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CIVIL SERVICE COMMISSIONERS 

 
SUMMARY RECORD OF MEETING – 3 DECEMBER 2012 

 
STORMONT HOUSE 

 
ATTENDEES: 
 

 

Commissioners Secretariat 
 

Brian Rowntree, Chairperson Heather Stevens 
Marion Matchett  Bernie Gray 
Raymond Mullan  Jane Hamill 
Vilma Patterson  
Jim Scholes  
  
Marianne Fleming, CHR  
Julian King, NIO  
Douglas Bain, Commissioner for 
Standards 

 

 
WELCOME 
 
1. In opening the meeting the Chairperson thanked everyone for their attendance 

and noted that Commissioners would be joined throughout the day by Marianne 
Fleming, CHR, Julian King, NIO and Douglas Bain the Commissioner for 
Standards to discuss a variety of issues. 

 
2. Chairperson acknowledged the two recent visits which had taken place to GB and 

ROI and Commissioners agreed that both visits had been very informative and 
worthwhile.  Chairperson recorded his thanks to the Secretariat for making all the 
travel arrangements for both visits. 

 
COMMISSIONERS DECLARATION OF INTERESTS [Paper 51/12] 
 
3. Commissioners confirmed their current Register of Interests and their ongoing 

commitment to the Seven Principles of Public Life.  Raymond Mullan and Vilma 
Patterson provided amendments to their declarations. 

ACTION: OCSC 
 
4. Commissioners agreed to declare any involvement with Public Sector recruitment 

panels outside Commissioners’ remit as a matter for information.   
 
SUMMARY RECORD AND ACTION MATRIX 24 SEPTEMBER AND 6 & 9 
NOVEMBER MEETINGS [Paper 52/12] 
 
5. Commissioners considered the Summary records and Action Matrix and 

agreement was reached as follows: 
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a) 24 September Commissioners Business Meeting – agreed; 
b) 24 September Action Matrix – Marion Matchett confirmed that action A.3 

could be closed and Commissioners noted the position against all other 
action points; 

c) 6 November Future Audit Strategy meeting – agreed;  
d) 6 November PSG People Issues sub group meeting – agreed; 
e) 9 November Audit Workshop meeting – agreed pending insertion at 

paragraph 7 to include a reference to the fact that Commissioners agreed 
to retain the Audit Guidance and Framework; and 

f) 9 November Business Planning meeting – agreed pending addition of 
paragraph to reflect the fact that budget profiling may affect future audits. 

ACTION: OCSC 
 
NICS CODE OF ETHICS: SUITE OF GUIDANCE DOCUMENTS [Paper 53/12] 
 
6. Chairperson invited Jim Scholes as the Code of Ethics Lead Commissioner to 

provide an overview of the suite of documents attached at Annexes A to C.  
 
7. Jim Scholes provided background to the development of the papers and advised 

that they now more prominently reflected the fact that HR management matters 
are not dealt with under the Code of Ethics; a fact that is subsequently covered in 
section 4 of the Core Guidance and replicated within the other two documents. 

 
8. Jim Scholes referred Commissioners to the fact that within the Code of Ethics 

there was no appeal mechanism noted.  Yet following any final decision under the 
current Guide to Appellants it is stated that Commissioners would consider an 
appeal made because of factual inaccuracy.  Commissioners noted that the 
revised Code of Ethics guidance had confirmation on factual accuracy prior to 
providing their decision, thereby ensuring their decision was final. 

 
9. Commissioners were requested to consider Annex C, Guidance for Departments, 

Section 14, final paragraph, which requests annual information on the number and 
nature of concerns that have been raised under a breach of the Code of Ethics 
and resolved by departments.  Following discussion, Commissioners agreed that 
such statistical information could provide a valuable benchmark when referring to 
the number of appeals made to Commissioners in their published Annual Report.  
Consequently Jim Scholes agreed to include reference to the paragraph in the 
draft letter to Derek Baker at Annex F. 

ACTION: Jim Scholes/OCSC 
 
10. Commissioners agreed the draft letter and in doing so noted the final paragraph, 

which included an invitation for CHR to consider strengthening the NICS Code of 
Ethics that includes a clearer reference to the fact the provisions of the Code do 
not cover HR management matters.  Commissioners also noted that the 
advantages of issuing any revised Code simultaneously with Commissioners’ 
Guidance documents had been included for CHR consideration. 

 
11. Commissioners noted the Equality Impact Screening Exercise at Annex D.  
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12. Commissioners welcomed the internal process map at Annex E and agreed that it 
should be amended to create a version that could be made available as part of the 
information connected to the appeal process under the Code of Ethics. 

ACTION: OCSC 
 
13. Commissioners agreed to provide any further comments on the suite of 

documents to the Secretariat and further agreed that a devoted time would be set 
aside on an annual basis to consider the Code of Ethics Guidance documentation. 

ACTION: Commissioners/OCSC 
 
COMPLAINTS PROCESS [Paper 54/12] 
 
14. It was noted that the Office of the Civil Service Commissioners does not have a 

formal complaints process and that in keeping with good governance this was 
something that should be considered. 

 
15. Commissioners were provided with a complaints process guidance document and 

the following points were noted: 
 

 The term ‘complaint’ by itself was deemed to be too negative and it was 
suggested that the guide be titled, ‘Comment, Enquiries and Complaints 
Process’; 

 Paragraph 2 – ‘Seeing Callers’ needed to be re-phrased to become more pro-
active; and 

 Paragraph 5 should mirror the process map. 
 
16.  It was agreed that amendments would be made as discussed and the paper 

circulated to Commissioners for agreement to publish on the website. 
 

ACTION: OCSC  
 
[Marianne Fleming joined the meeting at 10.45am] 
 
STRATEGIC RESOURCING BOARD – OVERVIEW BY MARIANNE FLEMING 
 
17. Commissioners welcomed Marianne Fleming to the meeting.  Marianne provided 

an overview of the Strategic Resourcing Board and the following points were 
noted: 

 

 The Strategic Resourcing Board was set up by Permanent Secretaries and it 
was agreed that a strategic review would be conducted to look at resourcing in 
NICS; 

 The remit of the Board is resourcing in its widest sense and looks at how to get 
people into posts, workforce planning and staffing implications for welfare 
reform; 

 The priority is to get people into posts but at the current time there are a variety 
of means available which can over complicate things; 

 The Review will include wide ranging stakeholder engagement and 
benchmarking exercises all with a view to help simplify the process, to make it 
quicker and more agile; 
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 It is anticipated that a Review will enable a key set of principles to be produced 
to ensure good resourcing going forward;  

 A review will allow for a radical overhaul of the current processes but that 
senior/PSG support and endorsement will be a key factor; and 

 CHR is keen to keep Commissioners involved as one of the key stakeholders 
in the Review. 

 
18. Chairperson stated that there was a need to bring back a sense of pride in Civil 

Service and to promote the positives and highlight best practice when possible.   It 
was noted that this issue would need to be addressed in the Review. 

 
19. Marianne Fleming advised that CHR were about to embark on a Staff Officer 

Accountant competition and that it was considered timely to use this opportunity to 
illicit information from applicants in the form of a questionnaire.  This would 
provide feedback and evidence to use going forward.  Marianne agreed to liaise 
with the Secretary further on this matter. 

ACTION: Secretary/DFP 
 
20. Marianne Fleming reflected on the success to date of the Fast Stream recruitment 

and highlighted how the pool of candidates currently in NICS would be monitored 
with progress tracked over the coming months and years so that evidence could 
be produced on their experiences. 

 
21. Marianne Fleming advised on work being taken forward on testing of competitions 

where recent NISRA analysis highlighted outcomes that appeared to favour a 
particular group.  Commissioners welcomed the intention that there will be 
research conducted to look behind the data and to rule out any inherent bias. 

 
22. It was agreed that Marianne Fleming would provide bi-annual updates to 

Commissioners on the issues covered by the Strategic Resourcing Board. 
ACTION: OCSC  

[Marianne Fleming left the meeting at 11.45am] 
 
PUBLICATION SCHEME [Paper 55/12] 
 
23. Commissioners considered and agreed publishing the Publication Scheme on the 

website.  It was further agreed that any items to be added to the Scheme would be 
brought to a business meeting for review. 

ACTION: OCSC 
 [Julian King joined the meeting at 12.30pm] 
 
NIO DEVELOPMENTS – OVERVIEW BY JULIAN KING 
 
24. Commissioners welcomed Julian King to the meeting and the following points 

were noted during discussions: 
 

 Julian King noted that he was content with the current relationship NIO had 
with Commissioners, that the move from Windsor House to Stormont House 
had been completed satisfactorily and that budgets going forward will provide 
challenges for everyone; 
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 The Chairperson provided assurances that Commissioners would continue to 
work with NIO but that it was important that they had sufficient resources to 
carry out their regulatory role; 

 No decision had been made as to future governance and devolution however 
Julian King noted that the SOS is open to discussion with the Executive on the 
issue of ALBs governance; and 

 An overview of the Commissioners work was provided to Julian King to 
include the joint research exercise with CHR, working with CHR to look at 
more qualitative recruitment and positive engagement with Permanent 
Secretaries. 

 
[Julian King left the meeting at 12.45pm] 
 
[Douglas Bain joined the meeting at 1.00pm] 
 
COMMISSIONER FOR STANDARDS – OVERVIEW BY DOUGLAS BAIN  
 
25. Commissioners welcomed Douglas Bain to their meeting to hear about his role as 

Commissioner for Standards.  The following points were noted during discussions: 
 

 The Commissioner for Standards has a primary function to investigate and 
produce reports on complaints which are concerned with breaches of the MLA 
Code of Conduct; 

 Commissioner has extensive powers; he can conduct investigations and 
request individuals to provide evidence under oath; 

 The workload is variable and the level of complaints in NI is lower per elective 
representative than in Westminster; 

 There is a real need to raise awareness about the Commissioner for Standards 
role and the aim is to produce flyers and poster to promote the service; and 

 It is anticipated that there will be a review of the Code of Conduct in 2013. 
 
[Douglas Bain left the meeting at 2.30pm] 

 
 
WEBSITE: FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS [Paper 56/12] 
 
26. Commissioners considered the paper and were in agreement that the questions 

allowed for a more accessible website for the public.  It was agreed that that the 
first question would be reworded to read ‘What does this organisation do’ and that 
any other Commissioner views or feedback on the document would be provided to 
the Secretary. 

ACTION: Secretary/OCSC  
 
PROPOSED REVIEW OF BOARD EFFECTIVENESS [Paper 57/12] 
 
27. Commissioners considered the proposal and reflected that the reference to 

Commissioners being a Board at paragraph 4 was not strictly accurate, as they 
were a body corporate.  It was accepted that whilst Commissioners were not a 
Commission they did behave as a Commission in that they made decisions on a 
corporate basis and not as individuals. 
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28. Following discussion it was agreed to defer the proposed review until after the 

Corporate Governance Training in 2013 when it was considered that 
Commissioners would be in a much better position to take this exercise forward.    

 
QUARTERLY CORPORATE GOVERNANCE DOCUMENTS [Paper 58/12] 
 
29. Commissioners noted the position, as outlined in the cover paper, in relation to the 

quarterly Corporate Governance/Business Planning documents. 
 
BUSINESS PLANNING 2013/2014 [Paper 59\12] 
 
30. Chairperson invited Raymond Mullan as the Business Planning Lead 

Commissioner to provide an overview the 2013/14 draft Business Plan. 
 
31. Raymond provided a synopsis of the amendments to the Plan as agreed at the 

Business Planning meeting on 9 November.  It was noted that this document 
would be used to draft the Risk Register and the Learning & Development Plan for 
2013/14.  It was further noted that the three corporate documents would be 
considered at the Commissioners’ February 2013 business meeting. 

 
COMMISSIONERS’ LEAD ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES [Paper 60\12] 
 
32. Commissioners agreed the allocation of the functional areas and the role of the 

Lead Commissioner as outlined within the paper.  Commissioners considered and 
approved the tasks expected of Lead Commissioners as detailed at Annex B of 
the paper. 

 
APPROACH TO BREACHES OF THE 4 STAGE SCS PROCESS [Paper 61\12] 
 
33. Commissioners were provided with the response from Peter Wallace, HR Connect 

following the recent breach of the 4 stage process. 
 
34. Following consideration of the response it was agreed that the breach was 

somewhat concerning and that the expectation would be that senior management 
in HR Connect should have a greater oversight of the 4 stage process. 

 
35. Commissioners agreed that the Peter Wallace should be invited to a meeting with 

the Chairperson and Secretary to discuss the need for improvements which he 
alluded to in his letter.  It is anticipated that these improvements are to the HR 
Connect processes and not those of the Commissioners’ 4 stage process. 

 
ACTION: Chairperson/ Secretary/OCSC  

 
VERBAL UPDATE ON CURRENT LEGAL ISSUES 
 
36. Jim Scholes advised that there were no updates in relation to legal issues and 

further advised that the current case would take a number of months to be 
resolved. 
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DISCUSSION ON APPROACH TO AUDIT 2012/2013 
 
Review of Secondment and Update on CHR meeting 
 
37. Chairperson invited Marion Matchett to provide an update on recent meetings with 

CHR, on behalf of herself and Jim Scholes.  
 
38.  Marion Matchett advised Commissioners that the initial meeting with CHR to 

facilitate the commencement of the joint research project on the Review of Inward 
Secondment as an Exception to Merit had taken place and outlined the views of 
expressed at the meeting, especially the fact that Departments considered the 
wording in the Code to be very restrictive. 

 
39. Marion then referred Commissioners to the separate paper containing draft 

rewording of parts of Regulation 3(a) that would in effect ’soften’ the wording 
without affecting the main requirements of the Code.  Following discussion on the 
rewording it was agreed that Marion Matchett and Jim Scholes would 
communicate the fact that Commissioners would be willing to consider changes to 
the wording within Regulation 3(a) on conclusion of the Review of Secondments 
as an Exception to Merit.  Marion Matchett agreed that Commissioners would be 
provided with draft comments for consideration prior to the next meeting with CHR 
in January 2013. 

ACTION: Marion Matchett/Jim Scholes  
 

40. Marion Matchett provided an update on the meeting with Derek Baker which took 
place on 20 November and advised that CHR confirmed that current procedures 
would provide the required Commissioners’ assurances for the Annual Report.  

 
41. Following discussion on the strengthening the required assurances, 

Commissioners considered that the issue should be discussed initially with 
Stephen Peover.  It was agreed that a meeting would be arranged to facilitate the 
issue being taken forward and that Brian Rowntree and Marion would attend on 
behalf of Commissioners. 

ACTION: OCSC 
 
AOB 
 
Audit 
 
42. Commissioners agreed that 2 further meetings were required before the end of 

March 2013 to address the amendments to the Guidance and the Audit framework 
document as follows: 

 
– Marion Matchett and Vilma Patterson to make the initial amendments to the 

Guidance and Framework; 
– Jim Scholes and Raymond Mullan to quality assure the amendments: 
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– Chairperson to consider final version. 
 
43. Commissioners agreed that an external procurement audit template would be 

drawn up following the receipt of information from GB on how and in what format 
their assurances are provided by external auditors. 

ACTION: Commissioners/OCSC  
 
PAPERS TO NOTE  
 
Budget Position [Paper 62/12] 
 
44. The Secretary outlined the current budget position and highlighted the fact that the 

uncommitted spend would be consumed with additional meetings and other work 
that had arisen to include the CHR joint research project. 

 
Paper 63/12 to Paper 65/12 
 
25. Commissioners noted the remaining papers. 
 
 
 
 
 
Office of the Civil Service Commissioners 
for Northern Ireland 
  


