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CIVIL SERVICE COMMISSIONERS FOR NORTHERN IRELAND 
 

 SUMMARY RECORD OF MEETING – 8 April 2014 
 

STORMONT HOUSE 
 

ATTENDEES: 
 

 

Commissioners Secretariat 
 

Brian Rowntree, Chairperson Joanne Dowling 
Marion Matchett  Gemma Hughes 
Raymond Mullan Carmel McDowell 
Jim Scholes Andrew Dodds 
  
  
Invitees: 
 

Apologies: 

Mona McRoberts (Crown Solicitor’s 
Office) 

Vilma Patterson 

Carmel McLarnon (CHR) Lynne Curran 
Patricia Donnelly (CHR)  
Dr Paul Brewerton  
(Strengths Partnership) 

 

Andrew Boyce (NIO)  
Andrew Scholes (NIO)  
Colin Langford (CIPFA)  
Steve Mungavin (CIPFA)  

 
Welcome 
 
1. The Chairperson welcomed everyone to the meeting and noted apologies from 

Vilma Patterson and Lynne Curran.  
 

2. It was noted that the presentation on FOI by Peter Harlow (NIO) had to be 
postponed until a later a date as the NIO presenter had taken ill. 

 
Summary Record and Action Matrix of 11 February business meeting   
 
3. Commissioners agreed the Summary Record for the 11 February business 

meeting and noted that it would be published on the website.  
 

4. Commissioners noted that the majority of action points in the Action Matrix had 
been addressed and that any outstanding issues had been tabled for discussion 
in the April meeting agenda. 

 
Matters arising & Conflicts of Interest 

 
5. Commissioners confirmed that they had no conflict of interest in relation to the 

April business meeting agenda and papers.  For the record Jim Scholes advised 
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that Andrew Scholes from the NIO Constitutional Political Group, who was giving 
a presentation on the Miscellaneous Provisions Act, was his nephew. 

 
Chairperson’s Report [Paper 17\14] 
 
6. In presenting his Report, the Chairperson emphasised that a key priority going 

forward was to ensure that the work of Commissioners was focused on activities 
which are necessary to fulfil their statutory functions and that this needed to be 
achieved as efficiently as possible. Commissioners noted  that in order to achieve 
savings required by NIO in the 2014/15 and 2015/16 budget a number of 
efficiency measures have had to be been introduced from 1 April.  
Commissioners were advised that these changes would include a revised 
approach to how and when routine information would be presented to 
Commissioners. 
 

7. Commissioners noted the key changes in the management of business meeting 
from 1 April, would include: 
 

• agendas would be focused on Commissioners’ statutory functions and 
where possible, only on items requiring decisions / discussion.  Routine 
papers to note would be circulated by email, as appropriate; 

• the reduction in agenda items should enable shorter, sharper meetings 
which would be scheduled for a half day, where possible; 

• the Register of Interest would be confirmed on a quarterly basis, via email 
by Commissioners, to ensure they remain accurate and up to date.  
Commissioners noted that they should continue to update the Chair in 
writing, and copy to the Secretary, any changes, as necessary; 

• a Secretary’s Report would be a standing agenda item, providing updates 
on key issues, including: performance against objectives; budget position 
and staff (by exception); a statistical breakdown and updates on casework 
and the 4-stage authorisation process; future meetings and emerging 
issues, as appropriate; and 

• hospitality would be provided at meetings, in line with NIO policy and 
guidelines.  
 

8. Commissioners agreed that, subject to advance notice and approval of the 
Chairperson, closed sessions could be arranged before the start of a business 
meeting, if required  
 

9. The Chairperson invited Commissioners to note the Budget Allocation for 
2014/15 and highlighted that in order to achieve the level of cuts anticipated for 
the 2015/16 budget, more fundamental decisions and action beyond the 
efficiencies being introduced this year would be required.  Commissioners noted 
that the Chairperson and the Secretary would undertake a detail analysis of the 
fixed and variable budget lines and identify options to achieve the reduction, with 
a view to discussing with NIO.  It was also noted that an update would be 
provided at the June business meeting. 

 
ACTION: Secretary / Chairperson 
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10. Commissioners were advised that the Lead Roles had been revised and 

consolidated to improve the management of statutory and functional 
responsibilities.  Commissioners noted that if additional time is required to 
undertake work in a Lead area beyond the allocation, this should be identified in 
advance to the Secretary to identify whether resources are available and then 
approval will be sought from the Chairperson.  Commissioners were also 
requested that if time allocated was not required that this should be surrendered 
as early as possible so that the resource can be reallocated. 
   

11. Commissioners noted that an Audit Group had been established.  It was noted 
that this Group will involve two Commissioners who will manage policy and 
practice in relation to audit.  The Group will also fulfil a Quality Assurance role for 
the work undertaken by the Secretariat and the Link Commissioner in carrying out 
the audit function during the review of NICS recruitment policies and practices.  
Commissioners’ noted that the Link Commissioner role would remain unchanged.  

 

12. Following discussion it was agreed that the group would be called the Audit, 
Review and Development Group and that a Terms of Reference for the Group 
should be developed for agreement. 

 
  ACTION: Secretariat / Audit Review and Development Group 

 
Secretary’s Report [18/14] 
 
13. The Secretary provided an outline of the new reporting format explaining that the 

change in approach should improve the quality and quantity of information 
provided to Commissioners and help make the production and delivery of 
information more efficient within the Secretariat.  . 
 

14. Commissioners noted the information presented, including the ongoing financial 
constraints in 2014/15 and expressed concern about the level of efficiencies 
required for 2015/16.  The Chairperson provided an assurance that the regulatory 
and statutory functions of the Commissioners would be the key priority in terms of 
identifying how the reductions will be achieved. 

 
 

15. During discussion it was noted that the NIO consultation on the Northern Ireland 
(Miscellaneous Provisions) Act 2014 may have potential implications on the 
Commissioners’ succession planning process and that this would be a matter for 
the Chairperson to discuss with NIO. The Secretary agreed to provide 
Commissioners with the dates of their respective terms of office. 

        
ACTION:  Secretariat  

 
16. Commissioners noted the Regulation and Improvement Forums summary of 

costs and feedback.  During discussion it was agreed that the events had 
successfully promoted Commissioners’ regulatory role with key stakeholders and 
provided an opportunity to engage with other regulators and academics.  It was 
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agreed that, budget permitting, a similar event should be considered in the latter 
part of 2014/15.    

ACTION:  Chairperson / Secretariat 
  

17. The Secretary provided an update in relation to the Commissioners’ website, 
which had been suspended as a result of unauthorised access.  Commissioners 
noted that work was ongoing with IT Assist and NIO security to remedy the issue 
as soon as possible. 

  
Legal Advice on Transfer of Functions [19/14] 

 
Mona McRoberts (Crown Solicitor’s Office) joined the meeting at this point. 
 
18. Commissioners invited Mona McRoberts to provide her view on the detailed 

advice provided by Senior Legal Counsel, in relation to the request from the 
Department of the Environment (DOE) to transfer a number of staff into the 
Department by way of exception to the Merit Principle.   
 

19. Following discussion it was agreed that in light of the advice provided by Senior 
Counsel, Mona McRoberts would review her previous advice provided with a view 
to writing to Commissioners advising that the DOE request could be approved 
under the requirements set out in the Recruitment Code.   

 
ACTION: Crown Solicitor’s Office 

20. Commissioners agreed that following confirmation of Ms McRobert’s advice in 
writing, the Chairperson would write to the Department on behalf of 
Commissioners granting approval  

  
ACTION:  Chairperson / Secretariat 

 
Mona McRoberts left the meeting at this point. 

Update on Audit [Paper 20\14] 
 
21. The 2014/15 Audit Plan was discussed and Commissioners agreed that the 

Chairperson and Raymond Mullan would consider the respective terms of 
references for each audit whilst Marion Matchett and Vilma Patterson would 
review the TOR for the Audit Review and Development Group.  Commissioners 
also agreed that the Chairperson would write to CHR to advise them of the 2014 -
15 Audit Plan. 
  

22. It was also agreed that a combination of formal review and a desktop approach 
would be the methodology used, as appropriate, during 2014/15.  
 

23. Commissioners further agreed to share the audit topics with the GB 
Commissioners with a view to obtaining comparative data for benchmarking 
purposes.  

      
ACTION: Secretariat 
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Adverse Impact Research [Paper 21/14] 
 
Marianne Fleming (CHR), Carmel McLarnon (CHR) and Dr Paul Brewerton 
joined the meeting. 
 
24. Dr Brewerton presented his findings (Annex A) on the NICS’ commissioned 

study on the identified adverse impact in NICS recruitment for first line managers 
(Annex B).  
 

25. During discussion regarding the study’s conclusions and its subsequent 
recommendations, Marianne Fleming presented CHR’s initial response to the 
report to Commissioners (Annex C).  CHR indicated that they welcomed the 
Report and most of its conclusions.  CHR was pleased that the process as a 
whole indicated that there was no adverse impact, albeit that individual elements 
have flagged up issues for consideration.  It was noted that CHR had already put 
in place a number of actions to address the recommendations and that further 
improvements were planned.   
 

26. Commissioners acknowledged the comments made by CHR and noted that a 
final response / action plan would be sent to Commissioners in due course.   

 

ACTION: Secretariat / CHR 
 

Marianne Fleming (CHR), Carmel McLarnon (CHR) and Dr Paul Brewerton left the 
meeting at this stage. 

 
 
Miscellaneous Provisions (Northern Ireland) Act [Paper 22/14] 
 
Andrew Boyce & Andrew Scholes, Constitutional and Political Group (NIO), joined the 
meeting 
 
27. Commissioners invited Andrew Boyce to provide an update on how the NIO plans 

to manage the consultation process as set out in the Northern Ireland 
(Miscellaneous Provisions) Act 2014 which received Royal Assent on 13 March 
2014.  During discussion it was noted that no decision had been taken in terms of 
the format or approach that would be taken for the consultation process.  Mr 
Boyce indicated that dialogue needed to take place between NIO and the NI 
Executive to inform the consultation.  NIO advised that they would also welcome 
a discussion with Commissioners in advance of the consultation to take their 
views. 
 

28.  Commissioners noted that there are no immediate plans to start this process and 
that they would be kept informed.   
 

29. Commissioners confirmed their support for the Act and that their key focus was to 
seek to enshrine the Merit Principle in statute and to protect the independence of 
Commissioners.  
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30. Andrew Boyce noted their comments and advised that he was content to meet 
with Commissioners in due course to discuss the process further. 

 
Andrew Boyce & Andrew Scholes from the Constitutional and Political Group (NIO) 
left the meeting 
  
Any other Business 
 
Casework – request from DFP   
 
31. Commissioners noted the latest correspondence from DFP in relation to a 

request to appoint an individual by way of appointment to the Merit Principle and 
that advice has been sought from CSO in relation to the draft response.  
Commissioners agreed that the Chairperson would respond on behalf of 
Commissioners following receipt of the legal advice.   

 
ACTION: Chairperson / Secretariat 

 
Chairing SCS competitions 
 
32. The Chairperson advised that, following recent discussions in relation to 

Commissioners’ statutory role and the importance of safeguarding their 
independence, it had given him cause to reflect on his position as a regulator, 
chairing NICS SCS competition and the potential for any perceived conflict of 
interest.  He advised that in light of the fact that the chairing role was not part of 
the Commissioners’ statutory role, he had taken the decision that he would no 
longer Chair these Competitions.  The Chairperson advised that with effect from 
the date of the meeting he would be removing himself from the rota for Chairing 
SCS Competitions. 

 
33. Commissioners noted the Chairman’s position. 
 
The Secretariat withdrew from the meeting at this stage. 
 
Review of Secretariat [Paper24\14] (closed session) 

Commissioners had a closed session to discuss the draft CIPFA Report on the 
Review of the Secretariat and meet with representatives from CIPFA to agree 
next steps.  
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