HCS/163/10
MINUTES OF PERMANENT SECRETARY GROUP MEETING

HELD ON FRIDAY 19 FEBRUARY 2010, IN THE GLASSHOUSE, STORMONT CASTLE AT 

8.45 AM

Present:

Bruce Robinson - Chair




Rosalie Flanagan




Will Haire




Andrew McCormick

Malcolm McKibbin 

Leo O’Reilly




Paul Priestly

Alan Shannon  

David Sterling

Paul Sweeney

In attendance:
Stephen Grimason

Neill Jackson




Fiona Hamill – agenda items 4 & 5

Kieran Donnelly – agenda item 5



Louise Mason – agenda item 5
Emma Wilson - Secretary

Apologies

Oswyn Paulin

Stephen Peover

Noel Lavery

1. Minutes of the meeting held on 12 February 2010
The minutes of the meeting held on 12 February were agreed.

2. Matters Arising
There were no matters arising from the previous meeting.

3. Executive & Assembly Update
Neill Jackson provided an update on Executive and Assembly business, including the work flowing from the Hillsborough Castle agreement.  He noted that he had written to Departments seeking information on specific timing pressures re. Executive papers.

Neill requested that Departments make contact with Executive Services Division on issues relating to Public Inquiries. 

4. Public Accounts Committee: NIAO advice paper on the use of consultants

Fiona Hamill presented a paper on the NIAO advice paper on the ‘Use of Consultants: Assembly Questions Follow-up Exercise’ which set out the NIAO’s findings together with a number of recommendations.  She explained the background to the paper and outlined the recommendations.  
PSG accepted the recommendations and agreed that Permanent Secretaries would discuss the issue with their Finance Directors to emphasise the importance of applying the consistent approach as set out in the DFP guidance. 

[Action: All Permanent Secretaries]

It was agreed that Fiona Hamill would work with Executive Services Division to liaise with the Assembly Business Office to agree a protocol on Assembly Questions on this matter to seek consistency and clarity re. questions.
[Action: Fiona Hamill and Neill Jackson]

The importance of correct coding and classification using Account NI was noted as the essential component going forward in relation to reporting on expenditure on consultancy.  It was agreed it would be helpful to develop an agreed footnote to be used by all Departments to explain previous years’ analysis.  

[Action: Fiona Hamill and Finance Directors]

5. Comptroller and Auditor General

Bruce Robinson welcomed Kieran Donnelly, Comptroller and Auditor General, and Louise Mason, NIAO.  Kieran explained that following bi-laterals with Permanent Secretaries it had been agreed that it would be helpful to come back to the full PSG meeting.  
Kieran outlined how he intended to take the C&AG role forward, including broadening the NIAO’s product range to include good practice guides and highlighted efficiency, corporate services and risk management as particular areas of focus in this regard.  He indicated the intention to undertake more vfm studies on cross-cutting and strategic issues and for NIAO reports to contain a smaller number of recommendations and for the process for clearance to be speeded up. 
Louise Mason noted that the work to date on moving to International Financial Reporting Standards (IFRS) had been successful and recognised the hard work on all sides.  She noted plans to hold a session with Finance Directors on the recurring themes that had emerged ahead of the live run later this year. 

Bruce noted that faster closing was beneficial to both Departments and the NIAO and that progress in this area was part of the wider improvements in financial management across the NICS.  He thanked Kieran for the extensive cooperation from NIAO on faster closing.  He noted that the shared services should enable the NIAO to undertake single Civil Service wide audits in some areas thereby minimising duplication of work across Departments.  Bruce also noted that risk management would be an area PSG would be keen to engage with the C&AG on. 
Bruce thanked Kieran and Louise for attending PSG and it was agreed to have a similar session around the autumn.

[Action: Secretariat]

6. Tour de Table
Employment Bill
Alan Shannon updated on progress with the Employment Bill and asked for outstanding returns from departments re. the dispute resolution procedure.
Presbyterian Mutual Society

Bruce Robinson and David Sterling updated on the work on PMS.  
Pay award

Derek Baker updated on pay award negotiations.
SCS move
PSG endorsed Leo O’Reilly’s proposals that Deirdre Kenny would move to DOE to take up the post of Director of Road Safety Policy and that Steve Hare would take up the Director of Personnel post.
SCS recruitment process
Andrew McCormick noted issues around definitions of terms in selection criteria and it was agreed to come back to this issue at the next HR PSG.
[Action: Derek Baker]

DoE
Leo O’Reilly updated on local government reform and the publication of the PAC report on Planning Service.
NI Chamber of Commerce event

Bruce noted that he had been invited to a NI Chamber of Commerce breakfast event looking at the implications of NAMA for NI businesses.

Royal Statistical Society

Bruce noted that he would circulate correspondence re. the Royal Statistical Society Awards.  
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