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LABOUR RELATIONS AGENCY BP01-08/21 

 

 

MINUTES OF THE 465th MEETING OF THE LABOUR RELATIONS AGENCY BOARD 

HELD AT 10.00 am ON THURSDAY 24 JUNE 2021 

VIA VIDEOCONFERENCE 

 

Present: Gordon Milligan (Chair) 

 Geraldine Alexander 

 Clare Duffield 

 Deirdre Fitzpatrick 

 Kevin McCabe 

 Michelle McGinley 

 Jill Minne 

 Daire Murphy 

 Lee Wilson (agenda items 5 to 13) 

 

In Attendance: Don Leeson Chief Executive 

 Paul Lowe Director of Corporate Services 

 Mark McAllister Director of Employment Relations Services 

 Claire Kilpatrick Employment Relations Manager 

 Helen Smyth Employment Relations Manager 

 Alison Wolfe Minute Secretary 

 Sarah Livingstone Boardroom Apprentice 

 

Apologies: Louise Crilly 

 

Board members met ‘in-camera’ prior to the formal commencement of the meeting.  The 

key points from this discussion are recorded at agenda item 1. 

 

Declarations of Interest:  None 

 

1. Chair’s Opening Remarks 

 

1.1 The Chair welcomed everyone to the meeting, in particular Helen Smyth and 

Claire Kilpatrick who were attending as observers as part of a leadership 

development initiative.   

 

1.2 The Chair reported that the in-camera session was used to discuss plans for a 

Board event to focus on governance and team building.  Board members 

agreed to hold this in September 2021. 

Action:  Chair/Chief Executive/Secretary 
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1.3 The Board extended congratulations to former Chief Executive, Tom Evans, 

for the award of an OBE in the Queen’s 2021 Birthday Honours list for his 

services to employment relations.   

 

1.4 It was noted that Geraldine Alexander has provisionally agreed to become the 

Board’s Mental Health Champion, subject to a better understanding of the 

role. 

Action:  Chief Executive/Geraldine Alexander 

 

1.5 The Chair briefed Board members on recent meetings of the NI Engagement 

Forum and Employment Relations Roundtable.  The Forum has formed a sub-

group to review their terms of reference.  The Roundtable received a 

presentation from the University of Warwick on their research to inform an 

employment relations model for NI and is considering how to resource further 

work on this. 

 

1.6 The Chief Executive reported that the Agency has received an invitation from 

the University of Warwick to join a UK-wide expert advisory group on work 

and employment.  The Board will be updated when further information on the 

group is available. 

Action:  Chief Executive 

 

1.7 Plans are being made to hold a meeting of the respective Chairs and Chief 

Executives of the Agency, Acas and the Workplace Relations Commission to 

discuss matters of mutual interest and opportunities for joint working. 

Action:  Chief Executive/Secretary 

 

 

2. Minutes of previous Board meeting 

 

2.1 The minutes of the meeting held on 13 May 2021 (paper BP01-06/21) were 

agreed as an accurate record of the meeting, and for publication on the 

Agency’s website. 

Action:  Secretary 

 

 

3. Action Points from Previous Board meeting 

 

3.1 The Chief Executive introduced the progress report on action points from 

previous Board meetings (paper BP02-06/21). 

 

3.2 The Director of Corporate Services provided an update on work to address 

problems with the web portal and case management system.  It is anticipated 

that development work will be completed shortly for user acceptance testing 

to commence. 

Action:  Director of Corporate Services 
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3.3 It was noted that the venue for the employment relations conference has 

provided details of availability in February 2022.  The date for the conference 

will be confirmed as soon as possible.  In the meantime, a Roundtable working 

group has been established to curate the conference programme and speakers 

are being approached regarding availability. 

Action:  Chief Executive 

 

3.4 A meeting involving the Chair, Chief Executive, Director of Employment 

Relations Services and Deirdre Fitzpatrick as the Board reference point, is 

scheduled for 28 June 2021 to discuss next steps in the review of the 

independent appeal service.  A paper on the outcome of the review is 

expected to be presented to the September 2021 Board meeting.  

Action: Director of Employment Relations Services 

 

 

4. Chief Executive’s Report 

 

4.1 The Chief Executive presented the report (paper BP03-06/21). 

 

4.2 It was noted that the Agency, along with other public bodies, had recently 

been consulted about the proposal under the New Decade, New Approach 

agreement that the NI Executive should commit to becoming a Living Wage 

employer.  The Board agreed that the Agency should also become a Living 

Wage employer. 

Action:  Chief Executive 

 

4.3 The Chief Executive reported on his meeting with the Greater Shankill 

Partnership to explore providing advisory support to employers in the area.  

The Agency is also looking at what support it can provide to employers in 

other areas of deprivation. 

Action:  Chief Executive 

 

4.4 In line with previous practice, the Board agreed to invite the Trade Union Side 

to a Board meeting to discuss employment relations within the Agency, 

possibly in August or October 2021. 

Action:  Chief Executive 

 

4.5 It was noted that the Board and staff Equality, Diversity and Inclusion (EDI) 

Champions have been working well together to develop a full understanding 

of key issues.  They had also recently taken part in a photoshoot to promote 

this work.   

 

4.6 The Agency will benchmark its approach to EDI against other organisations, 

including the NICS.   

Action:  Chief Executive  
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4.7 The Chief Executive drew the Board’s attention to an online article that 

highlighted lack of awareness of the Agency’s services among members of the 

African and Caribbean community.  A meeting is being arranged with the 

article’s author to discuss how the Agency might address this matter.  The 

staff EDI Champion will be involved in this. 

Action:  Chief Executive 

 

4.8 The Chief Executive reported that the Senior Management Team (SMT) 

attended a workshop facilitated by Tom Boydell, a leading thinker on 

organisational development.  The focus was on practices to further develop 

the Agency as an exemplar employer.  Next steps will be discussed at team 

building events with the Senior Leadership Team (SLT) and the SMT 

respectively. 

Action:  Chief Executive 

 

4.9 The Chair reported on his attendance at a Boardroom Apprentice event where 

he met the Agency’s new Apprentice, Aideen Duggan.  Aideen will join the 

Agency in September 2021.  Induction arrangements will be put in place. 

Action:  Chief Executive 

 

4.10 The Director of Employment Relations Services provided an update on holiday 

pay conciliation.  Work has paused pending resolution of the case involving 

the Chief Constable of the Police Service of Northern Ireland v Alexander 

Agnew & Others.   

 

4.11 The Agency’s ‘Practical Guide to the COVID-19 Vaccination and the 

Workplace’ has been published.  Helen Smyth took part in Radio Ulster’s ‘On 

Your Behalf’ programme to discuss the guide.  The Chair and Board members 

congratulated Helen for her work in developing the policy.  The policy, along 

with the Menopause guidance, are recent initiatives that have been well 

received.  The next project will be looking at hybrid working, including the 

‘right to disconnect’. 

Action: Director of Employment Relations Services 

 

4.12 Legislation to formally recognise the Agency as an official provider of statistics 

comes into effect on 1 July 2021.  It was noted that this is an important step 

in raising the profile of the Agency. 

 

4.13 A business case for the future delivery of the Agency’s IS managed services 

will be brought to the August 2021 Board meeting for approval. 

Action: Director of Corporate Services 
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5. Audit and Risk Assurance Committee 

 

Annual Report to the Board for 2020-21 

 

5.1 The Chair of the Audit and Risk Assurance Committee (ARAC) presented the 

Committee’s annual report to the Board (paper BP04-06/21) summarising its 

work in 2020-21.  The Chair thanked past and current Committee members 

and staff for their support to the Committee during the year. 

 

5.2 The Board noted that the Agency has achieved a satisfactory annual assurance 

rating from internal audit, which is the highest available.   

 

5.3 The Board Chair and Chief Executive thanked the Committee Chair and 

Committee members for their work in providing constructive challenge and 

maintaining a focus on good governance. 

 

5.4 The Board noted the annual report. 

 

Report on meeting held on 7 June 2021 

 

5.5 The Committee Chair presented the key points from the ARAC meeting held 

on 7 June 2021 (paper BP05-06/21). 

 

5.6 The Committee Chair reported on the Committee’s annual ‘in camera’ meeting 

with Internal and External Audit.  This provided positive feedback and 

assurance on the work of the SLT and Finance Team regarding controls and 

co-operation with the auditors. 

 

5.7 The Board noted the report. 

 

 

6. Annual Report and Accounts for 2020-21, including the Draft Report to Those 

Charged With Governance 

 

6.1 The Chief Executive presented the Annual Report and Accounts for 2020-21 

(paper BP06-06/21).  The Annual Report comprises three sections: the 

Performance and Accountability Reports, which were reviewed at the May 

2021 Board meeting; and the now amalgamated Financial Statements. 

 

6.2 The governance issue regarding a shortcoming in the Agency’s governing 

legislation has been disclosed in the Accountability Report.  It was noted that 

DfE is seeking to identify a suitable legislative vehicle with which to address 

this issue. 

 
6.3 The Financial Statements show that the Agency achieved its financial targets 

in 2020-21.  



 

Paper BP01-08/21 Page 6 of 9 

6.4 It was noted that no recommendations are included in the NI Audit Office’s 

(NIAO) draft Report to Those Charged with Governance (RTTCWG).  The final 

version of the RTTCWG will be presented to the September 2021 ARAC 

meeting when it has been approved by the Comptroller and Auditor General. 

Action:  Director of Corporate Services 

 

6.5 The Board approved the Annual Report and Accounts for 2020-21.  The 

document will be signed by the Chief Executive and submitted to the NIAO 

for certification.  It will then be laid in the Assembly before summer recess and 

published on the Agency’s website. 

Action:  Chief Executive 

 

6.6 The Board expressed their appreciation to staff for their hard work and 

achievements during the year.  The Chair also highlighted staff’s charity 

funding raising activities, which generated much needed income for a number 

of local charities.  Board members are keen to meet staff in person when 

public health guidelines allow.  In the meantime, the Chair agreed to record a 

short video to thank staff. 

Action:  Chair 

 

 

7. Corporate Plan for 2021-25 

 

7.1 The Chief Executive presented the Corporate Plan for 2021-25 (paper 

BP07-06/21). 

 

7.2 The Plan was approved for public consultation at the March 2021 Board 

meeting.  The Chief Executive reported that there had been five responses 

from stakeholders and partners to the consultation exercise.  In addition, there 

had been pre-consultation engagement with key stakeholders and the draft 

plan had been presented to the Roundtable in April 2021.  The feedback has 

been positive, with some minor drafting changes suggested. 

 

7.3 The Plan has been updated to incorporate suggested drafting changes and to 

take account of recent developments, including DfE’s ‘10x Economy’ 

publications. 

 

7.4 The Board approved the Corporate Plan for 2021-25 for submission to the 

Minister for the Economy for approval. 

Action:  Chief Executive 
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8. Business Plan for 2021-22 

 

8.1 The Chief Executive presented the Business Plan for 2021-22 (paper 

BP08-06/21), which implements the first year of the new Corporate Plan.  The 

Business Plan, which was considered at the May 2021 Board meeting, has 

been updated to reflect changes to the Corporate Plan. 

 

8.2 The Board approved the Business Plan for 2021-22 for submission to the 

Minister for the Economy for approval. 

Action: Chief Executive 

 

8.3 Progress in implementing the Business Plan will be reported at Board meetings 

throughout the year. 

Action: Director of Corporate Services 

 

 

9. Management Accounts for the period ended 31 May 2021 

 

9.1 The Director of Corporate Services presented the Management Accounts for 

the period ended 31 May 2021 (paper BP09-06/21).  It was noted that the 

accounts are submitted to the Board earlier than in previous years following 

an internal audit recommendation. 

 

9.2 The Board noted an underspend against profiled employment costs is a result 

of delays in appointing new staff.  The non-recurrent nature of the additional 

funding available to the Agency in 2021-22 has meant that the new posts are 

temporary and therefore less attractive to potential applicants.  Nevertheless, 

a number of new staff are at various stages of being appointed, which will 

allow expenditure to become closer to profile; the current underspend will be 

used to offset pressures elsewhere. 

 

9.3 The Board noted the Management Accounts for the period ended 31 May 

2021. 

 

 

10. Finance and Personnel Committee – Report on meeting held on 1 June 2021 

 

10.1 The Chair of the Finance and Personnel Committee presented the report on 

the meeting held on 1 June 2021 (paper BP10-06/21). 

 

10.2 The Committee Chair reported that this was first meeting for new Board 

members, including her.  Discussion at the meeting was positive, focusing 

mainly on staff and their welfare. 
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10.3 The Committee Chair highlighted the Agency’s success in achieving the 

Investors in People Gold and Customer Service Excellence standards and 

thanked staff for their work in achieving these.  Action plans are being 

developed as part of a process of continuous improvement. 

Action: Director of Corporate Services 

 

10.4 It was noted that, in due course, there will be proposals for the Board to 

consider in terms of accommodation and ICT services. 

 

 

11. Early Conciliation Evaluation Report 

 

11.1 The Director of Employment Relations Services and the Director of Corporate 

Services presented the Early Conciliation (EC) evaluation report (paper 

BP11-06/21).  The evaluation information contained in the paper contributes 

to DfE’s statutory requirement to review the effectiveness of the legislation 

12 months after implementation; the Board noted that a further review is due 

after 36 months. 

 

11.2 The Board noted that the first year of EC was extremely challenging, with the 

Covid-19 pandemic breaking out shortly after its introduction and holiday pay 

cases distorting demand for conciliation services.  Furthermore, Covid-related 

delays in the Tribunal Service’s processing of claims means that 

comprehensive data on the number of EC notifications continuing into 

litigation is not yet available. 

 

11.3 It was also noted that qualitative feedback from Conciliation Officers has 

provided helpful insights. 

 

11.4 It was accepted that the review after 36 months will provide a better 

understanding of the service and whether the concept of early resolution of 

disputes is proving effective. 

 
11.5 The Board noted that the evaluation report will be submitted to DfE. 

Action: Director of Corporate Services 

 

11.6 The Board expressed concern at continuing problems with the EC web portal 

and the problems this might cause in terms of access to justice.  It was noted 

that there are a number of mitigations in place, including a telephone-based 

alternative and guidance for customers on what to do if they encounter 

difficulties with the portal.  As noted earlier, work to address the portal’s 

shortcomings is nearing completion. 
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11.7 The Board noted that the Agency is required to provide an online portal, but 

this has run into a number of technical problems arising from a legacy design.  

The Agency is in discussion with the Strategic Investment Board to identify an 

expert who can review the portal and linked case management system to 

provide assurance that they are fit for purpose. 

Action: Director of Corporate Services 

 

 

12. Any Other Business 

 

12.1 Board members confirmed they were content with the quality of the papers 

and discussion at the meeting. 

 

 

13. Date of Next Meeting 

 

13.1 The next Board meeting will be on 26 August 2021 at 10.00am by 

videoconference.   

Action:  Secretary 

 

13.2 The Board agreed to reschedule the November meeting to 29 November 

2021 at 10.00am. 

Action:  Secretary 

 


