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CIVIL SERVICE COMMISSIONERS
FOR NORTHERN IRELAND
As regulators and guardians of merit, we uphold the
principle that selection for appointment to the Northern
Ireland Civil Service should be on merit, on the basis
of fair and open competition. Our Recruitment Code
interprets the Merit Principle and applies it to the NICS
recruitment process. Our auditing of this process
encourages confidence in recruitment procedures and
helps ensure the most suitable candidate is appointed.
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CHAIRPERSON’S FOREWORD
It is with great pleasure I present the Annual Report of the Civil
Service Commissioners for 2014/15. This is the fourth report I
have presented since taking up the position of Chair and I am
delighted with what we have achieved in that time.
This year marked a 15 year milestone since the Civil Service
Commissioners (Northern Ireland) Order 1999 was enacted.
The Order established the Commissioners as independent
guardians of appointment on merit to the Northern Ireland Civil
Service (NICS) on the basis of fair and open competition and enabling us to hear appeals
under the NICS Code of Ethics.
The 1999 Order is rooted in the out workings of the 1998 Good Friday Agreement/ Belfast
Agreement which firmly positioned the NI Civil Service Commissioners as part of the social
justice agenda, promoting public confidence in recruitment to the NICS and helping to
create a better future for the citizens of Northern Ireland.
Reflecting on this strategic context and the important contribution regulatory bodies make
to building a better society helped us crystallise our vision as one which reflects our
contribution to the development of “A Civil Service for Northern Ireland which recruits
and promotes the best and most diverse talent available in accordance with merit
and free from personal and political patronage”.
The statutory role of Commissioners has remained constant throughout this time.
However our approach to delivering our regulatory duties has been progressive and
responsive. We have adapted and grown in line with political, social and economic
developments to ensure that our work reflects changes in public sector recruitment and
accountability and governance requirements.
A key change has been the move away from process towards a more principle-based
approach.  This is exemplified through our adoption of regulating for improvement
principles. This fundamental shift has brought a more strategic agenda to all aspects of
our work and our engagement with the NICS. The revised approach to audit in 2012/13
and the appointment in 2013 of an in-house member of staff dedicated to this function is
beginning to bring a new lens to our regulatory role and repositions our audit role with the
NICS.
Commissioners are very conscious of their responsibility to promote and engender trust
and confidence in appointments to the NICS.  We are required to ensure that recruitment
processes and practices exemplify the principles of openness, fairness and transparency
which underpin the merit principle whilst maintaining their important role in helping to
safeguard the values of the NICS.
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We have worked hard during the year to strengthen our regulatory role and promote
public confidence by building on the very positive relationships established with the
Head of the NICS, Permanent Secretaries and Corporate HR. As a regulator, I consider
that we strike the right balance between working pragmatically and cooperatively whilst
being sufficiently arm’s length to assert our regulatory function in relation to areas of
concern. Gladly, this is rare and I am pleased to report that during the year we have found
recruitment policies and practices in the competitions which we have examined to be in
keeping with the requirements of the Code. Whilst certain issues of concern have arisen
in relation to appointments by way of exception to merit, some of which will require further
examination, it is pleasing to note that the bulk of the evidence available from the wide
range of regulatory work undertaken throughout the year, confirms that NICS selection
and recruitment practices are in keeping with the requirements set out in the Recruitment
Code.
The unprecedented level of change now facing the NICS and the wider public sector will
undoubtedly present huge challenges and will be an issue of significant importance to
Commissioners in developing our agenda as a regulator going forward. Key changes
facing the NICS include the:

•
•
•
•

Difficult budget reductions;

•
•
•

Ageing profile of the NICS and changes to age of retirement;

Impact of the Voluntary Exit Scheme;
Freeze on recruitment of all but the most essential posts;
Tight constraints on pay, coupled with major changes in NICS terms and conditions and
pensions;

Reduction in the size of the NICS and the number of Departments; and
Wider government reform agenda.

The scale and speed of change necessary in a relatively short timeframe will challenge
us all to embrace innovation leading to improvement and new ways of working.
Commissioners are heartened to learn about and support the Public Sector Reform
Initiative of Innovation Labs, set up within the Department of Finance and Personnel,
which they hope will help accelerate creative solutions and promote new ideas to help step
up to the challenges that lie ahead.
As a sponsored body of the Northern Ireland Office, Commissioners have incurred the
impact of significant budget reductions and have been set further efficiency targets going
forward.  I am gratified to report that I believe we have risen to this challenge constructively
by robustly reviewing and challenging what we do and how we do it. As a result a revised
operational structure has been established supported by improved processes and
systems. This has led to Commissioners and the Secretariat being more focused and
streamlined without compromising on the delivery of our role.
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I would wish to thank my fellow Commissioners and the Secretariat for the great
support and dedication they have given me during this year. I would particularly wish to
acknowledge and thank Vilma Patterson MBE for her considerable contribution to the work
of Commissioners over the last 6 years and to wish her well for the future. She will be
greatly missed by Commissioners and Secretariat alike.
I would also like to acknowledge the very positive and constructive relationship that NIO
has developed with Commissioners and the Secretary. NIO has always been sympathetic
in their support for our independent statutory role.

Looking ahead
I believe that the testing times which lie ahead will also bring opportunities and that
Commissioners are in a good position to respond to future challenges. As part of the
review of our processes we have established our Strategic Priorities for 2015-18 and
streamlined our Business Plan for 2015/16. Our key focus over the next year will be
ensuring that in a time of austerity and massive change in the Civil Service we will play
a constructive added value role within the sphere of regulation and recruitment. We
recognise the possibility that, should large numbers leave the NICS, such an exodus
will have the potential to change the profile and shape of the NICS and we will wait with
interest to see the precise impact this will have in terms of the future make up and diversity
of staff working in the NICS.
In particular, we realise that there will be increased competition for recruitment
opportunities and it will be vitally important to ensure that the Merit Principle is adhered
to, both in spirit and in practice. Commissioners are committed to seeking to work
pragmatically with the NICS to promote public confidence in recruitment to the NICS and
safeguard ethics.

BRIAN ROWNTREE, CBE
CHAIRPERSON
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REGULATING FOR IMPROVEMENT
Commissioners’ Audit Function
Under Article 4(4) of the Civil Service Commissioners (Northern Ireland) Order 1999,
Commissioners have a duty to conduct independent audits providing objective information,
advice and assurance to the people of Northern Ireland on the integrity of the Northern
Ireland Civil Service appointments process.
In discharging this important statutory duty, Commissioners consider that, rather than
simply ensuring compliance with the Recruitment Code alone, they should also seek to
promote improvement in the NICS selection and recruitment policies and processes.

Audit and Review of NICS Recruitment during 2014/15
During 2014/15, Commissioners’ Audit and Review activity focused on the following
issues:

•

Reporting on the 2013/14 Review of Communication and Feedback with Senior Civil
Service (SCS) Candidates;

•
•

A review of Commissioners’ delegated SCS 4-Stage Authorisation Process; and
The initiation of research into NICS Recruitment Related Data.

During this period we also updated our Auditing for Improvement: Audit Framework and
Guidance documentation.
We would like to express our appreciation of the positive engagement provided by staff
in Corporate HR and their resourcing partner HR Connect during the conduct of our
audits and reviews and the follow-up work arising from the implementation of our audit
recommendations.
Commissioners 2014/15 audit reports and the updated audit guidance documents are
available to view at www.nicscommissioners.org.

2013/14 Review of Communication and Feedback with SCS
Candidates
The fieldwork for this Review was completed in March 2014 and the final Report was
published in May 2014.
The Review examined the feedback provided to, and received from SCS candidates,
in four competitions in different NICS Departments. The purpose of the Review was to
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provide Commissioners with an assessment of the extent to which candidate feedback
provided during the NICS selection and recruitment process was consistent with the
Merit Principle and promoted confidence in the NICS. Seven recommendations were
made to the NICS, all of which were accepted or partially accepted. Five of the seven
recommendations have been implemented at this stage.
Key Improvements
As result of this Review Commissioners noted improvements to the NICS selection and
recruitment process including new processes for providing more meaningful feedback
to candidates and a more focused approach to post competition evaluation from both
candidates and panel members.

Review of Commissioners’ SCS 4-Stage Authorisation Process
The purpose of the Review of Commissioners’ SCS 4-Stage Authorisation Process was
to seek evidence of the assurances provided by HR Connect and to identify potential
improvements to the Authorisation process. The Review looked at three SCS competitions
run in different NICS Departments during 2013 and the subsequent report included five
recommendations to the NICS, four of which were accepted and one which is still under
discussion.
Key Improvements
Commissioners noted positive changes in response to the report’s recommendations.
These included a requirement that Departments retain a copy of the Practical Job Analysis
conducted during the recruitment process for audit purposes; recording the date panel
members have been ‘assessed as appropriately trained’ for the recruitment and selection
process; and ensuring that the consideration of conflict of interest can be recorded at all
stages of a competition. A number of improvements to our documentation have also been
identified which will be implemented as part of a wider review of the SCS Authorisation
process within the Secretariat.

NICS Recruitment Related Data Research
Near the end of 2014 Commissioners initiated research within the NICS on their
recruitment-related information and statistical data. This research is ongoing and is due
to be completed in the summer of 2015. It is anticipated that the report will be available to
view on Commissioners’ website in the late Autumn of 2015.

Updated Audit Framework and Guidance documentation
This year we updated our ‘Auditing for Improvement: Audit Framework and Guidance’
documents. This was informed by the learning gained from audit work performed since the

10
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guidance was first developed in 2012.  Commissioners have encouraged Departments to
regard and use the Auditing for Improvement documentation as an aide to self-evaluation.
Later this year Commissioners plan to consult again with NICS HR Directors to seek their
views and/or comments on its usefulness as a practical guidance document.

Commissioners’ approach to audit
The year 2012 also saw the start of a revised approach to delivering our audit role. A
key change was the shift from procuring consultancy professionals to undertake the role
on behalf of Commissioners, to the development of expertise within the Secretariat and
among Commissioners. The successes of this in-house approach led to the appointment
of a dedicated part-time member of staff in 2013 to focus on the management and delivery
of the role on behalf of Commissioners.
During 2014/15, to build on the review of the audit documentation. we reviewed our
revised approach to audit and are pleased to report that we identified the following key
benefits:

•
•

The audit function has been re-positioned in terms of its strategic importance;

•

Improved level of understanding of audit issues and NICS recruitment – related
processes;

•

More focused audit reports, with a more manageable number of recommendations for
the NICS and better engagement in relation to follow-up action;

•

Increased levels of confidence for Commissioners in relation to evidence based
reporting and recommendations;

•
•
•

Consolidation of knowledge and learning from one audit exercise to the next;

Increased level of audit experience, expertise and quality of advice available to
Commissioners, within the Secretariat and provided to the NICS;

Improved relationships with CHR and NI Departments; and
Better strategic oversight of audit related issues which will better inform the future
consideration of the Strategic Audit Plan and the identification of audit risk based topics.

Audit & Review – A Revised Approach to Engagement with
NICS
Following engagement with the NICS Permanent Secretaries Group and Corporate HR,
Commissioners reviewed the range of oversight options and methodologies that they have
available in discharging their regulatory role. Taking account of the impact and demands
in facilitating our audit and review role and the context of the difficult resource constraints
currently facing the NICS, we decided to adopt a more flexible approach to obtaining
assurance and influencing improvements to NICS recruitment policies and practices.
CIVIL SERVICE COMMISSIONERS FOR NORTHERN IRELAND
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The approach involves more discussion-based engagement with CHR and others, rather
than the traditional approach of reviews followed up by formal reporting, recommendations
and a lengthy engagement in relation to action plans. However it should be noted that this
type of oversight will continue to a degree, as necessary, depending on the level of risk or
concern we may have in relation to a particular issue.
As regulators, whilst we expect our revised approach to be structured and focused, it will
also be more organic and collaborative. It will operate in line with Commissioners’ Audit
Framework and Guidance and continue to provide us with evidence that the requirements
of the Commissioners’ Recruitment Code are being complied with, thereby promoting
confidence in the impartiality and objectivity of NICS recruitment policy and practice.

Commissioners’ 2015/16 Audit and Review Plan
In line with Commissioners’ 2013-16 Audit and Review Strategy, the following areas of
NICS selection and recruitment have been identified for engagement with CHR during
2015/16:

•
•
•

Merit lists below SCS Level;
Exceptions Provisions; and
Recruitment and selection panel training;

As referred to above we will also complete and report on the research initiated in 2014/15
on NICS recruitment related information and statistical data.

The Senior Civil Service (SCS) 4-Stage Authorisation Process
Any appointment to the SCS through open competition requires the approval of the
Commissioners.
In support of the request for approval relevant recruitment information is provided by
HR Connect or Departments to Commissioners at each of four key stages of the SCS
recruitment process. The process also requires a number of assurances from HR Connect
in relation to the competition.
Detailed information on Commissioners’ 4-Stage Authorisation Process can be found on
our website www.nicscommissioners.org
During this year Commissioners oversaw seven SCS external recruitment competitions.
These are listed at Table 1 below.
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Table 1: List of Senior Civil Service (SCS) Competitions dealt with in 2014/151
POST

LEAD DEPARTMENT

Grade 3 - Generic

Department of Finance & Personnel

Grade 5 - Generic

Department of Finance & Personnel

Grade 5 - Deputy Chief Veterinary Officer

Department of Agriculture & Rural
Development

Grade 5 - Medical Officer

Department of Health & Social Services

Grade 5 - Chief Dental Officer

Department of Health & Social Services

Permanent Secretary

Department of Regional Development

Grade 5 - China Bureau

Office of the First and Deputy First Minister

1 Statistics relate to SCS competitions handled by Commissioners & Secretariat between April 2014 and March 2015. The average
length of a competition during 2014/15 was 79 days. This is in keeping with the average length of competitions for 2012/13 (80) days
and 2013/14 (97) days.
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MONITORING RECRUITMENT
The Civil Service Commissioners (NI) Order 1999 and the Commissioners’ Recruitment
Code require NICS Departments and Agencies to publish a wide range of information and
statistical summaries regarding recruitment to the NICS.
Recruitment-related information for the calendar year of 20142 is contained in the Annual
Report on Recruitment to the Northern Ireland Civil Service 2014 published by the
Department for Finance and Personnel. This NICS Report also includes an analysis by
NISRA of NICS Recruitment Competitions during the same period. A copy of the Report
is available at https://irecruit-ext.hrconnect.nigov.net/resources/documents/r/e/c/
recruitment-to-the-nics-annual-report-2014.pdf
Commissioners have considered the content of the NICS Report and are content that it
fulfils the requirements of Article 4(5) of the 1999 Order as laid out in Appendix C of the
Code.

NICS Recruitment During 2014
Following the decision in November 2014 to introduce an NICS-wide embargo
on recruitment there has been a sharp drop in the number of NICS recruitment
competitions and appointments to the NICS. Commissioners are pleased to note that
where competitions have been run the NICS have reported that generally they had no
difficulty attracting candidates.  However Commissioners are aware that the NICS have
experienced some difficulties in attracting suitable candidates for a number of specific
specialist posts.

Summary of Overall Recruitment to the NICS during 2014
Table 2: The number of NICS recruitment competitions, Eligible Applicants and
Actual Appointees from 2012 to 20143
2012

2013

2014

External Competitions

110

105

71

Eligible Applicants

16,795

31,205

6,192

Appointees3

951

972

126

2 From 1 April 2010, NICS recruitment-related data has been reported on a calendar-year basis to bring the reporting period into line
with other reports on equality information.
3 These appointments relate solely to the competitions for that calendar year as updated by NISRA in June 2015.
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Table 3: The number and breakdown by equality grouping of eligible applicants from
2012 to 20144 5
Equality
Category

Description

Overall

Total

Gender
Community
Background
Ethnicity
Disability

Age group

Sexual
Orientation
NICS
employment
history5

Eligible Applicants
2012

2013

2014

16,795

31,205

6,192

Male

65%

53%

58%

Female

35%

47%

42%

Protestant

50%

46%

41%

Catholic

42%

47%

52%

Not Determined

8%

7%

7%

White

98.7%

98.8%

98.2%

Minority Ethnic Groups

1.3%

1.2%

1.8%

With a declared disability

2.2%

3%

3%

Without a declared disability

97.8%

97%

97%

16-24

30%

34%

28%

25-39

50%

50%

53%

40-49

14%

11%

13%

50+

6%

5%

6%

Both sexes

0.83%

1.08%

1.10%

Different sex

96.67%

96.08%

96.35%

Same sex

2.13%

2.70%

2.49%

Current

7%

8%

9%

Previous

6%

9%

5%

None

38%

63%

44%

4 This information is an extract from the Executive Summary of NISRA Analysis of NICS Recruitment Competitions 2014. The full
report is available on the NISRA website.
5 NICS employment history is missing for applicants in all three years.
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Table 4: The number and breakdown by equality grouping of appointees for 2012 to
20146
Equality
Category

Description

2012

2013

2014

Total number of appointments

295

521

104

Male

182

313

53

Female

113

208

51

Protestant

176*

264

44**

Catholic

86

214

60

Not Determined

23*

43

**

White

295

#

#

Minority Ethnic Groups

0

#

#

With a declared disability

#

#

0*

Without a declared disability

#

#

61*

16-24

67*

158

29*

25-39

149*

282

40-49

37*

49*

22*

50+

15*

24*

10*

#

22***

#***

286

498

#

Gender
Community
Background
Ethnicity
Disability

Age group

Sexual
Orientation
NICS
employment
history

Both sexes
Different sex
Same sex

#

Current

57

105

15*

Previous

13*

43

5*

None

58*

290

39*

Commissioners were pleased to note a number of positive developments reported by the
NICS in relation to recruitment during 2014, including:
• improvements to the NICS recruitment website;
• revisions to the Recruitment Policy and Procedures Manual, including the introduction
of the requirement to declare any conflict of interest throughout all stages of the
Recruitment Process;
• the use of the revised Competency Framework to underpin all Recruitment
Competitions from April 2015; and
• the continued success of the Queen’s University Belfast (QUB) Internship Programme
and other work placements across the various Departments.
6 * Permanent Appointees only figure.
** In 2014 Protestant and ‘Not Determined’ groups combined due to small numbers (<5) of appointees in the Not Determined group.
*** In 2013 and 2014 the ‘Both Sexes’ and ‘Same Sex’ categories were combined due to the small number of appointees
# Number has been suppressed to avoid disclosing another number that is too small to publish.
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In particular, Commissioners commended the NICS on the Work Experience for People
with Disabilities initiative. We hope that this experience will prove to be invaluable in
assisting these individuals secure future employment.
During the year Commissioners chaired recruitment panels for all SCS open competitions.
The involvement of Commissioners usually began at the planning stages. We attended
initial scoping meetings with senior Departmental representatives and chaired the interview
and selection process which lead to the approval of all appointments to the NICS.
A total of 7 Senior Civil Service competitions were held, which had a closing date for
applications in 2014. The total number of applications received was 57. By 1 February
2015, a total of 4 candidates had been appointed from 4 of the competitions. NISRA
reported that appointments were in line with what would be expected given the applicant
profile of the competitions from which appointments were made.  
Commissioners are pleased to note that the profile of Senior Civil Service appointments
are in line with what would be expected given the applicant profile of the competitions
from which the appointments were made. However we did note that, in relation to these
competitions, current NICS employees were more likely to meet the eligibility criteria. We
plan to explore this issue with CHR during 2015/16.
An important part of Commissioners’ role as regulators is to seek to influence the NICS
to better target areas of under-representation and to seek to address any imbalances
identified through the post competition analysis and evaluation of specific recruitment
competitions.
During 2014/15 Commissioners met with NICS representatives to discuss the outcomes of
analysis on the following competitions:
• The 2012 Northern Ireland Prison Service (NIPS) Custody Officer competition; and

•

The 2013 Administrative Officer (AO) competition.

During this period Commissioners met with the research group looking at potential adverse
impact7 in NICS recruitment competitions.

Minimising Unintentional Test Bias
Commissioners have always encouraged the NICS to progress activities which minimise
unintentional test bias or adverse impact in relation to selection tests used in recruitment
to the NICS. The NICS and NISRA, with the assistance of external psychologists where
appropriate, have developed bespoke selection tests as part of their recruitment strategy
with a view to addressing adverse impact.

7 Adverse impact can be defined as a substantially different rate of selection in hiring, promotion or other employment decisions that
works to the disadvantage of members of a particular sub-group of applicants (often sub-groups in relation to age, gender or ethnic/
community origin).
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The development of these tests was informed by job analyses, the NICS Competency
Framework and discussions with post holders and line managers, to ensure that the tests
reflect the work actually undertaken at specific grades.  Diversity considerations also
informed the design of the tests.
So far tests have been developed for use in Administrative Assistant, Administrative Officer
(AO), Executive Officer Grade 2, and Grade 7 competitions.  The 2013 AO competition
was the first time bespoke NICS tests were used for a volume general service external
competition.

NICS Commissioned Study on Adverse Impact
In April 2014, the NICS reported to Commissioners the outcome of an independent ‘Study
on Identified Adverse Impact in NICS Recruitment Competitions for First Line Managers’
which they had commissioned.
The research revealed, that for Executive Officer recruitment competitions in 2007
and 2011, there was some evidence of differential scoring in psychometric tests and at
interview. However, taken as a whole, neither competition adversely impacted any one
group.
The final report provided 11 recommendations as to how the NICS might further mitigate
potential adverse impact within selection and recruitment processes. The NICS accepted
or partly accepted all of the 11 recommendations. Commissioners were pleased to
note that during 2014/15 substantial progress had been made in implementing the
recommendations and noted that action taken included:

•
•

the implementation of bespoke selection tests;

•

a review of the strategy for marketing the NICS as a career of choice and encouraging
applications from underrepresented groups; and  

•

a strategic review of resourcing including consideration of methods of assessment and
selection, including a review of the structure and format of interviews.

the new NICS Competency Framework has been introduced into recruitment and
selection at SCS levels and has been extended to all other grades from April 2015;  

Commissioners will continue to engage with the NICS with a view to assisting them to
take all steps possible to minimise any potential for adverse impact during the selection
and recruitment process. Commissioners consider that the monitoring of recruitment data
plays a crucial role in identifying and addressing imbalances in the equality groups at each
stage of the recruitment process.

18

CIVIL SERVICE COMMISSIONERS FOR NORTHERN IRELAND

ANNUAL REPORT 2014 - 15

Gender Equality at the Executive Level of the Northern Ireland
Public Sector
In March 2015, Commissioners met with Professor Joan Ballantine (University of Ulster)
to discuss how her research work on gender equality, which includes research related to
the NICS, could assist them in their consideration of underrepresentation, an issue which
underpins a key aspect of their regulatory role.
Commissioners intend to meet with Professor Ballantine again later in 2015 to discuss the
further work she has planned on gender equality relating specifically to the NICS.

Appointments made through Exception to Merit
During 2014/15, Commissioners approved two appointments at Grade 5 level to positions
in the NICS under Regulation 3 (a) and Regulation 3 (d) and the extension of an existing
secondment at Grade 3 level.
While the specific approval of Commissioners is required for some appointments by way of
exception to merit, the Recruitment Code does permit Departments to make appointments
via exception to merit in certain limited circumstances at grades below SCS for periods
of up to two years. However, any extension beyond two years requires Commissioners’
approval. This year we were asked to consider requests to approve extensions to six
existing secondments under Regulation 3(a) below SCS level. Approval was granted for
extensions to secondments for two posts at Grade 7, three at Deputy Principal and one at
Staff Officer level.
Table 5 Appointments made by Exception to Merit: January 2014 – December 20148
Exception Category

(a)

Secondment

(b)

Transfer from another civil service
of the crown
Transfer of persons employed on
functions being transferred

(c)

Appointments:
January 2012December 2012

Appointments:
January 2013December 2013

Appointments:
January 2014December 2014

12

29

18

4

1

0

3

0

9

(d)

Exceptional needs of the NICS

0

0

1

(e)

Appointments made under
Government initiatives/ programmes

0

0

0

(f)

Reinstatement

0

0

0

10

30

28

Total
8 This information is sourced from the NICS Annual Report 2014.
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KEY ISSUES in 2014/15
Key issues for Commissioners during 2014/15 included: ensuring that our approach to
oversight of recruitment to the NICS strikes the right balance given the financial constraints
and reduction in the NICS; seeking to improve recruitment policies and practices to ensure
compliance with the Recruitment Code; and reviewing how we deliver our statutory role in
light of the impact of reducing budgets.

Regulating in times of austerity
Commissioners are very cognisant of the budgetary pressures faced by the NICS. The
requirement to implement a significant pay bill reduction across the NICS has resulted
in a number of actions impacting on NICS recruitment such as the proposed voluntary
exit scheme and a moratorium on recruitment. In such an environment, it is particularly
important that the public can continue to have faith and confidence in the impartiality
and objectivity of any recruitment that does take place and that the requirements of the
Commissioners’ Recruitment Code are fully satisfied.
During 2014/15, a key priority for Commissioners has been to embed and develop our
revised approach to regulating NICS recruitment. In spite of the budget pressures, this
year saw a higher degree of engagement with the NICS across a broader range of issues.
Our dedicated audit resource is now well established and has resulted in a more robust
level of scrutiny and assurance in our audit function. In addition to the areas of recruitment
examined under the 2014/15 Audit and Review Plan, this year has seen engagement with
the NICS on a number of important specific issues, including: minimising unintentional
test bias as was apparent in the 2013 Administrative Officer competition; attracting a
more balanced pool of applicants for posts in the Northern Ireland Prison Service; and
adherence to the Recruitment Code for appointments to the NICS by way of exception to
the merit principle.
We have continued to work with our key strategic partners, Corporate HR, departmental
HR functions and HR Connect to promote and review compliance with the Code. We are
actively working with Corporate HR and departments to develop a more robust assurance
framework that will provide assurance in relation to recruitment competitions, including
those below Senior Civil Service (SCS) that do not require formal Commissioners’
approval for appointment.
Commissioners have also sought to work pragmatically with the NICS and to help ensure
that our regulatory role is exercised effectively but proportionately, given the anticipated
impact the reductions in budget will have on Corporate HR’s capacity to respond to the
demands being placed on them.
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Appointments to the NICS by way of exception to the merit
principle
A key area of interest for Commissioners during the year has been appointments made
via a secondment arrangement by way of exception to the merit principle. Commissioners
have sought to review a number of appointments made though the exception to the merit
principle to ensure that they comply with the requirements of the Code and are supported
by robust business cases.
We have engaged with the Department of Education in relation to secondments to the
Education Skills Authority Implementation Team (ESAIT) where a number of staff on
secondment to the Department had exceeded timescales beyond those set out in the
Recruitment Code and without approval being sought from Commissioners.
We were concerned that the requirements of the Recruitment Code had not been adhered
to and that the Department had not been proactive in bringing the matter to our attention.
The creation of the new Education Authority (EA) in April 2015 effectively addressed this
matter in that the seconded staff moved out of the NICS at that time. Commissioners fully
recognise the many difficulties experienced by the Department, in bringing to fruition,
a programme for the reorganisation of the education sector. We have met with senior
Departmental officials and Corporate HR (CHR) to discuss any lessons that can be
learned for the future and to ensure that the importance of understanding and complying
with the requirements of the Commissioners’ Recruitment Code is effectively promulgated
throughout the NICS.
Commissioners are also in the process of examining the position in relation to individuals
working in a number of Departments to ensure that there is clarity with regard to what
constitutes an appointment by way of exception to the merit principle and to ensure that
the necessary approvals are sought in accordance with the Code.
We recognise that, as with any principle, there may be particular circumstances where
exceptions to the Merit Principle are justified.  These exceptions are outlined in the
Commissioners’ Recruitment Code. These exceptions are outlined in the Recruitment
Code. However Commissioners consider that exceptions require to be warranted and that
the NICS should be in a position to demonstrate reasonable grounds why the appointment
cannot be made through open competition and in accordance with the Merit Principle.
Commissioners also acknowledge that, with the budgetary pressures currently affecting
recruitment to the NICS, innovative approaches to addressing staffing issues will be
considered and proposed. We will continue to monitor provisions in the Recruitment
Code to ensure that it effectively accommodates and regulates the changing recruitment
landscape whilst also maintaining its primary objective of ensuring that appointments to
the NICS are made on merit, on the basis of fair and open competition.
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Developments within the Commissioners’ Office
Equally, Commissioners have not been shielded from the severe budget reductions facing
the public sector. One of the key ways in which we responded to the budget challenges,
was to examine and review the Secretariat and how we deliver our statutory duties. The
outcome of this work has led to structural change within the Secretariat along with a
streamlining of processes and responsibilities.
The Secretary and her team have continued to support and facilitate the work of the
Commissioners. Following the Review of the Secretariat, this year saw the introduction of
a number of key improvements and efficiencies.
Like all pubic bodies we will continue to strive for creative and pragmatic approaches to
delivering our statutory role and we look forward to working with the Secretary of State in
our ongoing delivery of an effective and committed service.
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COMMISSIONERS’ OUTREACH PROVISIONS
We place significant importance on establishing and maintaining effective relationships
with key stakeholders. This facilitates the mutual sharing of experience and expertise and
provides an opportunity to learn from others. During 2014/15 Commissioners held a series
of key engagement meetings with experts from the public, professional and academic
spheres.
Commissioners met with our Republic of Ireland (ROI) counterparts, the Commission for
Public Service Appointments (CPSA) and we met with the Public Appointments Service
(PAS), in Belfast. Such annual meetings provide opportunities to discuss and share
strategic developments and issues of common concern. The meetings were particularly
beneficial this year as the Irish Commissioners were able to share with us their experience
of regulating in times of austerity.

Meeting CPSA February 2015

At a meeting with the Human Rights Commission, Commissioners discussed such issues
as the perceived legitimacy of each organisation, our independence, the societal impact
of budget cuts, welfare reform, the NICS Voluntary Exit Scheme and the introduction of
Corporation Tax. We both agreed that austerity was not an opportunity to downgrade the
importance of Human Rights.
The University of Ulster researchers gave a presentation on Gender Equality at the
Executive Level of the Northern Ireland Public Sector. The objectives of their research
were to establish a baseline for gender equality at executive level of the Northern Ireland
Public Sector, investigate barriers and enablers for achieving gender equality at this level
and identify examples of best practice in gender equality. Commissioners look forward
to re-engaging with University of Ulster to hear the results of their NICS specific gender
research.
CIVIL SERVICE COMMISSIONERS FOR NORTHERN IRELAND

ANNUAL REPORT 2014 - 15

23

The Labour Relations Agency gave the Commissioners a valuable update on case law
relating to recruitment.
The Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (CIPD) and the Royal Society for
the encouragement of Arts, Manufactures and Commerce (RSA) had an open discussion
with Commissioners on the barriers to recruitment to the Public Sector in general and the
NICS in particular and contributed to a debate on what a modern NICS would look like and
how best to achieve it.
During the year we also engaged with:

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Head of the Civil Service
Permanent Secretaries and senior officials
Corporate Human Resources, in DFP
NICS Departmental Human Resources Directors
HR Connect
NI Statistics and Research Agency (NISRA)
Public Sector Reform Division (Innovation Laboratory), DFP
Senior Officials in the Northern Ireland Office
Equality Commission for Northern Ireland
Commissioner for Complaints – Northern Ireland Ombudsman
Commissioner for Public Appointments for Northern Ireland
Civil Service Commission (UK)

Meeting PSA March 2015
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UPHOLDING THE NICS CODE OF ETHICS
One of the Commissioners’ statutory roles is to hear appeals under the NICS Code of
Ethics.
In the reporting year there were no appeals under the Code of Ethics considered by
Commissioners. Two cases were presented to us as potential breaches of the Code and
after careful evaluation we concluded that in each case internal processes had not been
exhausted and therefore we could not yet consider them as appeals under the Code.
The NICS is required to provide annually the number of concerns dealt with by
Departments under the Code of Ethics.
During 2014/15 the NICS reported that 3 complaints were received under the Code of
Ethics. One has been resolved after investigation, one has been partially upheld and one
remains under investigation.

PROMOTING DIVERSITY
Commissioners attach particular importance to issues of equality and diversity which go to
the very heart of the Merit Principle.
We have sought to reflect our commitment to fulfilling our obligations to promote equality
and good practice. Our Equality Scheme and related Implementation Plan set out how our
obligations will be fulfilled.  Copies of current documents are available from our website at
www.nicscommissioners.org.

CIVIL SERVICE COMMISSIONERS FOR NORTHERN IRELAND

ANNUAL REPORT 2014 - 15

25

Annex A

COMMISSIONERS IN POST DURING
2014-2015
Brian Rowntree, CBE
(appointed 1 June 2012 for a 5 year period)

Marion Matchett, CBE
(appointed 8 March 2010, reappointed 8 March 2013)

Jim Scholes
(appointed 2 July 2012 for a five year period)

Vilma Patterson, MBE
(appointed 2 February 2009, reappointed 2 February 2012, term of
office ended 6 February 2015)

Raymond Mullan, OBE
(appointed 1 October 2009, reappointed 1 October 2012
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Annex B

COMMISSIONERS’SECRETARIAT
AND RESOURCES
To deliver our statutory responsibilities we receive support from a Secretariat which
comprises the following officials:

Secretary
Band A – Part Time

Deputy Secretary: (appointed December 2014)
Band B – Deputy Principal – Part Time
Band B – Deputy Principal – Part Time
Band C – Staff Officer
Band D – Executive Officer 1
Band E – Admin Officer – Part Time

2014/2015 Budget /Spend
Item

(£000s)

Commissioners’ Fees

£36.3

Staff Salaries

£224.1

Accommodation and overheads

£24

Training (Commissioners and Staff)

£12.7

Total

£297.2
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Annex C

WEBSITES AND RESEARCH MATERIAL
The Civil Service Commissioners for Northern Ireland www.nicscommissioners.org
Corporate Human Resources www.dfpni.gov.uk/index/about-dfp/corporate-humanresources.htm
NICS Recruitment www.irecruit-ext.hrconnect.nigov.net
Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency www.nisra.gov.uk
Labour Relations Agency www.lra.org
Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development www.cipd.co.uk
Royal Society for the encouragement of Arts, Manufactures and Commerce (RSA)
www.thersa.org
Commissioner for Public Appointments for Northern Ireland
www.publicappointments.ni.org
Public Appointments Service www.publicjobs.ie
The Commissioner for Public Appointments
www.publicappointmentscommissioner.independent.gov.uk
Commission for Public Service Appointments www.cpsa.ie
Civil Service Commission www.civilservicecommission.independent.gov.uk
Human Rights Commission for Northern Ireland www.nihrc.org
Equality Commission for Northern Ireland www.equalityni.org
‘Gender Equality at the Executive Level of the Northern Ireland Public Service’ Professor
Joan Ballantine, University of Ulster
‘Study on Identified Adverse Impact in NICS Recruitment Competitions for First Line
Managers’ Dr Paul Brewerton, Strengths Partnership.
‘Recruitment to the Northern Ireland Civil Service’ Annual Report 2014’ NICS Recruitment
Website
‘Analysis of NICS Recruitment Competitions 1 January 2014 – 31 December 2014’
Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency Website
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