Education Parliamentary Monitor 

Northern Ireland

Covering education, children’s services and training issues

___________________________________________________________________________________ 

Monday 4 February, 2008
No. 350
ISSN 1748-7625
___________________________________________________________________________________ 

     This issue of EPM Northern Ireland reports on education, children’s services and training debates in the Northern Ireland Assembly, the House of Commons and the House of Lords from 28 January to 1 February 2008. 

___________________________________________________________________________________ 

Activity

Ulster Assembly
Debate: Programme for Government
Ulster Assembly
Legislative Consent Motion: UK Education and Skills Bill
Ulster Assembly
Debate: the Budget
_____________________________________________________________________ 

Northern Ireland Assembly

Programme for Government
Ulster Assembly • Executive Debate • 28 January 2008

T

he First Minister, Ian Paisley (DUP, North Antrim), introduced an Executive debate on the Northern Ireland Assembly Executive’s programme for government and investment strategy. The debated ranged over the whole area of devolved powers, though this report deals only with those aspects concerned with education, children’s services and training.


The First Minister said that the government aimed to ensure that, by 2011, 68 per cent of school-leavers achieved five or more GCSE passes at grades A* to C, including English and mathematics.

Naomi Long (All, Belfast East) said that the Alliance party wanted better and integrated education. She thought that the real inconsistency in the debate on Irish-language education was that the DUP and the Ulster Unionist Party were content to sign up to a Programme for Government that had committed to a thriving Irish-medium sector, yet when the issue was raised in the Chamber those parties had refused to do so. She said that the integrated education system was the way forward. 

Danny Kennedy (UUP, Newry and Armagh) said that the UUP was concerned that the targets that had been set to tackle child poverty were conservative and unimaginative. He wanted special programmes and measures that target child poverty in hot spots such as north Belfast should be implemented.  
Mark Durkan (SDLP, Foyle) said that Towards 2016, the social partnership agreement in the South, had a strong focus on child poverty and issues of child services and he suggested that a more significant and ambitious plan could be developed in the North. Although all parties had agreed that most the important issue was the future of secondary education, the Programme for Government was silent on the issue and was not being dealt with in the Budget either. Mr Durkan said that members had to rely on indications that the Minister of Education had told the Minister of Finance and Personnel that her proposals, when they were ready, would be cost-neutral. But he argued that her proposals could not have been costed if they were not ready to be presented to Committees.

The chairman of the Committee for Health, Social Services and Public Safety, Iris Robinson (DUP, Strangford), said that there were targets for reducing the proportion of young adults taking illegal drugs by five per cent, and for reducing the number of children at risk from parental alcohol or drug dependency by 10 per cent. She was delighted that education and awareness-raising programmes on sexual-health issues and teenage pregnancies were to be expanded in schools, workplaces and community settings. By 2010, the target was to achieve a 40 per cent reduction in the rate of births to mothers under the age of 17 years. She also welcomed the confirmation that the regional adolescent psychiatric unit and the child and family centre were to be completed by 2010.
After a break for Oral Questions, the debate resumed 

The chairman of the Committee for Social Development, Gregory Campbell (DUP, East Londonderry) welcomed the Programme for Government’s commitment to working towards the elimination of child poverty by 2020 and to reducing extreme child poverty by 50 per cent by 2010. He said that the Committee had serious reservations about the commitment in the draft document to the eradication of child poverty by 2020, because it had seemed aspirational rather than realistic. The target of working towards the elimination of severe child poverty by 2012 was welcome, although he added that there was an urgent need to develop and agree a definition.
Dolores Kelly (SDLP, Upper Bann) said it was breathtaking that the Programme for Government and the Budget were silent on the far- reaching implications of the proposals to end academic selection and reform post-primary education, when children from disadvantaged families achieved fewer GCSEs, were much less likely to pass the 11-plus, and were less likely to go on to third-level education. She claimed that there was a steep hill to climb to tackle the legacy of inequality. The Programme for Government had also indicates a new target for tackling severe child poverty, but that had been undermined by the budgetary reality. 

Sammy Wilson (DUP, East Antrim) said that the Committee for Education had expressed concern that there was a commitment in the Programme for Government to set up an education and skills authority. Over the past three months, the Committee for Education had had the opportunity to speak to departmental officials and those who had been tasked with setting up the education and skills authority. But he warned that one of the most extensive pieces of legislation that the Assembly had ever had would take the form of two Bills, and through 1,200 amendments, it would rewrite much of the education legislation that had existed since 1948. Mr Wilson said that the education and skills authority would be the biggest unelected education quango in Europe. It would not be accountable and would be put in place to do the Department of Education’s will. He said that the setting up of the education and skills authority would have a dramatic effect on the education budget for the next three years, because half of the efficiency savings that were built into the education budget were attributed to it. But a letter from the Department had indicated that instead of £25 million each year, as previously promised, there would be £15 million over a period of time. Mr Wilson said that the education and skills authority would implement the Bain Report’s recommendations and the area planning of schools, which, because of closures and rationalisations, would affect schools in every Member’s constituency. Although he was not against the proposal, he believed that it should be carried out by a body that had some degree of local and regional accountability. As it stood, the body would make decisions that would affect schoolchildren right across all constituencies, without the necessary input from the Assembly or from local people. 

Mr Wilson said that the Assembly was promised that the education and skills authority would not only do away with education and library boards, but that it would also do away with the fractional, sectoral interests that had wasted education resources through the duplication and triplication of schools in some areas of Northern Ireland. But as a result of pressure from some of those sectors, the original promise that 11 bodies would be merged into one would not be fulfilled. He said that the boards would go and the controlled sector would lose its voice, although the Catholic, Irish-medium, integrated and voluntary sectors would maintain theirs. Mr Wilson warned that the Assembly was setting itself up for collision with the representatives of the controlled sector. The proposed legislation would lead to a change in the boards of governors of controlled schools; yet, because of equality legislation, places could no longer be guaranteed for Protestant churches on those boards.

The chairman of the Committee for Employment and Learning, Sue Ramsey (SF, Belfast West) said that it would have been more valuable to have combined the motions and debates on the final versions of the Programme for Government and the Budget, because the two issues were linked. For example, the Committee for Employment and Learning strongly supported the commitment in the draft Programme for Government to increase by 300 the number of PhD research students at local universities by 2010. But there were no clear resources in the draft Budget to fund those vital new research positions, although her Committee welcomed the increased allocation, which appeared to go some way towards meeting that commitment.
Two key priorities

Ms Ramsay said that the role of the Department for Employment and Learning was central to the delivery of two key priorities in the Programme for Government: growing a dynamic, innovative economy and promoting tolerance, inclusion and health and well-being. She said that the Department’s role was at the core of the first three public service agreements linked to productivity growth, skills for prosperity and increasing employment. It also had a major role to play across the entire range of PSAs. Cross-cutting was, therefore, very important in the delivery of PSAs. She said it was important that the terms “cross-cutting” and “interdepartmental collaboration” involved real actions. Her Committee was setting up cross-cutting meetings with the Committee for Enterprise, Trade and Investment on the link between inward investment and skills requirements, and also with the Committee for Education on essential skills.

Ms Ramsay said that the Committee for Employment and Learning welcomed the commitment in the Programme for Government to focus on small and medium-sized businesses. The generation of appropriate R&D activity and skills support was not easily matched, or geared, to the needs of that sector. SMEs tended to require greater intervention from the higher and further education sectors to ensure appropriate alignment with local businesses. She said that the Committee considers that, if appropriately resourced, the Department’s demand-led approach should allow that to happen. Ms Ramsay said that the Committee had scrutinised the rolling out of the Training for Success programme, and it would want to be satisfied that the Pathways to Work programme delivered the required employment opportunities and served to protect the most vulnerable in society. She said that the Committee fully supported the Executive’s goal that 90,000 adult learners should achieve a qualification in literacy, numeracy and ICT by 2015. Although the Committee had recognised the Department’s hard work, it was shocked to see the poor outcome from the CSR. Ms Ramsay said that the Committee was receiving extremely negative feedback from those who worked in the adult and community education sector. 

She said that the Committee supported the parallel goals of increasing the number of students who took STEM subjects and increasing the number of students from disadvantaged backgrounds, although she was not sure whether the goals should be linked. Ms Ramsey pointed out that recent statistics suggested that there was beginning to be a downturn in student applications. The Minister had stressed the importance of the Department’s proposed review of student fees on the profile of students taking up courses at universities, and the Committee was keen to see the outcome of the review and research. She said that there was a proposal in the investment strategy for a new campus for Belfast Metropolitan College at the Titanic Quarter, which was scheduled for 2010; although that seemed a tight timescale. She said that it was important that lessons should be learned from the failed Springvale campus project, and that those lessons were fully recognised, particularly in ensuring full community engagement and achieving clarity of roles between the college and the Department. 

Basil McCrea (UUP, Lagan Valley) said that there was a danger of repeating the mistakes of the Scottish education system which, prior to the 1999 elections to the Scottish Parliament, had several views on education. Therefore civil servants produced position papers on each political party’s position. Post-election, a relatively small group of people, consisting of Labour Ministers, education officials and advisers, decided to proceed from policy to legislation without consulting others. There was no proper pre-legislative scrutiny, and the reports indicated that the primary motivation was political rather than academic. 

Gerry McHugh (SF, Fermanagh and South Tyrone) said that it would be necessary to look at the number of schools and decide whether they were all needed. He questioned whether the integrated and Catholic maintained sectors should look after their own interests when massive savings could be made. When considering post-primary education, if mistakes that were made in the English system were not learned from, Northern Ireland was in danger of ending up with a two-tier system in which only well-off children got a good education. 

Leslie Cree (UUP, North Down) claimed that the programme for education remained woolly; and the target for school-leavers was less ambitious than that set by the direct rule Adminis​tration. He said that the matter of the Education Minister’s strategy for a new transfer system was crucial as education professionals and parents alike had no clear understanding of what would happen. The target to reduce child poverty by 50 per cent by 2010 and to eradicate it by 2020 did nothing more than repeat the UK goal and had failed to identify the children in severest poverty.

David Burnside (UUP, South Antrim) was concerned about the future of grammar schools. He argued that by the summer, grammar schools in Northern Ireland would be independently financed. They would be cut off from taxpayer’s money and would be able to use their own selection criteria.

Dawn Purvis (PUP, Belfast East) claimed that huge inequalities ran throughout the education system. Children from working-class backgrounds achieved less in primary school; did worse in the 11-plus; achieved lower GCSE grades; and were much less likely to go on to further and higher education. Such children benefited from the Executive’s children’s fund, but because many projects had not been completely ring-fenced or mainstreamed, rather than meeting the target of eliminating child poverty by 2020, she argued that more children would be forced into poverty. She said that more detail was needed on how many of the programmes and projects had been mainstreamed or allocated funding through the relevant Departments and what exactly had been, or would be, lost. 

Patsy McGlone (SDLP, Mid Ulster) was not persuaded that the details in the public service agreements, the Budget and the investment strategy were consistent or could deliver on the warm words of the Programme for Government. He said that the situation was notable in the cuts in children’s funding and in the budget’s failure to refer to the reform of post-primary education.

Stephen Farry (All, North Down) asked what the people of Northern Ireland would make of the fact the there had been no mention of post-primary education, which was the most controversial issue facing the Assembly. 

The deputy First Minister, Martin McGuinness (SF, Mid Ulster) said that the Executive would work with local industry bodies and the Sector Skills Council for construction to ensure that apprenticeships were put in place to enable people to develop sustainable skills.

UA 2008/0077
___________________________________________________________________________________ 
Education and Skills Bill (UK)

Ulster Assembly • Legislative Consent Motion • 29 January 2008

T

he Minister for Employment and Learning, Sir Reg Empey (UUP, Belfast East), introduced a debate on a legislative consent motion for the Education and Skills Bill from the UK parliament. He said that the provisions in the Education and Skills Bill that related to Northern Ireland concerned changes to the remit of the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority.


Clause 137 of the Bill amended section 24 of the Education Act 1997 to provide the QCA with a new function to develop and publish criteria for the recognition of bodies wishing to award or authenticate qualifications.

Clause 139 extended the powers of the QCA in Northern Ireland to cover the regulation of vocational qualifications that were currently excluded from its scope. In Northern Ireland, most qualifications were regulated by the Council for the Curriculum, Examinations and Assessment. They were general and vocational qualifications and were provided for school pupils or persons in full-time attendance at an institution of further education. The only exception was national vocational qualifications, which were regulated by the QCA. Clause 139 added other vocational qualifications to the regulatory remit of the authority.

Under the review of public administration, and as part of the streamlining of education administration in Northern Ireland, CCEA would be abolished and its functions would be transferred to the new education and skills authority. The proposed date for the transfer of functions was April 2009, and although most of the functions would transfer to the education and skills authority, it would not be appropriate to transfer CCEA’s regulatory function for vocationally related qualifications to the education and skills authority. As that regulatory function would not be transferred, it was imperative that steps were taken to ensure that continued regulation of vocationally related qualifications was maintained when CCEA was subsumed by the education and skills authority.

As the issue fell within the area of transferred matters under the provision of the Northern Ireland Act 1998, consent for the proposed Northern Ireland inclusions in the Bill must be sought from the Committee for Employ​ment and Learning, the Executive and the Northern Ireland Assembly. The Committee for Employment and Learning and the Executive had considered the matter, and both had given their consent to proceed with the proposed amendments to the Education and Skills Bill.

The Assembly would now have to consider the principle of amending the Bill to extend the regulatory functions of the QCA in Northern Ireland. The proposed change to the legislation would close the regulation gap that would be left once CCEA had been dissolved and would ensure the continued and necessary regulation of vocationally related qualifications in Northern Ireland. The change would also guarantee that those students who were studying for vocationally related qualifications when the council ceased to exist could be confident that regulation would continue. The minister asked the Assembly to endorse the principle of extending to Northern Ireland the provisions in the Education and Skills Bill that dealt with the functions of the QCA. The provisions were contained in clauses 137 and 139 of the Bill, which was introduced in the House of Commons on 29 November 2007.

The Chairman of the Committee for Employ​ment and Learning, Sue Ramsey (SF, Belfast West) said that although her Committee supported the motion, there was concern that people who were studying for vocational qualifications that were regulated by the Council for the Curriculum Examinations and Assessment should not be disadvantaged by any reform of that regulatory body, should that occur as planned in April 2009. She said that there was therefore a need to ensure that cover was in place to protect the qualifications.

The Committee was satisfied that the QCA was an appropriate body to provide regulation, if required. It was also satisfied that QCA’s current role in the regulation of qualifications placed it in an ideal position to extend those regulations. That experience was strengthened by the fact that QCA maintained a local office, which had been operating successfully for 10 years. Ms Ramsey had written to the Minister for Employment and Learning and the Minister of Education to ask them to keep the situation under review during what would be a period of difficult administrative reform. She said that during the departmental briefings, officials had stated that the Minister had been assessing the most appropriate regulation process for local needs, and Ms Ramsey had urged ministers to continue to work together and to keep the process under review as the review of public administration rolled out. She said that the Committee considered that any regulation of critical vocational qualifications should be sensitive and aligned to local requirements and circumstances. In further ensuring that local needs were fully recognised, the Minister has also said that the Secretary of State for Children, Schools and Families in England could not enact any part of the legislation that related to, or had an impact on, local issues without first seeking the approval of the local Minister. 

Anna Lo (All, Belfast South) supported the motion as it made sense to extend the remit of QCA to cover VRQs as well as NVQs. She asked if the minister envisaged there being any scope for the QCA to examine ways of combining the NVQ and VRQ as one qualification as students were often confused about the differences between them.

Sir Reg Empey agreed that there was confusion and a review of qualifications was under way. He said that it was a terribly complicated system, and he did not want people to spend time and energy to getting certificates that had no currency with employers. He said that there was a risk that further education colleges, employers or others would create their own qualifications which may have no value. The minister assured the Chairman of the Employment and Learning Committee, as he had the Minister of Education, that the bill would not in any way inhibit the Assembly from passing further legislation in the future, should it decide to do so. The Assembly was free to create new regulations and arrangements. He said that the legislation would merely prevent a vacuum from developing when the CCEA was absorbed into the education and skills authority. 

The LCO was agreed.

UA 2008/0078
___________________________________________________________________________________ 
Budget 

Ulster Assembly • Executive Debate • 29 January 2008

T

he Northern Ireland Legislative Assembly debated the budget of the devolved administration. The budget and therefore the debate covered the whole area of devolved responsibilities, though this report is concerned only with references to education, children’s services and training.


Stephen Farry (All, North Down) said that there were huge inefficiencies in the school estate and a policy for area planning and collaboration between schools had not been produced never mind incorporated into the documents that the Assembly was discussing. 

Declan O’Loan (SDLP, North Antrim) said that a perennial problem in government was trying to get Departments working together, and a clear example of that was the children’s fund. He called for more strategic focus on that issue which would be vital to tackling child poverty. He argued that creating a separate fund for children would give the issue more focus and would provide the option for bids to be made for more funds in-year. Mr O’Loan said that although members had been told that the reform of secondary schools would be the biggest change in sixty years, it had not been referred to in the Programme for Government and was therefore not budgeted for. The reform had been referred to as being cost neutral, but the Minister of Finance and Personnel had indicated that he would be uncomfor​table about such an assertion. 

Mervyn Storey (DUP, North Antrim) claimed that education was in a total mess, and parents, pupils and teachers were up in arms about the policy efficiencies of a rudderless Department that badly needed a new Minister and a change in policy direction. 

Roy Beggs (UUP, East antrim) said that there seemed to be a complete lack of understanding about how late the Budget was. It was normally completed in December, but had been delayed because of the comprehensive spending review. He pointed out that the process did not just involve finalising departmental budgets. That would mean that once the education budget had been finalised, the Department of Education would need to cascade its allocation to the various boards, and a final judgement on the Budget could be delayed.

Sammy Wilson (DUP, East Antrim) said that the leader of the SDLP, who had also been Minister of Finance and Personnel, knew that one could not have a budgetary line relating to an anti-poverty strategy because such a strategy embraced a number of Departments. Mr Wilson said that in the Education Committee, the SDLP had supported other members of the Committee’s view that the kind of one-off funds for programmes that lasted two or three years and were then abandoned were not the best use of financial resources. He believed that it was better to mainstream much of the money, which was exactly what the Budget sought to do. 

Trevor Lunn (All, Lagan Valley) said that the Executive had presented a Programme for Government that was committed to a thriving Irish-medium sector and he believed Irish-medium club banks provided the best way to achieve that goal. He thought that Integrated education was the preferable way forward, and it was a matter of public record that the Alliance Party supported Irish-medium education where there was demand for it.

Dawn Purvis (PUP, Belfast East) said that the Budget would not reduce or eliminate child poverty, but would increase deprivation with the introduction of water charges. She pointed out that families with disabled children were 50 per cent more likely to be in debt. She lamented that the future of community education programmes was in question, even though the programmes helped many people in the most deprived areas in Northern Ireland, especially women. Ms Purvis said that many parents, particularly lone parents, continually struggled to find flexible quality and affordable childcare and she believed that the lack of proper, affordable, good quality and flexible childcare would add to the levels of child poverty in Northern Ireland. She said that the children’s fund had helped many children in deprived areas of Northern Ireland. In addition, the Quaker Cottage teen project worked with young people who were at risk from suicide, self harm and drug abuse. But as the children’s fund was to be scrapped young people would suffer as a result.

Barry McElduff (SF, West Tyrone) welcomed the extra £4·6 million allocated to youth services in the final Budget. But he urged the Executive to listen to the Youth Service and the youth sector about the challenges that they faced. He asked the Minister of Finance and Personnel whether opportunities might arise for youth projects in the upcoming monitoring rounds and the spring Supplementary Estimates.

David Simpson (DUP, Upper Bann) said that the Executive had increased allocations to the Department for Employment and Learning by some 35 per cent, which was very welcome. Furthermore, DETI had received another 21 per cent increase in funding, and the Department for Employment and Learning would receive an additional £40 million over the next three years.

Stephen Moutray (DUP, Upper Bann) welcomed the Finance Minister’s additional allocations for mental-health provision and for those with learning disabilities, in particular, and for youth and library services.
The cost of ending selection

Ken Robinson (UUP, East Antrim) said that a restructuring of education, entailing the creation of schools for 11- to 14-year-olds and 14-to 19-year-olds, was so far-reaching that it was bound to involve considerable expenditure on new buildings, staff training, support costs for major curriculum change, and the redesign of existing buildings. Such a far-reaching process would involve a fundamental look at the entire schools estate in Northern Ireland and it was difficult to see how any such process would be able to avoid a major rationalisation process. He said that the only way to evade such massive changes was to continue to operate several distinct school systems — the state system, a maintained system, an integrated system, and an Irish-medium system. But Mr Robinson said that he had tried and failed to find any mention of additional funding for such a project in the educational provisions in the Budget. He presumed that as it was a three-year spending programme, there would be no money for such a programme for at least three years. 

He pointed out that the Minister of Education had promised that selection would end by the year 2009, which was just a year away. The Minister had said that her proposals were, in the main, cost-neutral. But that would only be the case if her proposals involved the rationalisation of her current four-fold system, with the introduction of a universal, one-size-fits-all system of geographically based schools, with postcode-selection processes, catering for an 11- to 14- year-old and a 14- to 19- year-old split. He suggested that the sale of redundant school buildings might then be used to generate the capital assets to fund the massive costs of such a radical restructuring of the school system that selection at 14 would inevitably entail.

Mr Robinson said that aspiration was that by 2015, 80 per cent of the working population would be qualified to GCSE level or equivalent. But since the current figure of people with no qualifications was 21 per cent in Northern Ireland, the new targets were very conservative. He welcomed the large-scale investment in further education which would support the Further Education Means Business strategy and would emphasise the fact that further education colleges would be the engines of economic growth. Mr Robinson claimed that the Department for Employment and Learning recognised that there was a clear link between the levels of spending on research and development and the levels of innovation in new products, economic growth, prosperity and employment. He said that Northern Ireland had had a mixed record on R&D, although both Queen’s University and the University of Ulster were world leaders in their particular research fields. But he regretted that the total spend on R&D in Northern Ireland came to about 1 per cent of gross domestic product, while other industrial economies averaged between 2 per cent and 3 per cent. Mr Robinson commended Sir Reg Empey, the Minister for Employment and Learning, for winning the largest share of the funds for innovation — some £40 million out of £90 million. He claimed that the moneys were critical, because they made it possible to fund 300 new PhD studentships in the areas of science, technology, engineering and mathematics. 

The Minister of Finance and Personnel, Peter Robinson (DUP, Belfast East) said that although it would have been preferable to have had all the post-primary education issues resolved well in advance of the Budget process, that was not how it worked. He said that the Executive had to undertake the strategic planning process on the basis of the best information that was available at that time. Mr Robinson said that he could not produce any costings for education when he did not know what the reforms would be. He pointed out that he was required by law to produce a Budget in the time frame and in the manner in which he had. The minister said that although post-primary admission arrangements were referred to in the Budget document, the Minister of Education was consulting with stakeholders on the details of her new proposal. The proposals would have to be brought to the Executive for consideration and decision and if he had waited for all the contentious issues to be resolved, there would not be a Budget. 

He said that concern had also been expressed about the Executive’s decision not to allocate funding for a separate children’s fund. He said that there could be no doubt that investing in children, particularly at an early stage in their development, could yield significant benefits for all society and the only question that the Executive had to address was how best to take that forward. He said that although the approach of the previous Executive in ring-fencing the funding for children’s services from raids by other services had some merit,  that only meant that projects had less incentive to get up and running, as had been shown by the significant levels of underspend for programme funds more generally.

There was little point in having children’s funds if the money could not be spent, and was not being spent. The current Executive had agreed that the funding for the projects previously supported by central funds should be included within departmental baselines, where those projects could be considered against competing priorities, and where there was greater certainty regarding funding. As far as the children’s fund was concerned, there was an underspend of 26.4 per cent in 2007, whereas the average percentage underspend across the Departments was about 2 per cent. The Executive had decided that they should put that funding into departmental baselines. The minister said that it was also important to recognise that the establishment of a children’s fund would require funding to be removed from departmental baselines, and no Minister had requested that option. He added that by having a cross-cutting public service agreement on children and family, the Executive had recognised the importance of Departments working together to provide improved outcomes rather than the administration of a central fund.

Mr Robinson admitted that concerns had been raised about PFIs and PPPs. He pointed out that such contracts could only be put in place if they represented robust value for money in business cases and if they were affordable as regards departmental allocations. Additional funding for youth services had also been mentioned, and he pointed out to that in response to the call for public consultation for additional funding for children and youth services, the Executive had allocated an additional £13 million across the Budget period. The Minister of Education had used that money to allocate an extra £4·6 million to current expenditure on youth services.

Mr Robinson said that an additional £2 million was required for the ongoing running costs of the office of the Northern Ireland Commissioner for Children and Young People, which was not in place under the previous Executive. He believed that around £11·5 million had been allocated to commence the implementation of the Department’s sports and physical recreation strategy, which focused on increasing participation in sport, particularly by young people.

The budget was approved with cross-community support. 

UA 2008/0079
___________________________________________________________________________________ 

Northern Ireland Assembly Committees 


Wednesday 30 January. The Employment and Learning Committee met. Its agenda included the second departmental monitoring report on Training for Success and a briefing from Include Youth.


Friday 1 February. The Education Committee met. It received a presentation by the Northern Ireland Association of Education and Library Boards on RPA reform.


Wednesday 6 February. The Employment and Learning Committee will meet. Its agenda includes scrutiny of the Department of Employment and Learning’s corporate plan, a briefing on the budget and a briefing from the University and College Union.  


Friday 8 February. The Education Committee will visit St Mary’s College, Creggan.


Wednesday 13 February. The Employment and Learning Committee will meet. Its provisional agenda includes a briefing from the Sector Skills Council on Training for Success.


Wednesday 20 February. The Employment and Learning Committee will undertake a study visit to South West College, Omagh.

___________________________________________________________________________________ 

Westminster


There were no relevant debates concerning Northern Ireland in the Commons or Lords last week, nor were there any relevant EDMs tabled by Northern Ireland MPs.

___________________________________________________________________________________ 

Delegated Legislation


There was no relevant delegated legislation issued last week.
___________________________________________________________________________________ 

Future Activity

***
Monday 4 February. Point of order. Late answering of written questions to the education department.

***
Monday 4 February. Ministerial statement on the re-establishing of the Ministerial Sub-committee on Children and Young People.

***
Monday 4 February. Debate on the draft Sexual Offences (Northern Ireland) Order 2007, report of the Ad Hoc Committee.

***
Monday 4 February. Oral questions to the First Minister, on child protection and welfare.
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