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CIVIL SERVICE COMMISSIONERS FOR NORTHERN IRELAND 
SUMMARY RECORD OF MEETING 

19 APRIL 2016 
STORMONT HOUSE CONFERENCE ROOM 

 
ATTENDEES: 
 

 

Commissioners Secretariat 
 

Brian Rowntree, Chairperson Joanne Dowling 
Sinéad Burns Peter Murchan 

Jim Scholes Gemma Hughes 
Carmel McDowell 

 
WELCOME 
 
1. The Chairperson welcomed everyone to the meeting. 

 
SUMMARY RECORD AND ACTION MATRIX OF 26 JANUARY BUSINESS 
MEETING 
 
2. Commissioners agreed the Summary Record and Action Points from the 26 

January 2016 Business Meeting. 
 

CONFLICTS OF INTEREST AND MATTERS ARISING 
 
3. Commissioners confirmed that they had no conflict of interest in relation to the        

April Business Meeting agenda and papers. 
 

SECRETARY’S REPORT [PAPER 7/16] 
 
4. The Secretary presented the April Secretary’s Report.  Commissioners noted the 

key highlights which included that:  
 

 2015/16 business objectives were achieved and final quarter updates to the 
business planning documents would be completed and issued to 
Commissioners in due course, following the April business meeting; 
 

 the 2016/17 Business Plan was published and is available on the website; 
 

 succession planning is currently being considered as a number of the 
Secretariat staff’s secondment arrangements are due to be reviewed late 
2016 early 2017. 
 

5. Commissioners noted a number of updates, including: 
 

 that following recent correspondence from CHR, the Secretariat had sought 
legal advice in relation to the use of temporary agency workers to fill 
situations in the NICS and to what extent this fell within the Commissioners’ 
regulatory remit;    
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 that NICS had lifted the embargo on recruitment and promotion that had 
been in place since November 2014 and that the Secretariat had written to 
CHR inviting them to engage with Commissioners as appropriate in relation 
to any plans they have to extend merit lists that had been impacted by the 
embargo, particularly with regard to the Merit Principle.   

 
6. During discussion in relation to the scheduled meetings for the coming months, 

Commissioners requested that a tripartite meeting with CHR and HR Connect was 
arranged for the autumn.    

 
ACTION:  Secretariat to set up a meeting in September/October with 

CHR and HRConnect. 
 

BUDGET POSITION [PAPER 8/16] 
 
7. The Secretary presented the Budget Paper to Commissioners and advised that 

the 2015/16 budget outturn was likely show a small underspend that would be 
within the NIO target of 1.5%. 
 

8. The Secretary reminded Commissioners that as result of the Spending Review 
2015 settlement the 2016/17 budget had reduced and that careful management 
and monitoring would be required to achieve this year’s business objectives.  
Commissioners noted that they would be kept up to date during the year, as 
necessary. 

 
UPDATE ON AUDIT [PAPER 9/16] 
 
9. The Chairperson highlighted the importance of Commissioners consideration of 

potential audit themes covering a three/four year rolling period and the growing 
importance of raising the profile of the Commissioners as Regulators.  It was 
agreed that as well as the annual Strategic Audit planning meeting 
Commissioners’ audit and reviews plans would be reviewed during the year. 

 
10. Following discussion it was agreed that given the range of issues and the 

importance of audit related issues it would be helpful to build in a pre-meeting prior 
to the CHR audit engagement meetings.  It was agreed that the Secretariat should 
seek to schedule a meeting in advance of CHR audit engagement meetings.  

 
ACTION:  Secretariat to arrange a pre-brief meeting for Commissioners 

in advance of all CHR audit engagement meetings.   
 

NICS assurance on compliance with the Recruitment Principles - CHR Case Study 
  

11. Commissioners noted that CHR had provided a sample recruitment competition 
which they had reviewed in order to identify the key steps in the recruitment 
process and the assurances provided by those involved in the process.  
Commissioners also noted that the Secretariat had sought further information and 
clarification from CHR in relation to their role and the oversight of the assurance 
mechanism.   
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12. Following discussion it was agreed that the DP Auditor would consider the 
response once received from CHR and invite Commissioners to consider whether 
or not the assurance mechanisms currently in place adequately address the 
Commissioners’ expectations.  

 
ACTION:  DP Auditor to consider information to be provided by CHR 

and make a submission to Commissioners  
  

Engagement with NISRA 
 

13. Following discussion in relation to the Secretariat’s engagement with NISRA 
following the departure of their lead contact person in NISRA (as a result of VES), 
it was agreed that Commissioners would seek to clarify with CHR the process for 
seeking information from NISRA at the engagement meeting on 12 May. 

 
ACTION:  DP Auditor to include on the 12 May agenda 

 
2016/17 Audit Plan  

 
Review of Merit Lists 

14. Commissioners noted the position in relation to the Review of Merit Lists and 
agreed that the emerging findings from the second stage of the review should be 
presented at the June Business Meeting with a view to tabling the final report at 
the September Business Meeting.  

 
Assessment Methodologies 

15. It was also agreed that the audit review topic “Assessment Methodologies” should 
be examined and explored with the NICS through a tabled theme for discussion at 
a CHR audit engagement meeting process. 

 
ACTION:  DP Auditor to include on the 12 May agenda 
 

Communication of Audit Outcomes 
16. Commissioners discussed the circulation of their audit reviews outcome, noting 

that they are not generally circulated beyond CHR.  Following discussion, 
Commissioners agreed to discuss the wider circulation of their audit findings, and 
any associated key issues which require to be addressed with CHR at the 
engagement meeting on 12 May.  Commissioners also agreed that they would 
also seek feedback from CHR on the new audit engagement process. 

 
ACTION:  Secretariat to include communication of audit outcomes and 

the CHR audit engagement process on the 12 May agenda. 
 

COLIN PERRY, DIRECTOR – ECONOMY, LEGACY AND CHANGE, NIO [10/16] 
 

17. The Chairperson welcomed Colin Perry to the Business meeting, and advised that 
this meeting was part of the Commissioners’ routine annual engagement with NIO, 
their sponsor department. 
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18. The Chairperson highlighted the positive relationship between NIO and the OCSC 
and noted the challenges facing NIO and Commissioners following the SR 2015 
settlement and the impact on the OCSC budget over the next four years. 

 
19. The Chairperson emphasised the importance of the Commissioners’ role and the 

need to maintain their independence to effectively discharge their statutory 
functions of regulating recruitment to the NICS. 

 
20. Colin Perry gave an overview of the key focus of the NIO: 

 

 the effective delivery of the devolved institutions; 

 a more secure Northern Ireland; 

 economic growth; and 

 a stronger society that is more reconciled. 
 
21. Mr Perry acknowledged that the SR 2015 settlement had required further 

efficiencies from the OCSC, and advised that whilst it provided some certainty in 
relation to the budget over the next four years that there may be a requirement for 
further efficiencies depending of future government fiscal requirements. 

 
22. During discussion Mr Perry acknowledged that the role of the Commissioners in 

regulating recruitment to the NICS was not a central policy objective of the NIO 
and that in future, in the correct circumstances, it was reasonable to assume that 
the role and function of the Commissioners could be devolved to the NI Assembly.   

 
23. Commissioners highlighted that in any plans to consider the devolution of their role 

to the NI Assembly it was vitally important that the Commissioners’ independence 
and their role in regulating appointment to the NICS to ensure that the Merit 
Principle was maintained was properly considered in line with the requirements of 
the Northern Ireland (Miscellaneous Provisions) Act 2014.   

 
REVIEW OF NICS TRAINING [PAPER 11/16] 
 
24. A decision was taken to stand this item down to be discussed at a meeting on 20 

April 2016. 
 

APPOINTMENT OF THE HEAD OF THE CIVIL SERVICE (HOCS) [PAPER 12/16] 
 
25. The Chair introduced the letter from Colin Lewis, CHR, in relation to the NICS 

revised recruitment process for the appointment of the next HOCS. 
 
26. Following discussion Commissioners agreed that they should meet with CHR to 

discuss the issue further.  Commissioners agreed that it was not their role to 
approve any new process but rather to have a full understanding of the new 
process to ensure that they were content that the process was in line with the 
requirement of the Recruitment Code. 

 
ACTION:  Commissioners to discuss this issue with representatives 

from CHR on Monday 25 April 2016 
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2015/16 ANNUAL REPORT [PAPER 13/16] 
 

27. An indicative timetable for the Annual Report was presented and agreed. 
Commissioners were asked to forward any specific issues or new themes they 
wish to highlight in this year’s Report to the Secretariat. 
 

ACTION: Secretariat to collate any responses from Commissioners. 
 
REVIEW OF COMMISSIONERS’ CODE OF PRACTICE [14/16] 
 
28. The Code of Practice had undergone a five-year review. The Commissioners 

agreed the changes made. 
 

ACTION: Secretariat to finalise the new Code of Practice and forward 
to NIO sponsor. 

AOB 
 
29.  The date of the June Business Meeting was changed from 14 June 2016 to 30 

June 2016. 
 
30. Commissioners agreed Tuesdays and Thursdays as the preferred days for 

Commissioners’ meetings. 
 

31. Commissioners discussed new arrangements regarding their access to Stormont 
House.   
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