical difficulties in operation or maintenance.  

8. Commodity Commodity: Supplies quoted and purchased on a commodity market  
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9. Advantageous time-limited Advantageous time-limited: Supplies or services on particularly time-limited advantageous terms e.g. supplier 

winding up its business activities  

10. Additional or Repeat 

Goods Services or Works 

Additional or Repeat Goods Services or Works: Similar to Existing Goods Services or Works, concerns the 

supply of goods, services or works by the existing supplier (includes supplier that the councils no longer has 

a contract with)  that are similar to existing goods, services or works where the existing goods, services or 

works were supplied under a public contract that was awarded following a competitive procedure within the 

period of five years ending with the day on which the transparency notice is published, and the tender notice 

or any tender document in respect of the earlier contract set out the Council’s intention to carry out a 

subsequent procurement of similar goods, services or works in reliance on this direct award justification, and 

any other information specified in Section 95.   

11. Other Other: Reason not in line with Procurement Act 2023  

12. To Protect Life To Protect Life: where a Minister of the Crown has by Regulations provided that specified contracts may be 

awarded to protect human animal or plant life or health or protect public order or safety   

13. Schedule 2– Exempted 

Contract 

Schedule 2– Exempted Contract: Requirement not considered procurement spend but use of STA process to 

document and approve spend.  https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2023/54/schedule/2 
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Social Policy Working Group 
 

Tuesday, 17th June, 2025 
 

SPECIAL MEETING OF THE SOCIAL POLICY WORKING GROUP 
 

HELD IN THE CONOR ROOM AND 
REMOTELY VIA MICROSOFT TEAMS 

 
          Members present:  The Deputy Lord Mayor (Councillor Doherty);  

 The High Sherriff (Councillor McAteer); and  
  Alderman Copeland.  

   
In attendance:      Ms. S. McNicholl, Deputy Chief Executive/Director 

  of Corporate Services; 
Mr. J. Tully, Director of City and Organisational Strategy; 
Ms. C. Sheridan, Director of Human Resources; 
Ms. N. Bohill, Head of Commercial and Procurement 
    Services; 
Mr. K. Heaney, Head of Inclusive Growth and Anti-Poverty; 
Mr. L. Murray, Strategic Category Manager; 
Ms. S. O’ Regan, Employability And Skills Manager; 
Ms. C. Patterson, Policy and Programme Manager; 
  Inclusive Growth; and 
Mr. B. Flynn, Committee Services Officer. 

 
 
   Election of Chairperson 
 

 It was agreed that the Deputy Lord Mayor be elected as Chairperson of the 
Working Group until the date of the of the Annual General Meeting of the Council in 2026.  

 
    Apologies 
 
 Apologies were reported on behalf of Councillor I. McLaughlin and Councillor B. 
Smyth.  
 

Minutes 
 

 The minutes of the meeting of 13th May, 2025, were approved. 
 

Declarations of Interest 
 
 No declarations of interest were recorded. 
 

Ethical Procurement Policy 
 
 The Strategic Category Manager delivered a presentation in respect of the above-
mentioned matter. He outlined the legislative framework in which the Council currently 
operated, its constraints and then gave examples of models of best practice across the 
region. The Working Group was then provided with an overview of the processes which 
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the Council adhered to at a pre-tender, tender and at the management stage of a contract, 
together with the overarching framework of checks and balances applied corporately. He 
then summarised the findings of several procurement benchmarking exercises which had 
been undertaken to examine best corporate practices across the British Isles linked to 
ethical procurement policies.  
 
 The Strategic Category Manager pointed out that the aforementioned exercise 
had established that, whilst many organisations would adhere to the legislative obligations 
in their procurement practices, many did not, unlike the Council, apply additional 
safeguards or criteria. He added, however, that some overarching policies applied 
elsewhere, were more specific in their standards when compared to the Council’s current 
Social Value Procurement Policy.  
 
 The Working Group was then provided with an overview of a proposed mechanism 
to oversee the development of a corporate Ethical Procurement Policy that would see the 
development of a range of measures. Such measures may include strengthened 
approaches to ensuring external supply chains and businesses adhered to ethical 
standards. Such standards would, typically, include labour rights, environmental 
sustainability, fair trade practices and human rights. Such a corporate policy would be 
mindful of the need for a proportionate approach, whilst supporting and developing local 
Small and Medium Enterprises and their capabilities.  
 
 A number of Members thanked officers for the work which had been undertaken 
in developing the principles to oversee the emerging policy. In response to a Member’s 
question, the Deputy Chief Executive outlined the next steps in the development of the 
policy and she clarified the level of engagement that would be undertaken, particularly 
with Small and Medium Enterprises in any development of the policy.  
 
 After discussion, the Working Group agreed to approve the emerging principles to 
oversee the development of an Ethical Procurement Policy for the Council.  
 
 It was noted that the minutes of the meeting would be submitted to the Strategic 
Policy and Resources Committee on 20th June with a view that it endorse the Working 
Group’s decision to enable the further development of the policy.    
 
 

 
 

Chairperson 
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