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Ministerial Statements  

North/South Ministerial Council: Agriculture (19 January) 

The Minister delivered a statement regarding the North/South Ministerial Council (NSMC) 

agriculture meeting held on Wednesday 18 November 2020. Ministers noted that DAERA, DAFM, 

and DRCD will hold a workshop in early 2021 to review the work programme in the agriculture sector 

and that an update paper will be brought to the next agriculture sectoral meeting. On the common 

agricultural policy, the NSMC noted that DAERA intends to launch its future agricultural policy 

framework for Northern Ireland in the coming months and the future plans being developed by 

DAFM for the agri-food sector under the latest CAP proposals. Ministers noted the close contacts 

between DAERA and DAFM officials on areas of mutual interest in the agri-food sector, in particular 

on significant environmental issues as they relate to the implementation of future agriculture policy. 

Progress was noted on the review of the all-Ireland Chalara control strategy in response to ongoing 

scientific and surveillance evidence and on the research programme being undertaken to develop a 

population of Irish planting stock tolerant to ash dieback disease. Ministers also welcomed the joint 

approach to the continued sharing of science and diagnostic capability and to the regulation of the 

use of pesticides. 
Back to Top 

Answers to Written Questions 

Minister of Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs 
 
Sustainable Fishing Tourism (30 December) 
The AERA Minister revealed that marine tourism is one of the themes within the Sustainable 
Development Strategy for NI’s commercial fishing dependent communities. This strategy is being 
delivered by the South East Area Fisheries Local Action Group drawing on European Maritime and 
Fisheries Funding. Inland Fisheries is presently developing Fisheries Management Plans for both 
Lough Neagh and Lough Erne which will benefit local anglers, angling tourists and commercial 
fishermen. DAERA continues to provide angling at its Public Angling Estate waters and promotes 
angling by attending promotional shows both in the UK and in Europe. Regular fish surveys are 
carried out to ensure the future sustainability of key stocks. In terms of diversification, the European 
Maritime and Fisheries Fund remains open for applications and continues to provide financial 
support to NI licensed vessel owners who wish to diversify from their tradition operations. 

 
Badger-Baiting (31 December) 
The Minister referenced two published reports by the Partnership for Action Against Wildlife Crime 
Northern Ireland (PAW NI), a forum that is co-chaired by DAERA and the PSNI. The Badger Subgroup 
Persecution Report 2015 and the Persecution Report 2016-18 published earlier this month detail and 
map the incident reports recorded by the PSNI across Northern Ireland. The authors surmise that the 
number of reports may be an under-representation of crimes due to reluctance ‘to waste police 
time’ or a lack of knowledge of what constitutes a wildlife crime. Full copies of the Badger crime 
reports and advice on how to report a wildlife crime are available on the PAW NI website here. 

 
Impact of Waste/ Waste Incineration on Meeting Net-Zero Targets (5 January) 
The Minister revealed that the waste sector here is a relatively small contributor to total emissions 
accounting for 4% of emissions in 2018 (a 58% reduction on 1990 levels). Over 90% of the emissions 
from waste are in the form of methane, of which 75% comes from the breaking down of waste 
anaerobically in landfill.  Emissions from waste incineration would be in the form of CO2 which is 
much less potent than methane from landfill. The Committee on Climate Change report on Reducing 
Emissions here published in February 2019 recognises the need to assess the role of energy from 
waste plants to treat BMW diverted from landfill. It should also be noted that incineration is only 
one form of energy from waste and there are a range of other technologies be considered. 
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Funding for Councils with Elevated Levels of Air Pollution (12 January) 
The Minister outlined how DAERA financially supports district councils in monitoring air quality 
through the Local Air Quality Management (LAQM) grant. Through the LAQM grant scheme, councils 
can apply annually for financial support in connection with air quality monitoring, reviews, 
assessments, management and the preparation and implementation of action plans. The criteria for 
funding are based on the identification of air quality problems where parameters listed in the UK Air 
Quality Strategy are exceeded or may be exceeded and support is needed for longer-term 
monitoring and council-led mitigation measures. This effectively means that funding is targeted for 
those local councils with consistent exceedances or elevated levels of air pollution. Recently a public 
consultation was launched entitled ‘The Clean Air Strategy Discussion Document’. Funding for local 
councils to support air quality improvements and possible changes is discussed in the document. 

Back to Top 
Collaboration on Conservation Measures for Marine Protected Areas (14 January) 
The Minister was asked what collaboration has taken place with the Irish Government to formally 
adopt conservation measures for Marine Protected Areas in Northern Ireland. He replied that 
the Interreg VA funded MarPAMM (Marine Protected Area Management and Monitoring) 
project is developing management plans for Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) in Northern Ireland, 
Republic of Ireland and Scotland. The project is being led by AFBI and is providing opportunities for 
cross-border collaboration between DAERA and the Department of Housing, Local Government and 
Heritage. DAERA is a member of the project advisory committee and the stakeholder steering groups 
that have been established for each MPA. The management plans will identify the necessary 
conservation measures for each MPA and will be subject to public consultation. Decisions relating to 
the adoption of the plans will not be taken until the project is completed in September 2022. 

 
2020 Air, Water & Waste Pollution Levels (15 January) 
The Minister was asked (i) the reasons for the increased levels of pollution recently experienced in 
Northern Ireland; and (ii) what (a) short-term; and (b) long-term steps he is taking to prevent future 
instances of such pollution. In his detailed answer the Minister set out information relating to air 
quality, water quality and fly tipping during the lockdown period as well as Departmental efforts to 
deal with these pollution issues. In terms of Air Quality, levels of nitrogen dioxide (NO2) remain 
lower in 2020 than the average for the preceding five years for almost all of 2020 while in relation to 
water quality, the number of confirmed water pollution incidents have remained constant for 2020 
in comparison to recent years with 772 confirmed pollution incidents. As fly-tipping is a matter for 
local Councils, in terms of larger scale waste dumping activity dealt with by NIEA, since 1 January 
2020 to date, DAERA has received has received 1007 reported incidents of alleged illegal waste 
disposal, compared to 823 during the same period last year. Of these incidents in 2020, 165 
recorded waste disposal by burning compared to 118 during the same period last year, a rise of 40%. 

Back to Top 
Plastic Reduction Plans (19 January) 
The Minister stated that the Plastic Reduction Action Plan to end the use of unnecessary single-use 
plastic across the NI Civil Service government estate is well underway. Suppliers are presently 
identifying alternatives to the disposable items currently in use. The implementation period will 
continue until October 2021 when the ban will come into force. The NIEA and Construction and 
Procurement Delivery within Department of Finance have already altered environmental statements 
within their contracts and tenders around addressing unnecessary single use plastic. A staff 
awareness campaign across all the departments has commenced. As highlighted a previous answer 
(17 November 2020), the Minister is working with officials to introduce measures for Northern 
Ireland for the removal of 9 different single use items in line with other UK administrations 
and hopes to bring the measures before the Assembly within the current mandate. 

 
Variance - Mesh Sizes used by different fleets in the Irish Sea (19 January) 
The Minister confirmed that that the range of legal fishing gears available to fisherman for use 
within the Irish Sea, are set out in the relevant Discard Plan, in this case, EU Regulation 2019/2239. 
This applied to all fleets operating in the Irish Sea in 2020. It has been retained in UK legislation, and 
will continue to apply to all vessels, both UK and EU, in UK waters in 2021. 
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Shortfall in funding as a consequence of the exit from the EU (21 January) 
The Minister revealed that in relation to future Rural Development funding, Northern Ireland will 
lose out on £34 million of funding over the 2021-22 to 2023-24 period. HM Treasury has further 
advised that there will be no separate funding to replace the income DAERA has received for many 
years from the EU Fund for Disease Eradication to support the Bovine Tuberculosis (bTB) 
Programme. This totals £15.3m over the next three years. 
 
Monitoring Compliance with Environmental Farming Schemes (28 January) 
The Minister outlined the monitoring arrangements are to ensure farmers comply with 
Environmental Farming Schemes. Beneficiaries of the Environmental Farming Scheme (EFS) select 
options or submit management plans which, if eligible, are detailed in a scheme agreement which 
must be accepted online. The control system and conditions for refusal or withdrawal of payments 
and administrative penalties applicable to EFS are detailed in Regulations. All claims are subject to a 
range of checks which may include administrative checks and On-The-Spot-Checks (OTSCs). 
Administrative checks, which are carried out on all claims, include cross-checks with other DAERA 
databases and checks on additional information submitted with a claim, for example invoices, 
receipts and proof of payment. Field records, which must be kept by scheme participants, may also 
be checked for EFS Option and NPI compliance. Further to administrative checks, DAERA is obliged to 
carry out OTSCs on at least 5% of claims. The legislation requires that OTSCs are selected both at 
random (1%) and targeted on a risk basis (4%). These checks include visual inspection and physical or 
Global Positioning System (GPS) measurement, supported by confirmation from the inspector that 
the ‘Terms and Conditions’ of the Scheme and the ‘Requirements and Controls’ of the Options/NPIs 
as stated in the relevant Information Sheet have or have not been met. In addition, specifically 
targeted risk inspections or additional checks can be carried out where DAERA believes a scheme 
breach may be occurring or in areas where controls require strengthening.  

Back to Top 

Minister of Finance 
 

Carbon Footprint of Public Sector (31 December) 
The Minister was asked whether there is a strategy in place to reduce the carbon footprint of the 
public sector. He replied that office buildings managed by his are responsible for around 4% of total 
Public Sector energy consumption. His Department has prepared an Energy with Carbon Reduction 
Plan for the NICS Office Estate, which builds on previous plans and aims for a further 4% energy 
saving over the period to 2023. Reductions in energy use have been achieved by reducing the size of 
the estate - or rightsizing; encouraging behavioural changes in staff to use energy more efficiently; 
and capital investment in areas such a boiler replacement and LED lighting. In addition, the 
Department is planning to establish a series of regional hubs to enable civil servants to work in 
offices near to where they live.  The Minister also tabled a paper on social value, with outcomes 
including effective stewardship of the environment, to the Procurement Board on 16 December 
2020. It will require procurement strategies and specifications that: 
 

• Deliver additional environmental benefits in the performance of the contract including 
working towards net zero greenhouse gas emissions. 

• Contract specifications that support environmental protection and improvement. 
 

The Minister has invited comments from the Board and once agreed, will seek endorsement from 
Executive colleagues. The Department has policy and legislation responsibility for building 
regulations, which provide minimum energy efficiency standards of building work and the Minister 
wants to see ambitious measures to improve the energy efficiency and carbon performance of new 
buildings in a way that helps industry transition to new standards in energy efficiency and low 
carbon heating safely.  

Back to Top 

Minister for Infrastructure 
 
Local Authorities: Enforcement and Unauthorised Minerals Extraction (29 December) 
The Infrastructure Minister stated that she was content that the requirements of the Environmental 
Impact Assessment (EIA) Directive (as amended) as they apply to the land use planning system have 
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been properly transposed into domestic legislation via the Planning (EIA) Regulations (NI) 
2017. Regulation 32 of the 2017 EIA Regulations requires that a planning authority “shall consider 
the exercise of their enforcement functions in such a way as to secure compliance with the objectives 
and requirements of the Directive”. However, her Department is taking forward work 
under the Environmental Governance Work Programme which aims to enhance competence and 
capacity across the two-tier planning system in order to support environmentally sound decision-
making. This includes work on capacity building, engagement and support and the development of a 
number of pieces of guidance, the first element of which will deal with unauthorised EIA 
development. 
 
Support for Councils to Assist Greenway Projects (29 December) 
The Infrastructure Minister stated that the development of Greenways has significant potential to 
deliver outcomes across a range of Government objectives which will have far reaching benefits for 
individuals and communities across the entire region. Her Department has made a substantial 
contribution to the capital costs of greenways as outlined in her announcement in September of 
support for six greenways. In addition to support from her Department, Councils are free to seek 
support from other Departments and organisations in respect of the wider benefits of greenways in 
terms of health, environment, social inclusion, rural development, tourism and recreation. Having 
said that, she is willing to consider, with Councils, how best to take forward this important work. 

Back to Top 
Chief Planner’s Update on Battery Energy Storage Systems (27 January) 

The Infrastructure Minister was asked for her assessment of the impact of the Chief Planner’s 

update on 16 December regarding Battery Energy Storage Systems (BESS) on (i) renewable energy 

projects in Northern Ireland; and (ii) the relative ease of BESS applications in Northern Ireland 

compared to the Republic of Ireland. She replied that the Chief Planner’s Update clarified the 

position that for the purposes of planning in NI, her Department considers that electricity storage 

development falls within the meaning of an ‘electricity generating station’. This clarification ensures 

that development of this nature is correctly classified as local, major or regionally significant and 

that, where appropriate, pre-application community consultation and environmental impact 

assessment (EIA) is carried out. The thresholds for EIA are different in the Republic of Ireland as is 

the threshold for referral to An Bord Pleanála (as strategic infrastructure development) for these 

types of development. If in future it is appropriate to revisit the thresholds or policy in relation to 

BESS developments here, then consultation requirements with stakeholders will be considered. 

 

Network of Electric Vehicle Charging Stations (27 January)  

The Infrastructure Minister was asked what plans she has to improve the network of electric vehicle 

charging stations. She replied that e-car public charge point network is owned, operated and 

maintained by the Electricity Supply Board (ESB). Her Department has been engaging with ESB on 

their plans to replace approx. 70 charge points i.e. 35 charge posts to upgrade and improve the 

reliability of the existing public network. The charge point market is open to other commercial 

operators who would wish to provide electric vehicle (EV) charging infrastructure. Recently, she has 

supported the EU INTERREG VA Funded FASTER electric vehicle network project to complement and 

enhance the existing EV charging infrastructure, which was co-financed by the EU through TEN-T 

funding. The project is to install a total of 73 EV Rapid charging points across the island of Ireland 

and the West of Scotland by 31 March 2023. In addition, the Minister is making changes to the 

planning system, through permitted development rights, to make it easier to expand the charging 

infrastructure for electric vehicles. This will allow expansion work to proceed without the need to 

apply for planning permission helping to make e-charging more accessible.  

Back to Top 
Oral Answers to Questions   
 

Minister of Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs 
 
Bovine TB Strategy: Update (18 January) 
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The Minister stated that bovine TB remains one of his top priorities and that he intends to move 
forward with the strategy as soon as possible, although some of the strategy recommendations that 
are subject to his final approval are likely to require changes to existing legislation and further 
consultation. Officials are working at pace to finalise the strategy and its accompanying business 
case. Once that work has been completed, he will be in a position to make a final decision on the 
elements of a bovine TB eradication strategy.   

Back to Top 
Ammonia Action Plan: Update (18 January) 
In his update (Topical Question 2) the Minister stated that as a result of the work that they are 
doing, DAERA believe that they can considerably reduce the amount of ammonia going into the 
atmosphere. They believe that, over a relatively short time, they can make a real dent quite quickly; 
certainly in the first 20%. Some of the challenges beyond that will be greater and will involve more 
significant investment. The Minister has raised investment with the Finance Minister and the 
Executive in order to meet the New Decade, New Approach commitments on the environment and 
on the issues arising out of ammonia. 
 
Pesticides: Eradication (18 January) 
In relation to harmful pesticides the Minister confirmed (Topical Question 5) that despite Brexit, 
pesticide use is governed by NI Protocol and we are required to comply with EU regulations.  
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