MINUTES OF THE OFMDFM DEPARTMENTAL BOARD MEETING

ON 25 FEBRUARY 2009

	PRESENT:
	Bruce Robinson (Chair), Mary Bunting, 

Frank Cushnahan, Rosalie Flanagan, George Gray,
Deirdre Kenny, Jackie Kerr and John McMillen

	IN ATTENDANCE:
	Richard Bullick (special adviser); 
Mark Higgins (Secretary); Colin Jack
(deputising for Eddie Rooney);Emma Little (special  

adviser); Finula Magowan (AccountNI item); 
Gerry Mulligan (deputising for Eddie Rooney); 
Iain McFarlane (AccountNI item); Dara O’Hagan (special adviser); Colm Shannon (NIDirect item); and Emma Wilson (Strategic Planning and Departmental Brief items).

	APOLOGIES:
	Stephen Grimason and Eddie Rooney.



Introductions and Welcome

1.
Bruce Robinson welcomed Colm Shannon who was attending to provide an update on the NIDirect item and Iain McFarlane and Finula Magowan, Finance Division, in attendance to answer questions on the item on AccountNI. Mr Robinson also welcomed Colin Jack and Gerry Mulligan who were deputising for Eddie Rooney on Equality Directorate matters and introduced Emma Wilson, as the new Head of Policy and Strategy in the Head of the Civil Service’s Office.
Minutes of Last Meeting

2.
The minutes of the Departmental Board meeting held on 26.1.09 were agreed as amended.

Matters Arising 

3.
Members provided updates for their specific actions, agreed at previous Board meetings. Frank Cushnahan queried why there were gaps in the “status” column for some actions and emphasised that the table was an important element in monitoring the Board’s effectiveness. Bruce Robinson concurred with those comments and it was agreed that members would ensure that the table was completed with the up to date status position recorded in advance of Board meetings. Action: Members. 
4.
It was noted that the Finance sub-committee is reviewing the Department’s Corporate Governance Framework and that work would include an examination of the precise responsibilities of the Board  for corporate and business planning, operational/delivery planning, implementation and monitoring, financial planning and management and other corporate responsibilities. 
NIDirect 

5.
Colm Shannon reported on progress by business areas to ensure they are providing the support needed for amending Direct.Gov content and provided an outline of project costs. The Board noted good progress for the two franchises, for which the Department has responsibility, i.e. Government, Citizens and Rights and People with Disabilities. Colm explained that in terms of NIDirect as a first step, OFMDFM is taking existing content from Directgov and localising it. Input is also being provided by other NICS Departments and the Northern Ireland Office which includes new content. 
6. Colm explained that the proposals for a central editorial team, reviewed and agreed by DFP Efficiency Unit, included its transfer to Executive Information Service (EIS) once the website is fully operational. Colm emphasised that at present the NI Direct programme, including the website, is funded through the monitoring process which may create a funding issue and that is complicated by the fact that there is no baseline funding for the NI Direct Programme. A resolution to the matter is being discussed with DFP.   The Board agreed that the Accounting Officer should write to DFP to state that provision of the full quantum of funding required for 2009/10 and a firm commitment regarding the provision of funding for 2010/11 are prerequisites to OFMDFM assuming responsibility for NI Direct. Action: John McMillen  

AccountNI Benefits 

7.
Jackie Kerr presented an outline of the, “Benefits Realisation” for the AccountNI reform project which considered the experience of OFMDFM users of AccountNI from December 2007 to date. Jackie’s presentation provided a perspective in the context of the revised benefits realisation framework proposed by DFP and OFMDFM's needs/experience as a former "receiver" Department that did not have a transaction processing role. 

8.
Jackie explained that a key issue relates to the need to strengthen and improve the financial reporting capacity of the system, if the primary benefit of improved financial management is to be realised and secured for OFMDFM.

9.
The meeting discussed the requirement to use the Purchase Order (PO) route in AccountNI for all relevant purchases and it was agreed that the Board should continue be provided with an analysis by cost centre of the use/non-use of the PO route to gauge the degree of non-compliance. Bruce Robinson emphasised that the Department must meet the PO requirement fully and that the Departmental Business Plan should reflect that commitment. John McMillen concurred that the Business Plan would include reference to benefits realisation from all the Reform Projects including AccountNI and HRConnect.
OFMDFM Draft Strategic Plan 2009-10 

10.
Members discussed the latest draft of the Departmental Balanced Scorecard section of the 2009-10 Business 

Plan which included comments from advisers and further input from business areas. It was agreed that a well developed draft of the scorecard had been achieved to date. Advisers made proposals about the need to make some targets more robust and the importance of framing the Plan against the Programme for Government and Ministers priorities. It was agreed that consultation between officials and advisers on the draft balanced scorecard would continue to ensure completion of an agreed final draft of the 2009-10 Business Plan for submission to Ministers by the agreed timetable for publication by 1 April 2009. 
11.
The Board also agreed with the approach to be adopted by Directors to initiate the required work in their business areas including holding business planning sessions with their staff to develop draft plans at Directorate and Divisional level, based on the draft Departmental Plan. Action: Directors.  Also Directors would schedule Business Plan communication events for their staff in their respective business areas for April and liaise with the Head of the Civil Service’s Office to agree dates for Bruce Robinson to attend. Action: Directors. The Board noted that the business area events are a key part of the business planning process to communicate the Business Plans for the year ahead once they have been agreed.  It is envisaged that each Director would hold an event for all of their staff at Directorate of Divisional level. The purpose of involving Bruce Robinson in those events would be to provide the opportunity to explain the relationships and linkages between the Departmental Plan and Directorate/Divisional level Business Plans.

12.
The Board noted that a strategic planning day arranged for 3.3.09 would be used to further develop the Scorecard and focus on two critical interrelated issues, resource allocation and how the Department is organised to deliver. Bruce Robinson explained that the draft 2009-10 Business Plan, which is based on Ministerial priorities, is in effect OFMDFM’s “Charter”. Bruce advised that the planning day would consider at a strategic level how well resources are aligned with the Charter and discuss what functional and policy areas may be brigaded, re-organised and/or reconfigured to enable smarter, more joined up working, delivery of priorities and realisation of efficiencies.    .

Executive Business
13.
Rosalie Flanagan provided an update on Executive business and related matters including Assembly Question performance, the recent successful British Irish Council meeting in Cardiff and that the Prime Minister would be meeting with the Devolved Administrations later that day (25.2.09). Rosalie advised that the Current Issues table prepared for the weekly stock take meetings was proving to be very beneficial in highlighting key issues. Rosalie added that the table was being continually developed but that some business areas needed to be more focused when updating their sections.  
Older People’s Commissioner 
14.
Gerry Mulligan provided an update on the current position regarding the establishing of the office of ‘Older People’s Commissioner’.  This is a Programme for Government commitment i.e. to, “create a strong, independent voice for older people”. Gerry explained this commitment requires primary legislation and in the interim, an Older People’s Advocate, Dame Joan Harbinson has been appointed to maintain momentum on older people’s issues. 

15.
Gerry reported that Ministers wish to pass the necessary legislation in the lifetime of the current legislative Assembly therefore it is necessary to introduce the legislation to the Assembly by May 2010. Consequently, Ministers have decided, with the approval of the sector, to consult on a draft Bill. The most immediate priority is to consult with the OFMDFM Committee and gain Executive approval to consult on the draft Bill in the Autumn of 2009, following Executive and Committee clearance, for public consultation. 

16.
Gerry advised that with Ministerial agreement the current model for the Commission is based closely on the Commissioner for Children and Young People (NICCY). Gerry reported that the next steps will engage officials in ongoing pre-consultation with stakeholders and an evidence-informed policy-making process. The Board noted that further work will be required in drafting of relevant papers to the Executive and preparation of detailed instructions for a draft Bill for consultation in the Autumn and preparation for an accessible public consultation exercise.

Financial Management Highlight Report 
17.
Jackie Kerr tabled a report on
 the Department’s resource and capital expenditure against budget for the period April 2008 to January 2009. Jackie reported that Budgets are based on December Monitoring profiled budgets and that Budget holders will be requested to re-profile budgets to the February Monitoring position once those Monitoring proposals are agreed by the Executive. Jackie highlighted the forecast underspends for the year-end and the need for relevant Directors to continue to closely examine variance against profiled expenditure for their business areas.

February 2009 Monitoring 

18.

The Board noted Jackie Kerr’s paper which provided further detail as requested at the 26.1.09 Board meeting, on the Department’s February Monitoring proposals, including administration cost easements of £0.231 million and an explanation for the timing of the easement. The paper also included details of further administration cost easements  in the 12 February supplementary monitoring exercise which brings the total of administration cost easements declared in February Monitoring 2009 to £240,000.

Preparation of 2008-09 Resource Accounts 
19.

The Board noted Jackie Kerr’s paper which outlined the key dates for the submission of financial data to facilitate the achievement of OFMDFM’s Faster Closing deadlines for the 2008/09 Accounts. The paper requested that Board members provide their staff with early notice of the key year-end tasks to be completed and the deadline for completion of those tasks. The paper also listed the key risks highlighted by NIAO in their Audit Strategy for the review of the 2008/09 OFMDFM Resource Accounts and the key areas to be reviewed by NIAO. The paper set out the lessons learned from the audit of the 2007/08 OFMDFM Resource Accounts which relevant Directors were asked to note and apply. 

20.

Jackie advised that the timetable for faster closing involved meeting a number of deadlines, was very challenging for the Department and that there was a risk that the timetable may not be met. It was agreed that the Board would be kept informed of progress with the faster closing timetable. Action: Jackie Kerr.

 Departmental Fraud Response Plan
21.

The Board noted Jackie Kerr’s paper which provided recommendations to the Board emerging from work done by Finance Division as requested by the Board in April 2008 on Departmental policies and procedures on fraud. It was agreed to re-visit this item at the March 2009 Board as there was insufficient time at the meeting to discuss the paper in detail. Action: Jackie Kerr.
Business Change Highlight Report  

22.
The Board noted the Business Change Highlight Report tabled by Deirdre Kenny.  
Departmental Brief 
23.
Emma Wilson advised that a Board sub-group led by John McMillen had undertaken some initial work to review the Team Briefing process. The aim of the review was to produce more succinct drafts of the Departmental Brief for the February and March Board meetings and to achieve an agreed final and tested version by April 2009. The Board noted that initial recommendations of the sub-group had been adopted including more direct involvement of Directors in submitting articles, now limited to 100 words, and in ensuring that the team brief feedback process is followed and feedback forms are completed after local briefing sessions are delivered. 

24.
Emma reported that the Team Briefing review is being taken forward as part of the work on developing and improving internal communications in the Department and that a further update on that work would be provided for the March Board.

25.
The Board approved a number of amendments to the draft Departmental Brief for March and agreed that the amended version should be circulated to Directors to initiate the team briefing process within the Department.  Action: Board Secretary.
Board’s Forward Plan  
26.
The Board noted the Forward Plan which included updates from members to December 2009. The Plan would be issued for further updating by the secretary when requesting agenda items from members for the March Board meeting.  
ANY OTHER BUSINESS 

Investors in People (IiP)
27.
Deidre Kenny reported that the Corporate Development Project team propose that an IiP assessor is asked to undertake a health check of the Department’s current state of readiness to apply for corporate IiP accreditation for the Department. The Board approved the proposal.    
Strategic Investment Board (SIB)
28.
Frank Cushnahan advised that he had recently received, as Chair of the Audit Committee, correspondence from Dr Dobbin, Chairman of SIB’s Audit Committee. Dr Dobbin’s letter highlighted the SIB Committee’s concern about delays in re-appointment and new appointments of Non-Executive Directors for SIB.  Frank advised that the matter was discussed at the 19.2.09 Audit Committee meeting and that he had responded to Dr Dobbin with details of the latest position, including the advice that the Audit Committee was assured that OFMDFM officials have been advising Ministers fully on the matter. 
29. 
Frank also advised that the minutes of the 19.2.09 Audit Committee meeting would be circulated to Board members, for information, following the next Committee meeting on 13.5.09.
Date of Next Meeting

30.
The next Board meeting is arranged for 9.30 to 11.30 a.m. on Wednesday, 18 March 2009 as a result of re-scheduling from 26 March to accommodate Executive meetings. 

Mark Higgins

5 March 2009
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