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Introduction 

At the end of October 2021 legislation1 progressed through the House of Commons that in 

the context of political crisis triggered by the resignation of the First or Deputy First Minister 

(FdFM) aimed to create a “cooling off” period.  While previously the parties had seven days 

to re-appoint to these posts, the legislation would extend this to 24 weeks.  The possibility of 

such a pause had been outlined in “New Decade, New Approach” (NDNA)”2 the document 

that, after a three-year suspension3, provided the blueprint for the restoration of devolved 

government.  This legislative event suggested that irrespective of the perceived threats to the 

institutions in the summer of 2021, immediate collapse that would see elections earlier than 

those scheduled for May 2022, was now unlikely.   

 

If this is the case and we move toward these elections without another suspension some 

questions around the full implications of NDNA remain.  The reason these questions matter 

is that while each restoration “settlement” tends to reflect its previous talks process; the 

detail and implications of what was actually discussed/agreed within them is underreported.  

This is exemplified by December 2014’s crisis talks and the media celebration of the Stormont 

House Agreement with which they concluded.  Thereafter there was a complete failure to 

track their link to the huge programme of public sector job losses that this deal delivered.4  

This booklet, therefore, explores the question, of whether NDNA simply becomes the latest 

blueprint within a cycle of elections, crisis talks, potential collapse, new agreement etc. from 

which we continue to suffer and what elements of its forecast direction the trade union 

movement should be determined to challenge. 

 

 

 

                                                           
1 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-59055891 27/10/21. 
2New Decade, New Approach (January 2020) 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data
/file/856998/2020-01-08_a_new_decade__a_new_approach.pdf 
3 Following full devolution of 1999, there have been five suspensions of different lengths, 
two lasting over four years.   
4 See NIPSA https://nipsa.org.uk/publications/Failure-Imagination.pdf (2015).  

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-59055891
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://nipsa.org.uk/publications/Failure-Imagination.pdf
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Responding to change 

One question that does arise at the outset is whether the NDNA document is too dated to 

reassess at all given how much has changed in the light of Covid-19.  The answer is “yes” and 

“no”.  Yes, in the sense that so much has changed (not least the clear demonstration of the 

economic leverage, reach and wealth that states have been shown to have at their disposal 

when they choose to deploy such power) and no in the reality that however, the next phases 

of political development play out, what was planned for us in NDNA will be re-visited.  So we 

need to look at the document conscious of how its lack of imagination is even more glaring 

now and how we have to be more alert to its dangers.  The importance of this vigilance is that 

part of the “disaster capitalist” trick is to overwhelm us so that we have no time to pause and 

reflect on how we got here or put some progressive substance on the bones of any “no going 

back” (to the pre-Covid economic model) slogans.   

 

It is essential, therefore, in a world dominated by a frantic news cycle of “next, next, next” 

that we take some time to contextualise the facts of what prompted the NDNA agreement.  

If we don’t, we lose the contrast between what eventually happened at a formal political 

level and what preceded it on the ground, particularly as the trade union movement played 

a major part in this.  The reason this matters is that it helps to reinforce the point about 

where real change happens and where future, essential change can and should be centred.  

In this way, we try to ensure that an agreement preceded by pressure from below, is not 

surrendered to and handed back to the political class that created these longstanding crises 

in the first place.  Retaining this focus is the antidote to distraction or despair that we cannot 

affect change in the future. 

 

Prelude to New Decade New Approach (NDNA) 

The launch of the NDNA document on Thursday 9 January 2020 by Julian Smith and Simon 

Coveney represented the British and Irish Governments’ “best guess” of the Parties’ thinking 

at that time and the basis on which they believed agreement could be secured.  Both 

Governments then gave the Parties until midnight on the following Monday (13 January 

2020) to accept their blueprint.  The political parties to which they delivered the document, 



3 
 

having had 3 years of “red lines” and “no return to the status quo” were back in work by 

Saturday lunchtime.   

In relation to the document’s policy ambition and prior to the pandemic hitting these shores 

its timetable was that “within 2 weeks of the restoration of the institutions, the parties 

agreed to publish the fuller details of an agreed Programme for Government”.5  It also listed 

14 strategies6 and stated “the parties agree that within 3 months a new Executive will 

publish a comprehensive timetable for the developments and delivery of these and other 

strategies”.7  Its overarching priorities were: 

 Transforming our health service; 

 Transforming our public services; 

 Investing for the future and 

 Delivering a fair and compassionate society.8 

In terms of “why so fast?” the speed was due to pressure from below – generated in 

particular by popularly supported industrial action in reaction to ongoing crises in Health 

and also industrial action in education and the civil service that reflected the wider crises on 

safety, pay and staffing across the whole of the public sector.  So the popular mood was 

demanding “action”, for politicians to “do something” about these issues.  But the ‘time-

out’ for the political class did not mean they were either any surer what that something 

might be or well prepared with a sophisticated range of costed demands that would be the 

price of their return to government.  Instead this haste to go back exposed both a need to 

publicly prove their relevance combined with a lack of political skill to leverage the necessary 

financial support to meet our society’s needs.  This failing is the destabilising contradiction 

at the heart of NDNA – an extremely wide ranging ‘clear up’ mission on outstanding 

commitments/agreements yet without a Peace Dividend equivalent to the ambition 

attached to it.  In addition to this political ineptitude it created the space within which, in 

response the crisis that inevitably follows an inadequately funded restoration, “public sector 

reform” and stale “common sense” economics dominate the go-to solutions for future 

progress.  This makes it likely that the interventionist economic policies that the pandemic 

                                                           
5 Op. Cit. p.26. 
6 Ibid, p.27. 
7 Ibid.  
8 Op Cit. pp 6-10. 
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required are treated as one-offs and instead greater private sector encroachment and 

cutbacks are proposed as solutions to longstanding public sector underfunding/lack of long 

term structural investment.   

 

Challenging economic “reality” 

If this is and threatens to be the case, there are three important points to remember and re-

use in any challenge to such an economic strait jacket.  First, it’s not a reality it’s a construct.  

Second, the “new approach” solutions to the crises are far from new and third, the economic 

foundation upon which it is built sets local politicians a deliberately impossible task – as 

without an appropriate economic foundation it blackmails them (or the ones who say they 

don’t want to move in such a direction at least) into accepting the Treasury’s “that’s your 

lot” ultimatum/narrative of the “generosity” of the Block Grant and our public sector 

allegedly “crowding out” private sector development. 

 

On the question of the construct, the January 2020 Stormont crisis might have been framed 

by national Governments around a moral imperative to act but this moralism could be 

turned on and off like a tap and cynically used to apply blame at a local level.  For example, 

at the same time as the central government was pointing to the shocking situation in relation 

to health waiting lists, they were still relaxed enough to state that if local politicians did not 

jump – they would remove the promise of any extra NDNA funds and do nothing about such 

suffering.  The form of words for this (not so) veiled threat was as follows “these [financial] 

commitments (that were attached to NDNA) apply solely in the event that the Executive is 

restored through this deal. If the Executive is not restored, the additional support set out 

here falls away. In that scenario, the UK Government will need to examine what additional 

revenue raising and other measures are required to balance the Northern Ireland budget.”9 

 

In other words, in January 2020 the UK Government said that they were prepared to observe 

the dire situation in relation to waiting lists and its associated suffering yet tactically allow 

this to worsen until local politicians cobbled a deal together.  It may be we should have taken 

such callousness as a preview of how the same laisser faire mindset could casually operate 

                                                           
9 Op. Cit. p.51. 
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the lethal concepts of “herd immunity” and allowing the virus “to move through the 

population”10 a few months later.  

 

In terms of being far from novel the agenda for “reform” just rehashes what was proposed 

in 2013, 2015 and now 2020.  For example, in 2013 the CBI in Northern Ireland published a 

report – “Moving up a Gear – Assessing the Pace of Public Service Reform in Northern 

Ireland”.11  This opposed pay progression, supported regional pay, public sector 

redundancies, prescription charges, called for the repeal of free travel for the over 60’s, 

supported private health centres, the dilution of the Housing Executive and the “opening 

up” i.e. privatising public services.  Similarly, in 2015 the cure for all ills (as well as the magic 

bullet of a cut in corporation tax) that emerged from the Stormont Castle/Stormont House 

talks were again massive job losses in the public sector, public asset sales, the weakening of 

public sector delivery models and the destruction of the Welfare State euphemistically 

referred to as “Welfare Reform”. 

 

Thirdly in relation to the NDNA financial package not being enough – the NDNA document 

did not address the necessity of an economic re-set after 10 years of austerity.  Indeed, in 

terms of robbing Peter to pay Paul, the Dept. of Finance’s own figures, perhaps putting their 

own defence in early before dealing with arguments about future budget settlements, 

stated that “the Executive’s Budget for everyday spending for the year 2019/20 was £530 

million less than pre-austerity level (2010/11).”12  So even the Department of Finance 

admitted that, despite the hype around the proposed financial package attached to “New 

Decade, New Approach” it only constituted £760 million of new funding or £152m per year 

over 5 years.  This figure was a third of what the health service alone needed to meet 

“inescapable pressures” (including the proposed pay award) at that stage. 

 

 

 

                                                           
10 https://fullfact.org/health/boris-johnson-coronavirus-this-morning/ 10/3/20. 
11 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-22142768 15/4/13. 
12 Briefing note - financial package LATEST.pdf (finance-ni.gov.uk)  

https://fullfact.org/health/boris-johnson-coronavirus-this-morning/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-22142768
https://www.finance-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/publications/dfp/Briefing%20note%20-%20financial%20package%20LATEST.pdf
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A glimpse of what’s possible 

The levers that could have been and were deployed in the Covid economic response proved 

just how artificial this construct was.  Indeed, it confirmed that every demand we made for 

years was, in financial terms, clearly affordable and a mere fraction of the money that states 

were capable of calling upon should they wish to do so.  This was and is a political choice 

and it is essential that we re-state this fact especially in response to the inane and fatuous 

concept we’re hearing from some sources today that in economic terms we now “need to 

live with this virus”.  This phrase is offensive, given lives unnecessarily lost to it due to public 

policy negligence and the associated degradation of the health service that left it ill-

prepared for what was asked of it.  It also ignores the fact that to operate “safely” in this 

context (until the pandemic is truly over or immunity/vaccination/virus mutation lessens its 

lethality) still requires cost/investment in order to reconfigure economic safety nets 

(statutory sick pay for example) and provide much broader statutory protection (an 

interventionist Health and Safety Executive).  In this way it would require a scale of 

investment in pubic provision, regulation, public health and worker’s safety that not one of 

“live with it” reactionaries have ever supported. Instead, they are more than likely to have 

been the politicians/commentators that always supported or passively accepted the politics 

of austerity and light-touch regulation.  

 

On this point we should also remember many of the politicians who have suddenly 

discovered that “poverty kills” voted for every Westminster austerity measure and argued 

that its settlement should be imposed unmitigated to Northern Ireland i.e. they wanted the 

Osborne/Cameron/Iain Duncan Smith welfare package in its totality yet are now claiming 

credit for the (welcome) extension of such dilution.13  Tellingly, the mitigations will now 

deliver (until 2024/25) what was once defined as “impossible”.  As social security is a 

devolved matter, however, why are these new anti-poverty evangelists who want us to “live 

with the virus” not advocating changes to local benefits to assist those who are isolating or 

for an increase in employer national insurance contributions to facilitate appropriate levels 

of occupational sick pay?  With a forthcoming Assembly election there should be a debate 

about what a future local welfare state could and should provide.  In addition – the trade 

                                                           
13 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-59288209 15/11/21. 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-59288209
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union movement should not only call out this hypocrisy but make the establishment of 

sectoral bargaining units an organising priority to challenge the hospitality industry, for 

example, whose crocodile tears on the need to re-open during the pandemic was framed as 

an anti-poverty mission, despite the fact that this sector’s richest elements have profiteered 

from low pay and insecurity for decades.  

 

A return to economic orthodoxy 

The significance of the right wing economic groupthink that re-emerged in public debate 

after the release of the NDNA document is that it reflects the ethos of some elements within 

the Senior Civil Service/NIO here that has always passively (pre or post devolution) reflected 

Whitehall’s longstanding economic aim for our devolved administration.  While the 

response to the long awaited RHI report14 was publicly underwhelming due particularly to it 

being released during the early phase of the pandemic, it and subsequent scandals – also on 

green energy (re wind turbines and anaerobic digesters for example) and a succession of 

critical reports from the Audit Office again suggest a tightening of the Treasury’s economic 

orthodoxy over devolved economic policy and a desire to make the NI Executive even more 

subservient.  

 

The danger in this is we lose twice – public money is squandered through RHI or other 

initiatives over which there is no true independent democratic scrutiny and such abuse (not 

by us) is punished by a subsequent limiting of “our” political representatives’ access to public 

funding.  Such a risk may lie behind reference in NDNA to the development of a Fiscal Council 

– that will “assess and report on the sustainability of the Executive’s finances and spending 

proposals”.15  At first glance, this looks like a local Office for Budget Responsibility – with 

economic orthodoxy the “given” and no radical idea likely to intrude on traditional thinking 

that keeps the natives on their economic best behaviour.  Again we should remember this 

is not about money – it is about the Treasury’s political control.  For example, in terms of 

cost, since NDNA’s initial release we also saw similar power plays between the Treasury and 

the regions during the pandemic most strikingly in the debates in England about what 

                                                           
14 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-51840287  13/3/20. 
15 Op. Cit. p.12. 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-51840287
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central funding was available should they move into a different degree of lockdown tiering.16  

This saw struggling regions haggling over financial sums that were fractions of what 

individuals closely connected to the Tory Central office were unaccountably gifted.17  

Though some detail has emerged and the full accounting of Covid contracts awarded in such 

a manner may take years to unravel, but we should never forget exactly what we are 

challenging when we call out the “no money” lie and when we argue for the justice of 

appropriately funded public services.  This is not “chumocracy” or individual “sleaze” it’s the 

corruption of public i.e. our finances with “the Covid pandemic [spawning] one of the 

greatest wastes of public money, running to many billions of pounds, in modern British 

history.”18   

 

The threat to public provision 

From our point of view, the broader threat the NDNA document offers is that it creates the 

space in which the spine of a society in terms of its public provision, on health and housing 

for example, is ripe for dismantling.  Within this crisis – again a crisis of longstanding political 

negligence – greater privatisation becomes the default setting.  This is particularly the case 

when the debate is dominated by the clichés of “let’s take the politics out of health/housing” 

and “let’s just get this done on waiting lists/new houses” etc. as if questions of how this is 

delivered without money, staff, equipment or models of appropriate accountability are 

peripheral matters.  Instead without such analysis, an over-stretched system will lose out to 

a newly underwritten, rent-seeking private sector that presents itself as the ‘efficient’ 

‘speedy’ saviour and is empowered by the state to do this.   

 

In this way, instead of the hard work of intense scrutiny on public spending– in particular 

the direct or agency subsidies that are directed toward the private sector - we are left with 

a political class content to repeat certain clichés to the point of meaninglessness.  On health, 

for example, there is the call to “implement Bengoa”.  What does that mean exactly?  It 

clearly does not address what Bengoa makes explicit - that public health extends far beyond 

                                                           
16 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-manchester-54628770 21/10/20. 
17 https://goodlawproject.org/update/lord-bethell-and-matt-hancock-to-hand-over-private-
messages/  
18 Private Eye Issue No. 29/10/21-11/11/21. 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-manchester-54628770
https://goodlawproject.org/update/lord-bethell-and-matt-hancock-to-hand-over-private-messages/
https://goodlawproject.org/update/lord-bethell-and-matt-hancock-to-hand-over-private-messages/
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what an individual Department is asked to do as “only about 20% of health outcomes are 

related to clinical care: 10% is related to physical environment (air and water quality, built 

environment, etc.); 40% is related to socio-economic factors (education, employment, social 

support, community safety); and 30% is related to behaviours”).19  Nor does it reverse the 

scandalous reduction in hospital beds, for example, that has seen the “number of available 

hospital beds…decrease[d] from roughly 7,266 in 2009/10 to approximately 5,672 in 

2020/21.”20  Instead, in some circles “implement Bengoa” suggests that instead of dealing 

with these huge structural issues we will drift towards a charging regime that is currently 

hiding in plain sight within local health policy.  For example, accompanying Bengoa was the 

local Health Service’s “Power to People” document (December 2017).  This provides a 

market makeover of the NHS’ adult social care discussing both the “true cost of care” and 

“agreement of a ‘sustainable return’ for providers”.21   

 

We know from practical experience and decades of evidence22 how little this profit seeking 

model offers for patients or staff – with the pandemic re-emphasising the failure of 

regulation that the de facto privatisation of adult social care has delivered.  For example, 

care home owners, who charge the state or individual residents significant amounts of 

money for the provision of social care, operate a model that saw them forced to call for the 

relaxation of Universal Credit rules so that their low paid (part-time) workers were not 

penalised within the social security system for working more than 16 hours a week during a 

pandemic.  

 

Of course the “health” of society is far beyond the responsibility of a department with that 

name.  Indeed, from its inception it was never intended that the NHS would deal with the 

consequences that flow from a failure to invest in the structural issues that might establish a 

decent society.  This remains the case and while we discuss the specific issue of public housing 

                                                           
19 https://www.health-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/publications/health/expert-panel-full-
report.pdf p. 15 
20 https://www.statista.com/statistics/388589/available-hospital-beds-in-northern-ireland/ 
15/9/21. 
21 https://www.health-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/publications/health/power-to-people-full-
report.PDF  p.7. 
22 See https://nipsa.org.uk/publications/Daylight-1.pdf April 2013.  

https://www.health-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/publications/health/expert-panel-full-report.pdf
https://www.health-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/publications/health/expert-panel-full-report.pdf
https://www.statista.com/statistics/388589/available-hospital-beds-in-northern-ireland/
https://www.health-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/publications/health/power-to-people-full-report.PDF
https://www.health-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/publications/health/power-to-people-full-report.PDF
https://nipsa.org.uk/publications/Daylight-1.pdf
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below, of equal relevance at a local level are the long-standing failures to advance issues that 

would have a major, empowering effect on the quality of life.  This includes delays in relation 

to specific anti-poverty23 and childcare24 strategies – as well as the contradiction between 

simultaneously recognising the importance of education and yet forecasting cuts across the 

whole education sector.25   

 

The defence of public services 

Our job, therefore, is to make sure that the “politics” of what being proposed is not removed 

from discussion of public services whether in health or anywhere else.  This means arguing 

for full public provision, for industrial democracy and control in a transformed health service 

including in adult social care.  We also need to subvert the profit seeking private model by 

                                                           
23 The report of the Anti-Poverty Expert Advisory panel at December 2020 reminded the 
Executive that “the Northern Ireland Act 1998 obliges the Executive to develop a strategy ‘to 
tackle poverty, social exclusion and patterns of deprivation based on objective need’.  Post 
NDNA at March 2021 these matters are still discussed in terms of development e.g. the 
Communities Minister stated that “the Executive has agreed to the development of a suite of 
Social Inclusion Strategies: Anti-Poverty; Disability; Gender Equality and Sexual 
Orientation” (https://www.communities-ni.gov.uk/system/files/publications/communities/dfc-
social-inclusion-strategy-anti-poverty-expert-advisory-panel-recommendations.pdf  p. 6).   
24 The Equality Commission has stated that “The need for childcare is greater than ever…the 
figures are stark…72% of workers in Northern Ireland with children under 16 live in a 
household where all adults work, meaning that they are likely to need childcare. And we also 
know that almost 20% of childcare facilities have not re-opened since lockdown was lifted – a 
small number of these are closed for non-COVID related reasons. There seems to be an 
increasing demand and a dwindling pool of childcare providers…the impact of even less 
availability of all forms of childcare, paid or unpaid, due to the coronavirus could mean that 
parents and carers may struggle to keep their jobs and be able to support their families.  Good 
childcare provision is key to increasing women’s economic participation and women’s 
independence and in promoting equality between men and women.  It is a matter of great 
concern…that the Minister for Education has told the Assembly that there is no certainty of 
timescales for delivery and work on the Strategy and currently no funding to develop an 
Executive Childcare Strategy or early education and childcare for children aged 3-4, something 
that was committed to in New Decade, New Approach. https://www.equalityni.org/Footer-
Links/News/Delivering-Equality/The-need-for-childcare-is-greater-than-ever 07/10/2020. 
25 See budget cuts discussion in the school sector at April 2020 – 
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-52464932 and the Department of the 
Economy forecasting the detrimental impact of the draft 2022-2025 
budgethttps://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-59972851. 

https://www.communities-ni.gov.uk/system/files/publications/communities/dfc-social-inclusion-strategy-anti-poverty-expert-advisory-panel-recommendations.pdf
https://www.communities-ni.gov.uk/system/files/publications/communities/dfc-social-inclusion-strategy-anti-poverty-expert-advisory-panel-recommendations.pdf
https://www.equalityni.org/Footer-Links/News/Delivering-Equality/The-need-for-childcare-is-greater-than-ever
https://www.equalityni.org/Footer-Links/News/Delivering-Equality/The-need-for-childcare-is-greater-than-ever
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-52464932
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-59972851
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arguing for and developing a model of collective bargaining in both this sector or any other 

that has delegated its statutory responsibilities to agencies.  In addition, again on hospital 

beds, we should remember that at one early point in the pandemic the health service was 

able to call upon access to all hospital beds across the private sector (for which the latter 

were, no doubt, well compensated).  In other words, another supposedly “impossible” 

demand, had it been made in March 2020, was realised a few months later albeit 

temporarily - but this should be the cornerstone of a future approach.  This would put the 

flesh on the bones of (for example) NICICTU’s “No going Back” on Health which calls on:  

 A universal public healthcare system free at the point of use.  

 An integrated and properly funded health and social care system and 

 A proactive system of public health.26 

The question for us and the other constituent parts of ICTU at all levels therefore is how are 

we going to pursue this objective?  While opposition to privatisation has to be the core of 

this, the economic argument that always justified it also has to be demolished.  For example, 

again on cost, while a lot of economic discussion is rooted in lectures on “affordability”, the 

Covid response again showed “where there’s a will there’s a way”.  For example, in April 

2020 Matt Hancock the then Health Secretary for England/Wales announced he was 

cancelling the historic debt owed by over 100 Hospitals in England.27  This internal market 

debt, from which these institutions were previously told they could not escape and which 

for years hindered their ability to deliver public health terms was scrapped at the stroke of 

a pen.  This represented the UK Government writing off a figure of just less than thirteen 

and a half billion pounds.  It is useful to put such a figure in a local economic context.  It is 

an amount greater than the full annual Treasury subvention to Northern Ireland.28 

 

 

                                                           
26 https://www.ictu.ie/publications/no-going-back 26/5/20. 
27https://www.gov.uk/government/news/nhs-to-benefit-from-13-4-billion-debt-write-off  
2/4/20. 
28 See NIPSA https://nipsa.org.uk/publications/O40313.pdf. p. 20.  While the source of 
political contention about how this is most appropriately measured, it is estimated at between 
(£9-£10 billion).  It was “calculated” at £9.2 billion in 2013/4 according to Fact Check NI 
https://factcheckni.org/fact-checks/how-dependent-is-stormont-on-westminster-subvention/ 

https://www.ictu.ie/publications/no-going-back
https://nam11.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.gov.uk%2Fgovernment%2Fnews%2Fnhs-to-benefit-from-13-4-billion-debt-write-off&data=02|01||12d744dd95a7479eb9cb08d819d99153|84df9e7fe9f640afb435aaaaaaaaaaaa|1|0|637287769516575095&sdata=Oa2LE9B5fRVVtePgFf2FY5jHL4Ea2XJAYRE1jtQMGIU%3D&reserved=0
https://nipsa.org.uk/publications/O40313.pdf
https://factcheckni.org/fact-checks/how-dependent-is-stormont-on-westminster-subvention/
https://factcheckni.org/fact-checks/how-dependent-is-stormont-on-westminster-subvention/
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Public housing  

So the forecast costs that dominate our discussions locally, that are used to shut down 

debate, are miniscule in the context of the pandemic having shown what governments are 

capable of borrowing or indeed “writing off”.  This also applies to the question of public 

housing.  A lot of the noise around what is or isn’t possible for future housing locally has 

been hamstrung by the technical debates about what would or would not show up on the 

government’s books re public borrowing.  While this was always a distraction given housing 

need, the idea that it is unthinkable for a regional housing body such as the Northern Ireland 

Housing Executive in its current form to borrow to build and incur long term debt is 

ridiculous.  

 

But this is about more than a debate about government accounting.  Beyond calling out the 

phoney war on funding models and the technicalities on borrowing, therefore, it is vital we 

retain the politics of housing and that its place within our history is not lost.  The Housing 

Executive had to be created for a reason and it operated in response to a previous sectarian 

model of provision.  It then provided an internationally recognised alternative in terms of 

distribution of housing on the basis of need.  We now must resist turning full circle in policy 

terms.  We have to campaign to defend the public sector principles on which the Housing 

Executive was founded.  By contrast, NDNA saw the revisiting of the idea for a shake-up of 

the NIHE.  This showed a preference to back Housing Associations or a different delivery 

(possible mutual) model – so much so that policy options appeared to clear the way for such 

change by wiping out Housing Executive debt and allowing the Associations or mutuals to 

freely borrow i.e. giving them a freedom never facilitated for a cash strapped NIHE.  This is 

despite the fact that in other jurisdictions “the transfer of council housing to private not-for-

profit companies, in the form of housing associations…[has] been heavily criticised for 

undermining local democracy and accountability by increasing the power and influence of 

private finance providers”29 with the development of some housing mutual models 

described as “privatisation in a fancy wrapper”.30 

 

                                                           
29 https://nipsa.org.uk/publications/40295.pdf p.2 
30 Ibid. 

https://nipsa.org.uk/publications/40295.pdf
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This begs the question of why in a divided society would we want to drive forward a public 

housing strategy - that distances the ability to coherently oversee and shape such policy by 

separating the Housing Executive into two – with the one arm separate from Government 

borrowing – the one that builds and borrows?  Previous plans for housing stock transfer at 

a sub-regional level were defeated by tenant ballots, but where will the democracy and 

accountability be in any new structures?  How will they deal with the sectarian nature of our 

society and the unchallengeable fact that “paramilitarism remains a reality of Northern 

Ireland life”31 and “ a clear and present danger”.32  This shows how core issues, that in other 

areas have remained too sensitive to address for years33 can be conveniently treated as 

historic when housing delivery is discussed.  In short this policy approach risks the loss of 

direct political control of public housing.  This has to be restored and by so doing can build 

accountability into the ICTU’s “No Going Back” on Housing policy that calls for: 

 a right to an adequate, secure home that is affordable. 

 a massive programme of public housing construction on public land and  

 tenant rights and rent controls.34 

 

Accountability and Reform  

Another huge threat – both short and long term within the NDNA document – “public sector 

reform” is flagged up with one casual reference (“there will be further reform of the NI Civil 

Service”35).  This has serious implications and is a green light to a much broader reform 

agenda.  Our response needs to be conscious of and alert to what this “reform agenda” may 

actually represent.  As we have previously outlined36 in health, housing and across society 

there is an attempt to replicate English precedents that have 40 years of failure at their back.  

Indeed, it is ironic that in the face of failing franchises in England, with the Tories of 2020/1 

relaxed about de facto rail nationalisation in order to arrest privatised chaos, previous 

                                                           
31 The Independent Reporting Commission (IRC) in 2020 reported at 
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-54972519 17/11/20.  
32 The Independent Reporting Commission (IRC) in 2021 reported at: 
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-59552727 7/12/21. 
33 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-59266116 1/12/21. 
34 https://www.ictu.ie/publications/no-going-back 26/5/20.  
35 Op. Cit. p.8. 
36 See NIPSA (2013). https://nipsa.org.uk/publications/Daylight-1.pdf   

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-54972519%2017/11/20
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-59552727
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-59266116
https://www.ictu.ie/publications/no-going-back
https://nipsa.org.uk/publications/Daylight-1.pdf
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debates about Translink being sold off as a revenue raising exercise are still being revisited.  

This chimes with a “private good/public bad” prejudice that accompanies the broken record 

of “what about water charges?” that is still played even as we watch England’s water 

privatisation continue to advertise its unchecked inadequacy with profiteering, exploitation, 

underinvestment and private water companies having to be legally challenged to stop them 

pumping raw sewage into the sea.37  

 

We need to be aware, therefore, of how such an agenda is facilitated at a devolved level.  

This means looking at the power, presence and influence of the Strategic Investment Board 

(SIB) whose real raison d'étre is to bring in the marketisation that the wider disruption of 

the Troubles could not previously facilitate.  This is about a private sector “unjust” transition 

- a peace dividend for profit seeking companies in search of new markets.  The Trade Union 

movement has to belatedly waken up and act against what has been long planned for us 

particularly where public money is being channelled to the private sector.  The post-

pandemic challenge has to call out what is going on – to ask, for example, where is the 

democratic scrutiny of the SIB?  Is it a case that “in the kingdom of the blind the one eyed 

man is king” and a political class incapable of thinking radically economically and lacking an 

explicit ideological motivation beyond party political advance readily defers to those with a 

clear, longstanding desire to asset strip the local public sector?  This sees politicians, not 

averse to swatting away democratic challenge and very good at punching down, 

simultaneously meek when they fail in their duty to scrutinise the corporate interests that 

are at work under their noses.  For example, it is significant that a UK-wide political scandal 

involving a former Secretary of State for Northern Ireland (Owen Patterson) and a private 

company (Randox Laboratories) that has been a long standing beneficiary of public money 

was not initiated by any political scrutiny from the legislature within which it operated.  

 

 

 

                                                           
37 https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/oct/29/campaigners-uk-u-turn-raw-
sewage-water  29/10/21 

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/oct/29/campaigners-uk-u-turn-raw-sewage-water
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/oct/29/campaigners-uk-u-turn-raw-sewage-water
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A true engagement for citizens 

In terms of us being alert to such private sector encroachment, we have to exert the 

maximum influence we can.  One way of doing this is by taking at face value and exploiting 

the language in the NDNA document about civic engagement.  For example, there is 

reference38 to the future Programme for Government being shaped by “citizen engagement 

and co-design”39 with “civil engagement and public consultation at the heart of policy-

making.”40  Our challenge, however, is to look to the roots of the Civic Forum and Bill of 

Rights ideas within the Peace Process and not accept further dilution of them. In short 

develop the opportunity to engage in real scrutiny, real equality screening of policy.  We 

should not accept that every new deal is a paler photocopy of the Good Friday Agreement’s 

international ambition including its Human Rights and Equality Framework.  Politicians and 

their tamest friends outside Stormont cannot continue to mark their own homework, or 

treat rights on language, for example, as bargaining chips owned by political parties 

moulded to fit their electoral needs rather than the needs of a whole society.   

 

In terms of the paler photocopies – the changes made at St. Andrews were about shoring 

up what have become the Executive’s two main parties not about strengthening a peace 

process that wider society more broadly (not least including the trade union movement) had 

mobilised to build.  While initial horse trading, as institutions were being established, if not 

excusable, at least had some logic in attempting to maintain momentum, subsequent 

expediency and trying to be “too clever by half” has proved no basis for the real challenges 

of developing appropriately inclusive means of governance.  This has been shown by 

subsequent abuses of the Petition of Concern41 and other blocking mechanisms, that stalled 

attempts to drag Stormont towards 21st century equality norms and has even seen 

governing dysfunction revisited in a pandemic, this time with no hint of NDNA shaping 

collective discipline.  

 

                                                           
38 Ibid p.13 
39 Ibid p.9 
40 Ibid p.13 
41 https://nipsa.org.uk/publications/40169-web.pdf Winter 2018/9. 

https://nipsa.org.uk/publications/40169-web.pdf
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Far from working to an international standard it is significant that the Human Rights 

Consortium’s response to NDNA flagged up its reservations on the limited approach taken 

to, among other things commitments on the Petition of Concern and the Bill of Rights stating 

that NDNA followed 10 years of failure on these issues and “addressing them now in a one-

off deal did not significantly alter the framework within which decisions about human rights 

will be taken in the future.  Indeed, beyond provision for new languages legislation there is 

little evidence of positive progress in advancing the legal protection of rights formally. In 

fact, the provisions for a Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland themselves seem destined to 

create further inaction and debate.” 42   

 

Similarly, the NDNA approach threatens to neuter what the civic forum once offered as a 

potentially well supported aid to, and critic of Executive power.  Instead the document talks 

about a reformed compact “Civic Advisory Panel”, and that this Panel would be invited to 

“commission” one or two issues a year and that there would be one annual Citizens’ 

Assembly.43  This dilution of the original democratic ambition needs to be challenged.  

 

Workers’ rights and NDNA  

In this context we again need to take any statements on inclusion that are made and go on 

the front foot to test indeed demand that such language is honoured.  For example, and 

most tellingly from our point of view, the last paragraph of NDNA has a section entitled 

“Workers’ Rights” it states: 

there will be an enhanced focus within the Programme for Government on creating 
good jobs and protecting worker’s 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” 44. 

 

                                                           
42 http://www.humanrightsconsortium.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/HRC-Initial-NDNA-
10.01.20.pdf January 2020. 
43 Op. Cit. p.23.  
44 Ibid p.4. 

http://www.humanrightsconsortium.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/HRC-Initial-NDNA-10.01.20.pdf
http://www.humanrightsconsortium.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/HRC-Initial-NDNA-10.01.20.pdf
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If this is their stated ambition and their measure of quality – who are we to dilute it?  This is 

our in to argue for a charter of workers’ rights that ensures Industrial democracy in the 

workplace and cross-sectoral collective bargaining.  This could feed into the enhanced civic 

fora idea and create a true scrutiny role across the issue of public sector reform – in other 

words substituting tokenistic consultation for a challenge to all such plans.  In contrast to 

this and the potential in the NDNA’s language, even in a pandemic demanding collective 

responses, we saw a previous Economy Minister (Dianne Dodds) feel sufficiently 

empowered to set up an Economic Advisory Group without a single trade union 

representative on it.  This is unacceptable.  A real “no going back” would develop how, 

structurally, it would be impossible for the Trade Union voice to be ignored. 

 

Conclusion   

We can pursue this and other demands conscious that the political class were pushed to act 

from below before and can be again.  A true re-set, a real “no going back” must prepare a 

deeper educational and organisational response to what we are living through.  This would 

build on two lessons of this last year: that the money is there and that public health, public 

services and its workers are the foundation of a just society.  Without them nothing else 

works.   

 

This is the key to developing and deepening a new Civil Rights struggle: a struggle that 

defends and enhances the pillars of public provision - health, housing, education and social 

security.  It is not just about one union or their members’ terms and conditions being 

protected but about society being saved from the destructive reactionaries attempting to 

exert their control over it.  An earlier assessment of the NDNA document suggested it was 

self-evidently “A new decade” but it seemed unlikely that we’d see “a new approach”.  The 

time since has confirmed this, but it also demands a new approach from us – a more radical 

analysis to make “no going back” more than a cliché.  In short a re-affirmation of the fight 

for “an economy we own, a society we shape.”45 

 

 

                                                           
45 https://nipsa.org.uk/publications/Ref-A4_0464.pdf Sept. 2015. 

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