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Introduction  

NIPSA is the largest Trade Union in Northern Ireland representing over 43,000 members, 

employed across the whole of the public service, in organisations such as the Northern 

Ireland Civil Service and its Agencies, Local Government, Education, Health and Social Care, 

the Northern Ireland Housing Executive as well as a host of Non-Departmental Public 

Bodies (NDBPs).  NIPSA also represents a significant number of members in the community 

and voluntary sector. 

The use of Outcomes-Based Approach (OBA) 

Consistent with agreement reached and captured in the New Decade New Approach deal, 

we note that the Executive has decided to continue the Outcomes-Based Approach (OBA) 

in relation to the Programme for Government (PfG).  This is reflected in the consultation 

document stating that “the Outcomes in the Programme for Government Framework 

present a picture of the kind of society we want to see. An inclusive society in which people 

of all ages and backgrounds are respected and cared for and in which we all prosper. A 

society which has no barriers to prevent people from living fulfilling lives. The Outcomes 

apply equally to everyone, and no one is excluded.” 

In terms of the definition of Outcomes Based Accountability (OBA) and the implications of 

such a methodology in terms of accountability it is important to acknowledge that, in 

relation to the former that the OBA:  

operates on two distinct levels: “population accountability” and “performance 
accountability.” Population accountability is the higher level of OBA, and addresses 
the wellbeing of whole populations…the Programme for Government will operate at 
the population accountability level, as it seeks to deliver outcomes for whole 
populations within Northern Ireland: for example, all Northern Ireland residents, all 
children in Northern Ireland or all older people in Northern Ireland. Performance 
accountability is the lower level of OBA, and addresses the wellbeing of specific client 
groups: for example, all children in care…  

At the population accountability level of OBA, it is difficult, if not impossible, to 
attribute responsibility for performance across public bodies and external forces. 
This may limit how well these bodies can be held accountable for their performance 
against PfG outcomes and indicators. The performance accountability level of OBA, 
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with more immediate outcomes and beneficiaries, may be more valuable to scrutiny 
and management. In many ways, the performance accountability approach is a 
variation on widely used logic models which track priorities – inputs – outputs – 
outcomes. However, several have suggested that OBA is only feasible at all where 
outcomes are easily measurable and created within simple linear systems, which 
enable outcomes to be attributed to specific public bodies.1 

Given such definition, its use is not uncontested with the jury out on how well OBA works.  

Evidence from Scotland that has presented an outcomes-based programme since 2007 

(without the added complexity of operating a mandatory coalition) suggests: 

OBA is only one of many influences on government decision making and 
parliamentary scrutiny, and has not been comprehensively or uniformly put into 
practice by either institution. Some lessons can be drawn from the Scottish 
experience. The core questions of the OBA process can be utilised when scrutinising 
Departmental budgets and performance; this outcomes-based scrutiny could be 
initially piloted in one or two areas of work per legislative session. Fundamentally, 
however, the complexity and time required to embed OBA into government and 
parliamentary process should not be underestimated.2 

The ambitions of OBA versus austerity budgets 

A more telling doubt about the OBA debate in the context of government performance is 

the question of how ambitious “outcomes” are funded.  For example, the draft PfG states 

that it “will be underpinned by a budget and supported by key Executive strategies 

including an investment strategy, an economic strategy and an anti-poverty strategy aimed 

at building a strong and prosperous society by tackling disadvantage and achieving 

sustainable economic growth.”   

The scale of this forecast raises the question that is omnipresent in this document and 

indeed the NDNA itself – where is the equivalent budget to meet such ambition?  NIPSA’s 

recent response to the Executive’s one-year budget made the point that, on the 

Department of Finance’s own figures (notwithstanding the monies deployed to deal with 

the Covid crisis), we are living with a budget “settlement” that is 10 years old.  Indeed, in 

2019/20 prior to the pandemic the Executive planned to work with a level of everyday 

spending less than that of the 2010/11 financial year.  This is self-evidently inadequate, 

even more so in the aftermath of an ongoing health crisis that will continue to scar our 

                                                         
1 http://www.niassembly.gov.uk/globalassets/documents/raise/publications/2017-2022/2021/executive-
office/0221.pdf?utm_source=nia1.me&utm_medium=urlshortener 29 January 2021.   
2 Ibid.    

http://www.niassembly.gov.uk/globalassets/documents/raise/publications/2017-2022/2021/executive-office/0221.pdf?utm_source=nia1.me&utm_medium=urlshortener
http://www.niassembly.gov.uk/globalassets/documents/raise/publications/2017-2022/2021/executive-office/0221.pdf?utm_source=nia1.me&utm_medium=urlshortener
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society for years to come.  In this context, it is hardly surprising that the OBA’s ‘vision’ is 

met in the cash-strapped sections of our society with incredulity and disbelief. 

In addition to the question of “where’s the money?” is that of how meaningful the 

discussion of mitigation is in relation to the aims of the PfG.  For example, while the Draft 

Outcomes Framework’s EQIA discusses “Mitigations and Alternative Options” in relation to 

the Outcomes Framework (including the “9 aspirational statements of wellbeing”) it begs 

the question of where is the evidence of interventions that provide mitigation i.e. outline 

a better, alternative delivery of such “well-being”.   

True engagement? 

The draft PfG takes its formal stated intent on engagement with wider society from the 

NDNA.  This had proposed that the Executive’s Programme for Government “be developed 

through engagement and co-design, using an Outcomes-Based Approach.” This begs the 

question of what for the Executive constitutes engagement?  While of course they are right 

to suggest, “those countries that have been most successful have acted responsibly by 

putting citizens first and by working collaboratively with those who have the skills, 

knowledge and expertise to bring about positive change and to get things done” such 

positive statements are undermined by the Executive’s consistent ability to ignore the 

largest civic organisation in society, the Trade Union movement, even excluding it from a 

newly formed Economic Advisory Group.  This factual exclusion totally undermines the 

PfG’s theoretical statement that “a whole societal approach is needed” and that “the 

essence of an Outcomes-based PfG [is] government partnering with civic society to respond 

to the needs of people and communities everywhere.”  In this context it is meaningless to 

quote Mark Friedman’s “Trying hard is not good enough” when, on genuine, substantive 

inclusion, sections of the Executive are not trying at all.   

Consolation on this point, however, might be taken if the Executive fulfils its stated 

intention that the PfG document remains “live…with work plans being continually 

evaluated and adjusted to ensure they are achieving the desired impact.”  Action can be 

taken immediately, therefore, in the context of this PfG to review how the Trade Union 

movement is properly recognised in the Executive’s policy making plans.  This will also 

answer its own questions about “who should the Executive partner and invest with to get 
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the most impact from our collective efforts? Who is best placed to deliver programmes on 

the ground? What ideas are there for innovative new things or for seeing problems in a 

new light or for working in different ways?”   Even more explicitly, proper engagement with 

the Trade Union movement would show that the Executive means it when its PfG states it 

“recognises the importance of continuous civic engagement and it sees that as an essential 

aspect of the Outcomes-Based Approach moving forward.”  

Actively realising Outcomes 

In addition to such inclusion, a key element in realising the desired outcomes within the 

“key priority areas”, would be to move from the implication that an aim as huge, for 

example, as to “live and work sustainably – protecting the environment” could happen 

without huge intervention and a break with the political/economic model on which the 

Executive has operated.  As the pandemic has proved, we need the spine of a strong state 

and properly staffed public services yet the inadequate and short-term budget process as 

referred to be above cannot deliver this.   

In this way, valid as the PfG’s “green” aspirations are (and we believe them to be essential) 

they need the urgency and political imagination that could sustain a long-term Green New 

Deal (encompassing the eradication of fuel poverty) and the reject of the market’s 

exploitative monetisation of the provision of basic needs – none more basic than food and 

fuel.  Such an all-encompassing vision is far from the current situation where the 

Agriculture Minister took until the summer of 2020 to accept the facts of a climate change 

emergency, with his Officials writing briefing papers assuming he did not.  In terms of the 

balance of investment and sustainability and how it links to the PfG ambition of “Our 

economy is globally competitive, regionally balanced and carbon-neutral” NIPSA’s 

position is that:  

The need for investment in infrastructure is essential so that “our” economy and 
every aspect of “our” natural and built environment is ours to shape and control. 
Even at a regional level, how is it that 50 years ago we had a municipal infrastructure 
capable of generating its own gas, trams and railways yet to call for investment in 
such concepts today is treated as fanciful? On environmental grounds alone we 
should be capable of facilitating the infrastructural change that would switch the 
amount of freight moved by road and in the air to rail. The other advantage of public 
control over such development is that it ensures the question of the “environment”, 
i.e. the protection of the planet, is not an afterthought but a core part of any 
discussion of economic development. This would replace the unquestioning dash for 
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capitalist “growth” that is already destroying the planet’s finite resources and replace 
it with an approach that is planned, regulated and sustainable.3 

Democratically accountable public housing  

Another “key priority area” is a pillar of what constituted a part of genuine “social security” 

in the post Second World War “settlement”, public housing.  The current situation is dire 

as the Draft Outcomes Framework’s Equality Impact Assessment (EQIA) and the 

Department for Communities 2019/20 data makes clear with “Housing Stress at an all-time 

high – with 27,745 households on the social housing waiting list with 30 points or more.  Of 

these households, 42 per cent were Catholic whereas only 26 per cent were Protestant 

households.”  In addition: “the gap between Catholic and Protestant households in housing 

stress has been steadily widening over the past 8 years, with Catholic households making 

up a higher proportion of households in housing stress than Protestant households in 

2019/20.”   This is further captured by the Equality Commission Statement on Key 

Inequalities that highlight the persistence of “key inequalities: the accessibility of housing 

(the opportunities to secure housing); the adequacy of housing (the housing meets cultural, 

physical or other needs and is safe) and the sustainability of housing (the tenure is secure 

and affordable in the long term).”   

The draft PfG outlines the need to re-develop the “current housing stock and ensuring new 

houses are built in an energy-efficient, sustainable way that protects our natural 

environment and built heritage”.  Again to bring this aspiration to a practical, material 

reality we need to assess the broader question of public housing, delivered within the 

public sector and politically accountable.  This needs to be centred on the model that has 

done this in already extremely trying circumstances, the Northern Ireland Housing 

                                                         
3 https://nipsa.org.uk/publications/Ref-A4_0464.pdf Spring 2015.   

https://nipsa.org.uk/publications/Ref-A4_0464.pdf%20Spring%202015
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Executive (NIHE).  The creation and model of housing delivered on the basis of need that 

the NIHE strived to achieve has to be properly recognised in that it took the wreckage of 

the notoriously negligent and sectarian distribution of an inadequate housing stock that 

marked the old Stormont regime’s performance and delivered the independent, 

accountable transformation of public housing in Northern Ireland.  In so doing, it shifted 

delivery from one of the worst examples of public provision in Western Europe to one of 

the best and was internationally recognised as having done so.  This achievement is 

captured in recent externally commissioned NIPSA research4 that has advocated a 

reformed, properly funded Housing Executive and opposed the current direction of travel 

that (in addition to the reduced ambition in terms of build as alluded to above) moves the 

NIHE towards a mutual/cooperative model.  We see this as a “privatisation in a fancy 

wrapper” that will lead to increased rates, reduced service and will adversely impact low 

income and vulnerable families.  

Standalone Outcomes 

As we discussed earlier, the methodology of OBA clearly has policy implications with the 

question of whether standalone outcomes are appropriate clearly affecting policy targets.  

As the EQIA states “particular consideration was given to a number of points were there 

the equality considerations meant the arguments in favour or against a standalone 

Outcome were finely drawn - not because the inequalities were not seen as important, but 

because it is considered that there are better and more effective ways to bring about the 

desired improvement in other ways”.  This is exemplified with the dropping of the PfG’s 

2016’s explicit “More people working in better jobs” as “it is too narrowly defined. 

Increasing the number of people in jobs which are sustainable, well-paid and which offer 

                                                         
4 See https://nipsa.org.uk/publications/40295.pdf February 2020. 

https://nipsa.org.uk/publications/40295.pdf
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opportunity for development is something which everyone can benefit from, but, having a 

good job is not in itself an end-product in wellbeing terms.  Instead it is likely to be a 

contributing factor to whether an individual experiences the satisfaction of achieving their 

potential, which is included as an Outcome within the Framework”.  It could be argued this 

is a cop out in that the cross references it makes does not preclude the more explicit 

statement from 2016.   Similarly, in terms of housing this: 

is not included as a standalone Outcome in the draft Framework for the reason that 
as “a single-issue subject that could unduly focus on the activity of building houses 
rather than on the benefits that flow from people having access to suitable 
housing…and reflecting the significance of the issue, housing is included as a key 
priority area under three of the other Outcomes: “we live and work sustainably, 
protecting the environment”- reflects the importance of maintaining and 
redeveloping our current housing stock and ensuring new houses are built in an 
energy-efficient, sustainable way that protects our natural environment and built 
heritage); “We have a caring society that respects people throughout their lives”  - 
provides for tackling homelessness, facilitating and supporting housing associations, 
provision and maintenance of appropriate social housing, investment in new social 
and affordable homes) and “People want to live, work and visit here” (requires that 
everyone has access to good-quality, affordable housing).   

 

Such a link to broader Outputs may work better on Housing, but yet again could still be 

stated as additions to the achievement of explicit, necessary far from undue focus on 

building houses.  Unsurprisingly, therefore this new approach has attracted criticism.  For 

example, from the Chartered Institute of Housing (CIH) Northern Ireland, the Northern 

Ireland Housing Federation of Housing Associations (NIFHA), Housing Rights and the 

Council for the Homeless wrote to the FM/dFM that they were “deeply disappointed” by 

such an omission.  They also drew attention to the fact that the New Decade New Approach 

document had previously reflected a previous PfG pledge to “ensuring every household has 

access to a good-quality, affordable and sustainable home that is appropriate for its needs”.  

The question is whether by not having such a specific pledge and not having “housing “as 
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one of the nine overarching outcomes”, this different approach will be stronger than 

previous aspirations.5 

 

Real Social Security  

The need to root the most aspirational Objective in material reality is also essential in 

relation to the stated aim of having “an equal and inclusive society where everyone is 

valued and treated with respect” and the stated Objective of having “a caring society that 

supports people throughout their lives.” The necessity of this is emphasised by the scale of 

need in society with the EQIA quoting the 2011 Census data showing “that just over one in 

five of the usually resident population (21 per cent) had a long-term health problem or 

disability which limited their day-to-day activities”.  In addition: 

Statistics published by the Department for Communities for August 2020 show that 
78,360 people were claiming Disability Living Allowance…Personal Independence 
Payment (PIP) replaced Disability Living Allowance for claimants of working age on 
20th June 2016…at August 2020, there were 149,360 Personal Independence 
Payment claims in payment. The overall award rate for Personal Independence 
Payment claims was 65 per cent. 42 per cent (62,360) of claims in payment had 
psychiatric disorders as the main disabling condition. 21 per cent of claims in 
payment were receiving the daily living component only, 3 per cent were receiving 
the mobility component only and 76 per cent were receiving both the daily living and 
mobility components.” 

The PfG Objective is most obviously delivered by a progressively funded and supportive 

social security system.  But the reality of the current system is that it has been deliberately 

stripped of value and given punitive not supportive purpose over decades and most 

recently diminished by both a decade of austerity and “welfare reform”.  The NI Executive 

rightfully introduced mitigations in response to the UK Governments Welfare changes and 

in terms of “tackling disadvantage” extending welfare mitigation as per the 

recommendations by the NI Human Rights Commission report would protect vulnerable 

families tackling disadvantage.  Similarly, increased funding for recruit work coaches and 

                                                         
5 https://www.insidehousing.co.uk/news/news/northern-ireland-housing-bodies-deeply-
disappointed-over-missed-government-pledge-69885 4/3/21. 

https://www.insidehousing.co.uk/news/news/northern-ireland-housing-bodies-deeply-disappointed-over-missed-government-pledge-69885
https://www.insidehousing.co.uk/news/news/northern-ireland-housing-bodies-deeply-disappointed-over-missed-government-pledge-69885


10 
 

case managers will assist with labour market interventions increasing the opportunities of 

employment.   

However, the 2021/22 draft budget does not properly fund either of these issues and so 

the Outcomes listed in the PfG again cannot be met without sustained funding and multi-

year budgets.  Another practical example, of how, even with “mitigation” inadequate 

budget and staff shortage cannot deliver is shown by the fact that the Department for 

Communities is not receiving or guaranteed the Barnett consequential from the DWP’s 

increase in UC benefit delivery and labour market interventions (approximately £126.9m) 

with the decision on where this money will be allocated part of the consultation on the 

2021/22 draft budget. In this way for all the grand rhetoric that employment will lift people 

out of poverty the very service that would assist this is underfunded and has around 1000 

declared vacancies with a further 1200 staff identified as needed for UC delivery alone.  

Clearly, a stand-still budget and pause in recruitment will do little to deliver the services 

needed to lift communities out of poverty.  

Even more broadly the question, particularly given the devolution of Social Security and 

the number of years they have operated such mitigations, is when a new, progressive 

system of social security framed by this Objective is both devised (dealing of course with 

the consequences for the Block Grant) and mainstreamed.  The PfG, therefore, needs to 

revisit policy delivery in terms of genuine “cradle to grave” support.  This would invest in 

both ends of life’s journey starting from demonstrating the sincerity of “Our children and 

young people have the best start in life” by outlining an accessible and affordable child 

care system/strategy.  At the other end of this cycle again with investment rather than 

rhetoric is the need for a full developed Carers strategy particularly given a stated objective 

that “We have a caring society that supports people throughout their lives.” 
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Health 

Of course, a just and supportive social security system would work in conjunction with a 

properly funded, properly staffed democratically accountable health and social care 

system.  While Safe staffing levels should be seen as the first essential feature of all public 

service, nowhere is this more necessary than in Health.  Such a system is only possible by 

resisting the market intrusion that has allowed tranches of what was public provision 

particularly in adult social care to be either removed from public provision or so limited in 

terms of access that being on a waiting list becomes the standard health experience in 

Northern Ireland.  This fact was captured in the Executive’s 2020 NISRA work (updating the 

2016 “our population” survey) that established “what matters most 2020.”  The finding 

showed “healthcare…a dominant theme across all groups. Specifically, participants raised 

concerns around the rising costs of social care for older people and lengthy waiting lists - 

resulting in the perception that ‘we are almost moving into the expectation that people 

should pay privately if they can…affording to go private doesn’t make services more 

accessible.”   

In relation to the desired Outcome that “we all enjoy Long Healthy Lives” many of our 

comments can be read across the Key priorities, but on a couple of specific points we 

believe that in terms of Access to Health an equal focus must be placed on both hospital 

and wider social services.  The current staff vacancies across social work/social care has 

resulted in the inability to care and support (including care packages) the vulnerable and 

older people in the community.  This can lead to more people slipping through the support 

net, becoming ill and ending up needing hospital care.  Clearly, long-term investment in 

social care and access to services in the community would promote better health 

outcomes. 
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The waiting list issue of delay and lack of funding obviously affects the “Mental Health and 

Wellbeing” priority where, again, lack of funding for children’s and adult mental health 

services has meant long waiting times to see mental health teams.  This has a knock on 

effect in other areas of life in relation to employment, education and general wellbeing.   

Post conflict legacy in Northern Ireland has left long lasting impacts on both physical and 

mental health that have never been properly addressed.  In addition, living through the 

pandemic’s lockdown will have significant detrimental impact on communities that must 

be recognised and appropriately funded to allow mental health recovery/support to move 

from a life changing Covid exposed environment into some kind of “normal”.   

On the question of “Older People” in addition to our comments on “Access to Health” 

above we note and welcome the current consultation on an Adult Protection Bill, brought 

about after findings from Muckamore and Care Homes scandals, however the real test will 

be in the operational implementation that will require funding for the appropriate staffing 

levels to make it work.  Lessons must also be learnt from how our older people in care 

homes were unprotected at the start of the pandemic as decisions were taken about 

hospital discharge and PPE that had fatal consequences.  In short, our “Health and 

Wellbeing” must be underpinned by a health and social care service that is fully staffed 

with workers who are paid a decent wage operating fully funded services under democratic 

control.  In our Budget comments we called for all sectors of health that have been 

privatised to be taken back into public ownership, including care homes and the production 

and distribution of pharmaceuticals.  We echo those points here.    

“Citizens’ Rights 

If a real social security system and a properly funded, staffed health service provided a 

holistic safety net for citizens, it is right for the draft PfG to highlight another key 
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component of building a modern society - the respect for the full rights and diversity of 

citizens.  This is stated as “Rights and Equality Promoting and protecting the rights of 

individuals to ensure we are recognising and respecting diversity, ensuring everyone feels 

included.”  A question begged, a year after NDNA is whether the newly restored Executive 

has itself demonstrated the promotion of such inclusion, especially given that much noise 

was generated prior to restoration about the return to government being about not 

returning to the “status quo”.  How has this “new Approach” advanced Gender equality, a 

women’s right to choose etc.?   

Fulfilling “potential” and the labour market  

In relation to the possibility of everyone “reaching their potential” reference is made in the 

document to “Better Jobs” with this involving: “the creation and development of more 

opportunities and better jobs, by tackling issues such as job security, wages and flexibility 

and giving employees a voice. Improving employability and helping those who are 

unemployed into work and ensuring we develop a workforce that is equipped and ready 

for employment.  Protecting workers’ rights, addressing “zero hours” contracts and barriers 

to employment.”   

Despite this stated ambition, the continuing ability of the Executive to tolerate the solo 

runs that NDNA was supposedly to end has seen, as we referenced above, the Department 

of the Economy excluding the Trade Union movement from its Economic Advisory Group.  

As we have previously argued the way into this true accountability, of course, starts by 

fulfilling the promises on Employment/Workers Rights in New Decade, New Approach.6  

                                                         
6 New Decade New Approach Appendix 2: - Programme for Government 

Employment Rights  

xxii. The parties agree that the Executive should commit to becoming a Living Wage employer. They further agree that 

the Executive should move to ban zero hours contracts and that powers to set minimum wage levels should be made a 

devolved matter. An Age, Goods and Facilities and Services Bill should also be brought forward by the Executive as 

basis for ensuring that no one is discriminated against because of their age. (p.41) 

Workers’ Rights 
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Full advantage should then be taken of our devolved Employment legislation to scrap anti-

TU legislation and use this ‘space’ to continually draw upon the material 

experience/expertise of the largest civic group in society, the Trade Union movement.   

Education  

In terms of the discussion of “Educational Achievement” the EQIA revisits long standing 

data on “differential educational attainment by gender, ethnicity, disability and 

deprivation.” For example, the Equalities Commission research on Key Inequalities is cited 

- “in 2018/19, just under half of children entitled to free school meals left school with at 

least five GCSEs at grades A* to C, including English and Maths…by contrast, 78.5 per cent 

of pupils not entitled to free school meals left school with at least those qualifications”.  

Vital as it is to examine such data the more important priority is then to do something in 

response to it.  The alternative, dispiriting pattern is for a familiar process to play out.  This 

usually sees data being published, a new “wide-ranging” review being initiated, the 

persistent inequalities generated by a selective education system highlighted in this work, 

the Review’s recommendations subsequently ignored and then the current system 

continuing in its “traditional” manner.  Right on cue, to fulfil this far from unique prediction, 

the current Minister for Education, announced in July 2020 that he was appointing an 

Expert Panel to explore the relationship between “educational underachievement and 

social disadvantage”.    

                                                         
x. There will be an enhanced focus within the Programme for Government on creating good jobs and protecting workers’ 

rights. The parties agree that access to good jobs, where workers have a voice that provides a level of autonomy, a decent 

income, security of tenure, satisfying work in the right quantities and decent working conditions, should be integral to 

public policy given how this contributes to better health and wellbeing by tackling inequalities, building self-efficacy and 

combating poverty (p.44). 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/856998/2020-01-

08_a_new_decade__a_new_approach.pdf 

 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/856998/2020-01-08_a_new_decade__a_new_approach.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/856998/2020-01-08_a_new_decade__a_new_approach.pdf


15 
 

The question of educational attainment, therefore, cannot be seen outwith many of the 

educational norms that have been allowed to dominate, despite the best efforts of 

progressive educationalists, to move the political debate on education from a narrow, 

overly academic focus.  The treatment of the FE sector in general, and as recently as the 

21/22 Budget shows the mountain we still have to climb in this regard.  For example, there 

are a range of strategic objectives within the FE Sector that mirror many of the draft PfG 

strategic outcomes7 and there are draft PfG Outcomes particularly relevant to the FE Sector 

such as “Our children and Young People have the best start in life”, “Everyone can reach 

their full potential” and “Our economy is globally competitive, regionally balanced and 

carbon neutral”.  In this context it is therefore puzzling that the sponsoring Department for 

the Economy does not feature heavily or, in some cases, at all, in the key priority areas 

associated with these outcomes.  The key priority areas which should include the DfE and 

its strategies associated with the FE sector, but which the draft PfG outcomes Framework 

does not include as a leading Department, nor explore as a properly staffed/funded 

community based delivery outlet complimenting the Department for Education include the 

following: Access to Education, Capability and Resilience: Skills and attainment: Inclusion 

and tackling disadvantage: Tackling sectarianism and building respect and identity.  

 

Removal of prejudice  

The passivity of the OBA that lacks a linked budget and an explicit move away from the 

Executive’s long-standing economic approach is also revisited in the discussion of 

“Prejudice” and its removal.   This section cites the “Together: Building a United Community 

Strategy” strategy and quotes statistics from the Northern Ireland Good Relations Annual 

Update that capture a decline (49% to 43%) in the number of people who think that 

                                                         
7 For example: “to support regional economic development and, in particular, to provide the skills necessary for the 

knowledge-based economy; to increase participation and widen access to those previously under-represented in the 

sector and to improve the quality of provision and enhance standards of performance.” 
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relations between Protestants and Catholics will be better in five years’ time as well as 

recording sectarian and racially motivated hate crime.   

While of course, “tackling” these objectives will be listed as “Key Priorities” and linked to 

“sustainable development goals” – the question is how, notwithstanding the statement 

that “old/completed actions or ineffective plans (those not contributing to desired 

improvements) will be halted and removed from the Programme” such ambition could not 

have appeared in any official document over the last 20 years.  It is also ironic that given 

how much of economic “debate” revisits the sterility of “there’s no money” the waste 

involved in division is not called out as often, presumably as it would be an indictment of 

Governmental tolerance of the sectarian status quo.  In this context we should remember 

the 2007 study by Deloitte that calculated that the cost of division could be as high as 

£1.5bn.8   

Conclusion  

The stated aims of the PfG are obviously laudable and were they presented in a policy or 

economic vacuum, perhaps before the formation of a first devolved Government for 

example, might be assessed less critically.  The Spring of 2021 is far from such a space – 

after more than a year of austerity, stop-start devolution and the fanfare accompanying 

“New Decade New Approach” drowned out by the pandemic crisis.   

While this PfG consultation promises that the PfG itself will be “underpinned by a budget”, 

for NIPSA the key point is that through all of the political crises (St. Andrews, Stormont 

House etc.), talks “breakthroughs” and devolution re-sets, the Executive has continued to 

operate with budgets that both undermine any PfG and the real chance to develop any 

“new approach”.  As we stated in our recent Budget response NIPSA believes that the 

response to the pandemic at a regional, national and international level show that that the 

“there’s no money” mantra was a lie and that now and in the future the only possibility of 

                                                         
8 These findings were revisited in 2016 by the University of Ulster https://www.finance-

ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/publications/dfp/Cost%20of%20Division%20-%20Detailed%20Paper_0.pdf Jan 2016. 

https://www.finance-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/publications/dfp/Cost%20of%20Division%20-%20Detailed%20Paper_0.pdf
https://www.finance-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/publications/dfp/Cost%20of%20Division%20-%20Detailed%20Paper_0.pdf
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building a decent society is with a spine of properly funded, democratically accountable, 

free at the point of use properly staffed public services.  This can only be delivered on the 

financially stable foundation of a multi-year budget that truly underpins rather than 

undermines a progressive Programme for Government. 
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