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CIVIL SERVICE COMMISSIONERS FOR NORTHERN IRELAND 
 

 SUMMARY RECORD OF MEETING – 17 June 2014 
 

STORMONT HOUSE 
 

ATTENDEES: 
 

 

Commissioners Secretariat 
 

Brian Rowntree, Chairperson Joanne Dowling 
Marion Matchett  Lynne Curran 
Raymond Mullan Gemma Hughes 
Vilma Patterson Carmel McDowell 

Andrew Dodds 
  
  
Invitees: 
 

Apologies: 

Peter Harlow (NIO) Jim Scholes 
  

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

Jim Scholes.  
 

2. It was noted that there would be a presentation via video link by Mr Peter Harlow 
on the requirements of the Freedom of Information Act 2000. 

 
Summary Record and Action Matrix of 8 April business meeting   
 
3. Commissioners agreed the Summary Record for the 8 April business meeting. 

 
4. Commissioners agreed the 8 April Action Matrix. 
 
Conflicts of Interest and Matters arising  

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

June business meeting agenda and papers. 
 

6. The Chairperson provided a brief summary of the meeting he and the Secretary 
attended in Dublin with the Chairperson (Sean Barrett TD) and the Secretary 
(Andrew Patterson) of The Commission for Public Service Appointments (CPSA).  
The Chairperson indicated that he hoped to invite members of the CPSA and the 
UK Commissioners to a meeting in Belfast later in the year. 
 

7. The letter from four Commissioners to the Head of the Civil Service, confirming 
that they will continue to chair SCS recruitment panels, was noted.   
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8. The Chairperson advised that although the NIO provides indemnity for 
Commissioners in relation to the delivery of their statutory roles he has written to 
CHR to seek assurance that the NICS provides legal indemnity cover for 
Commissioners when chairing NICS recruitment panels.  The Chairperson 
explained this issue has arisen due to the NIO analysis of its commitments to its 
ALBs.  Commissioners expressed their opinion that it was an interesting time for 
the subject to be discussed. 
 

9. Commissioners sought to reinstate a 30 minute closed session before Business 
Meetings.   Although the Chairperson expressed his view that discussing core 
business without the Secretariat and without a record was poor governance he 
agreed that a closed session may be permissible subject to advance notice and 
his approval.  It was agreed that closed sessions would not take place as a 
matter of course. 
 

10. Following discussions about the report from CIPFA on the review of the 
Secretariat the Chair assured Commissioners that the report would be circulated 
before being finalised.  He offered further assurance that CIPFA is not reporting 
to the NIO on this matter. 
 

Secretary’s Report [Paper 25\14] 
 
11. In presenting her Report, the Secretary stressed that the required efficiencies of 

£35k in 2015/16 will require substantial restructuring within the organisation.  She 
advised Commissioners that the CIPFA review of the Secretariat will help to 
inform decision making on efficiencies and further advised that staff in the 
Secretariat were currently undertaking an analysis of their roles to assist CIPFA 
with this process.  Commissioners welcomed the assurance that the CIPFA 
report will now be evidence based.  
 

12. In response to a query regarding an in-year bid for funds to cover the repair of the 
website the Secretary advised it was unlikely to be successful due to the current 
budget constraints within the NIO.  The Chairperson commended the work done 
by Andrew Dodds on the website so far.  
 

13. Commissioners requested a copy of the leave arrangements of all staff during the 
summer months 
 

ACTION: Secretariat 

Update on Audit [Paper 26/14] 

14. The Chairperson invited the Commissioners to consider the observations, 
findings and recommendations of the Review of the SCS 4 – Stage Authorisation 
Process. After discussion highlighting some minor amendments the 10 
recommendations were accepted. 

 
ACTION: Secretariat / Audit Review and Development Group 

 
15. Commissioners commended Gemma Hughes on presenting the report in a very 

short time frame.  Her commitment and professionalism were acknowledged. 
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Draft Annual Report [Paper 27/14] 
 
16. Following discussion and resolution on some editorial issues Commissioners 

agreed the Annual Report for 2013/14 subject to a final review by the lead 
Commissioner.  
 

17. The Chairperson thanked Jim Scholes and the Secretariat for the work on the 
report to date.        

ACTION:  Secretariat  
 

Regulation 3 request – DFP, Head of Properties Division [Paper 28/14] 
 

18. It was noted that the approach to the appointment of a Head of Properties 
Division had changed.   Commissioners expressed an interest in its outcome.  
 

Regulation 3 – NICS/SIB appointments by way of exception to the Merit 
Principle [Paper 29/14] 

 
19. Having reviewed the list of NICS secondments from the Strategic Investment 

Board (SIB) and the accompanying letter from CHR, Commissioners expressed 
concern at the number of SIB secondments to the NICS.  As Commissioners 
considered there was some confusion over the terminology used in CHR’s letter 
they agreed to seek further clarity.  Commissioners also requested that additional 
information was sought from CHR to enable them to make informed decisions. 
  

      ACTION: Secretariat 
 

20. The Chair asked Marion Matchett to reconsider the OCSC Pilot Audit into 
Secondments and provide an analysis of the secondments declared at that time. 

 
ACTION: M Matchett 
 

21. The Chair advised that although the Chief Executive of SIB had offered to meet 
with Commissioners to explain the relationship between SIB and NICS it was 
considered unnecessary as the OCSCNI had no engagement with SIB. 
 

22. In considering this issue reference was made to the use of extensive and 
extended secondments by the Education and Skills Authority Implementation 
Team (ESAIT).  The Secretariat was asked to follow up the ESAIT case and the 
previous letter sent from Commissioners to ensure that commitments had been 
fulfilled. 

ACTION: Secretariat 

23. It was agreed that the issue regarding secondments to the NICS from SIB would 
be reconsidered at the September business meeting by when it was anticipated 
that additional information would be available.  

 
 
Freedom of Information [Paper 30/14] 
The Commissioners, Secretary and EO moved into the video-link room for the 
presentation from Peter Harlow. 
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24. An NIO official presented a brief but comprehensive summary of the main terms 

of the Data Protection Act (DPA) 1998 and the Freedom of Information Act 
(FOIA) 2000.  It was noted that while a review of the FOIA was the main purpose 
of this presentation, the DPA might be a greater source of risk for the OCSC 
given the personal data that is held. 
  

25. Commissioners were asked to consider the nature of the information they held 
and to review all internal guidance on the management, retention and disposal of 
all personal information.      

ACTION: Secretariat 
 

Equality Scheme Report [Paper 31/14] 
 
26. Commissioners were presented with the Section 75 Progress Report for 2013/14 

and were asked for their comments. 
 

27. The report was considered and no amendments were required.  The Chair stated 
that the report showed how the OCSCNI had reacted positively to the 
requirements of the Equality legislation and that affirmative action had been taken 
where required and merit had been protected. 
 

28. The report was approved for issue. 
ACTION: Secretariat  

 
Any other Business 
 
Casework – secondment requests   
 
29. Commissioners agreed that as the number of requests to approve appointments 

by way of exception to the merit principle were increasing it would be beneficial to 
provide presentations to both the NICS’ Establishment Officers and the 
Permanent Secretaries Group meetings to provide an operational session on the 
issues around secondments to the NICS.  The Secretary agreed to consider and 
arrange. 

 
ACTION: Commissioners / Secretariat 

 
General internal documentation 
 
30. The Chairperson asked that in order to standardise responses and ensure 

consistency the Secretariat develops letter templates to cover approvals, refusals 
and any other common correspondence.  The Secretariat will consider.  
 

ACTION: Secretariat 
 
 
Office of the Civil Service Commissioners for Northern Ireland 


