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Strategic Policy and Resources Committee 
 

 
Friday, 1st March, 2013 

 
 

SPECIAL MEETING OF STRATEGIC POLICY  
AND RESOURCES COMMITTEE 

 
 
 Members present: Councillor Hargey (Chairman); 
  Alderman Campbell; and  
  Councillors Attwood, Convery, Corr, Haire,  
  Hendron, Hussey, McVeigh, Mac Giolla Mhín,  
  Ó Muilleoir and Reynolds. 
 
 Also attended: Alderman Rodgers; and 
  Councillors Garrett, Keenan, McCabe, 
  Mullan and Spence. 
 
 In attendance: Mr. P. McNaney, Chief Executive; 

Mr. R. Cregan, Director of Finance and Resources;  
Mr G Millar, Director of Property and Projects; 
Mr A Hassard, Director of Parks and Leisure; and  

  Mr. J. Hanna, Senior Democratic Services Officer. 
 
 

Apologies 
 
 Apologies for inability to attend were reported from Alderman R. Newton and 
Councillors McCarthy and A. Newton.  
  
Gaelic Athletic Association –  
Presentation on Casement Park 
 
 The Chief Executive reported that, due to the short notification, the 
representatives of the Gaelic Athletic Association would not be in attendance in relation 
to a presentation on Casement Park. 
 
 The Committee agreed that they be invited again to a future meeting. 
 
Leisure Review 
 
 The Committee was reminded that, at its meeting on 25th January, it had agreed 
to hold a special meeting to receive a presentation from representatives of Deloitte MCS 
Limited in relation to its findings on the review of the Council’s Leisure Estate. 
 
 It was reported that Ms. J. Henry, Ms. A. Wilson and Mr. C. McStephens were in 
attendance and they were welcomed to the meeting by the Chairman. 
 
 With the assistance of visual aids, Ms. Henry outlined the rationale for the review.  
She explained that it had considered specifically the current status of the Leisure Estate 
and outlined options for future Council leisure provision across the City.  
A comprehensive research process, including comparator analysis, had been 
undertaken, as well as an examination of best practise elsewhere. In addition, a range of 
meetings with Party Leaders and strategic stakeholders had taken place.  She indicated 
that it was evident from the review that the issues facing the Council were significant and 
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the scale of transformation was unparalleled in Belfast.  Given the challenges, matched 
by the ambition of the elected representatives of the Council and their partners, a step 
change was needed for a modern, sustainable and fit-for-purpose leisure provision in the 
21st century.  
 
 Ms. Henry indicated that the research had revealed that there was a compelling 
case for change and had provided the following reasons: 
 

• The majority of the Leisure Estate was old and costly to maintain; 
• Alongside significant ongoing Council investment, usage of the 

facilities had been falling; 
• There was a need to better utilise the public estate; 
• There were a number of strategic opportunities available to the 

Council to co-operate with other sectors and work across 
administrative boundaries; 

• The reform of local government had implications for the Leisure 
Estate; 

• There was an urgent need to re-focus services to positively impact 
health incomes; and 

• People’s expectations around leisure facilities had changed while the 
majority of the Belfast Leisure’s Estate had not. 

 
 Mr. McStephens explained that any decisions on the future Council Leisure 
provision should be underpinned by the following six principles: quality; focus on health 
and well-being outcomes; value for money; balanced investment and accessibility; 
partnership; and affordability. He stated that, whilst there was a preferred option, one 
size did not fit all and certain areas of the City had specific needs and issues in relation 
to leisure provision. 
 
 He indicated that were a range of options for both the delivery and the funding 
and management of the Leisure Estate, and reviewed each of these in turn and indicated 
that each of the options had been delivered elsewhere, including within Northern Ireland.  
In conclusion, he reviewed the way forward and stated that transformation would help the 
Council deliver on economic, social and environmental outcomes. However, taking no 
action or only partial action would mean that the Council would fall short on those. 
 
 The members of the deputation then answered a number of questions from the 
Members and, the Chairman, on behalf of the Committee, thanked them for attending 
and they left the meeting. 
 
 The Chief Executive then tabled for the information of the Members the 
undernoted report: 
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“1.0 Relevant background information  
 
 Under the Investment Programme Implementation Plan, agreed 

by Strategic Policy and Resources Committee in June 2012, it 
was agreed that a project would be initiated to enable the 
re-development of the leisure estate and that research would be 
undertaken to develop options.   

 
 Deloitte MCS Limited was appointed to undertake this piece of 

work to provide an evidence base on Belfast’s leisure estate 
needs. The report has now been completed and the key 
findings will be presented at the meeting by Deloitte MCS 
Limited.  A copy of the Executive Summary and the full report 
will be available for Members at Committee.    

 
2. Key issues  
 
2.1 It is recognised that Members require time to digest the issues 

raised by the report and its organisational implications. For the 
purposes of discussion, the report highlights four primary 
drivers for change: 

 
- Financial: the subsidy for leisure services and 

average annual cost to the ratepayer is currently 
£8.01 million.  The estate is aging, costly to maintain 
and energy-inefficient.  The physical improvement of 
the leisure estate is dependent on the Council’s 
agreed medium term financial strategy, the success 
of service improvements (e.g. increased throughput) 
and the future business model.   

- Health outcomes:  the worst nine wards in Northern 
Ireland in terms of health deprivation are in Belfast.  
There needs to be a sharpened focus on improving 
health outcomes – getting more people, more active, 
more often – and the re-development of the physical 
leisure estate will only partially achieve the Council’s 
ambitions in this regard.   

- Strategic opportunities: there are a number of 
imminent strategic opportunities for the Council to 
maximise its investment in the future provision of a 
fit-for-purpose leisure estate, including the stadia 
developments, Girdwood, health estate review, 
Social Investment Fund and greater collaborative 
working on asset sharing and service delivery. 

- Review of Public Administration: from 2015, Belfast 
will incorporate large areas of Castlereagh and 
Lisburn district councils.  Plans need to be made 
now to ensure adequate leisure and recreational 
facilities are available, particularly with the likelihood 
that the rate burden in these areas will be increased 
to be brought into line with the rest of the city. 

 
2.2 Emerging strands of work 
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 The key challenge now for the Council is to develop a 
programme of work which will deliver the next generation of 
health and well-being provision in the city.  The scale and 
scope of the solution is likely to require 3 major strands of 
work: 

 
1. To deliver the physical transformation of the leisure 

estate 
2. To enable service transformation to address health 

inequalities and deliver better health outcomes 
3. To create a value for money service and the realisation 

of cash savings to support the part-financing of the 
physical transformation programme 

 
 Both the development and the implementation of these 

3 strands will require a dedicated team and potentially the 
support of external expertise, particularly alongside major 
programmes of work in relation to the commitments in the 
Investment Programme as well as the Reform of Local 
Government.  

 
 It is proposed that a detailed report on the resource 

requirements will be prepared for presentation to Committee in 
April 2013. 

 
2.3 Engagement 
 
 It is proposed that a detailed Transformation Programme would 

be presented to Committee in September. To achieve this target 
deadline, it is proposed that the Council now starts a sustained 
engagement process which will include: 

 
1. Political: Committee, party groups, Area Working 

Groups and Member working group 
2. Staff: staff improvement panels, trade union fora and 

advisors (e.g. finance; HR) 
3. Stakeholders: strategic partners for capital and revenue 

programmes.   
 
 Given the constraints of Members availability and, at the same 

time, the scale of the work ahead, it is suggested that a small 
group of Members convene in order to facilitate in-depth 
dialogue on the critical issues. It is envisaged that this 
engagement will require a series of study visits to examine 
good practice elsewhere.  It is suggested these should be 
undertaken at the earliest opportunity in April and May.   
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2.8 Finance and Resourcing Strategy 
 
 Depending on political agreement, there are substantial capital 

costs over a period of 5 - 10 years which will have to form part 
of the Council’s medium term financial plan.   

 
 In order to inform this, it is proposed that an initial high level 

affordability paper is presented to Committee in April. This will 
outline the potential options for finance which will include the 
likely borrowing requirements, the establishment of a Leisure 
Capital Fund, the realisation of cash savings of up to £2million 
from the leisure budget and the potential impact on other 
capital funding streams. 

 
2.9 Legal advice and equality considerations 
 
 In order to ensure that the transformation programme is 

designed to enable the Council to not only meet its strategic 
objectives, it is also imperative that its legal and equality 
obligations are fulfilled.  As part of this preparation period, 
updated legal and equality advice will be sought to inform 
Members’ decision-making.   

 
 The Council’s Equality consultative forum is also meeting 

during this period, and officers will present the Deloitte report 
for their feedback and comment.  This will inform the 
development of an equality strategy for the transformation 
programme, which will identify the key stages at which the 
Council will screen the programme for equality and good 
relations impacts. 

 
3.0   Decisions required  
 
 Strategic Policy and Resources Committee is asked to grant 

authority for officers to: 
 
3.1 Initiate a sustained engagement process, and to seek nominees 

from political parties to establish a Members’ working group 
 
3.2 Prepare further reports on a resourcing strategy (April 13), a 

high level affordability paper (April 13) and an agreed 
Transformation Programme (September 13), following in-depth 
Member, staff, trade union and external stakeholder 
consultation 
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3.3 Organise a study visit for Members in April, accompanied by 

the Chief Executive, the Directors of Parks and Leisure and 
Finance and Resources, and/or their nominees.  Allowance for 
travel, meals and accommodation, based on standard Council 
subsistence rates, has been made in current revenue budgets 
to cover this expenditure 

 
3.4 Facilitate in-depth engagement with strategic stakeholders to 

explore co-investment opportunities under the leisure 
transformation programme 

 
3.5 Obtain updated legal and equality advice for the purposes of 

the transformation programme.” 

 

 The Chief Executive reviewed the main aspects of the report and indicated that 
the review was about both leisure and health transformation and what the Council was 
trying to achieve in terms of outcomes and in terms of affordability.  He indicated that the 
Council would require dedicated resources specifically allocated to the review and in this 
regard further proposals would be made establishing a health and leisure transformation 
team.  
 
 The Chief Executive and the Directors of Parks and Leisure and Finance and 
Resources then answered a number of questions from the Members. 
 
 After further discussion, the Committee adopted the recommendations contained 
in the report.  
 
 
 
 

Chairman 
 


