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EQUALITY COMMISSION FOR NORTHERN IRELAND 
 

ONE HUNDRED AND SEVENTY FOURTH MEETING HELD 
ON WEDNESDAY 26 AUGUST 2020 AT 1.30 PM 

BY MICROSOFT TEAMS 
 

   
 PRESENT 
 
 Geraldine McGahey  Chief Commissioner 

Neil Anderson   Deputy Chief Commissioner 
June Best 
Theresa Donaldson 

 Duane Farrell    (part) 
 Helen Ferguson 
 Hazel Francey 

Jarlath Kearney   
 Deepa Mann-Kler  (part) 

Stephen Mathews 
Carmel McKinney 
Joe McVey 

 Dawn Purvis 
Katy Radford   

   
 APOLOGIES 
  
      
 IN ATTENDANCE 

 
Evelyn Collins             Chief Executive 
Keith Brown  Head of Corporate Services 
Deborah Howe  Senior Policy Officer 
Jacqui McKee  Director, Advice and Compliance 
Louise Conlon   Manager, Communications 
 
Adriana Morvaiova   Boardroom Apprentice 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



EC/20/08/1 
   
  

2 
 

 
1. Introduction 

 
Geraldine McGahey, Chief Commissioner, welcomed everyone to the 
Commission meeting, which was taking place by Microsoft Teams video 
conference due to Government guidance on the Coronavirus pandemic.   
 

2. Minutes of the one hundred and seventy third meeting held on  
24 June 2020.                            EC/20/07/01

            
The minutes of the one hundred and seventy third meeting held on 
Wednesday 24 June 2020 were signed as a true and accurate record.  
 

3. Matters Arising  
 
Pg 4  Annual Report and Accounts: these were laid in both the  
House of Commons and in the NI Assembly on 16 July 2020 and a press 
release issued.   

 
Pg 6 Commissioner Away Day: It is proposed that a Commissioner “away 
day” will take place on 28 October (the date of the October Commission 
meeting):  arrangements will depend on Government advice re Covid19.  
Commissioner availability would be sought by email.   

 
Pg 7 Pet passports and post EU Exit: this is being followed up by the 
relevant officer. 
 

4. Conflict of Interest           
 
No conflicts of interest were declared. 
 

5. Policy Issues 
 
- COVID-19 Education Recommendations: Presentation  EC/20/07/02 
 
Deborah Howe, Senior Policy Officer, presented an overview of the work 
undertaken on advancing equality of opportunity in education in the context of 
COVID-19.  The updated policy recommendations published in June 2020 
highlighted the impact of the COVID 19 pandemic on existing inequalities in 
education and built upon the Commission’s previously agreed policy priorities 
in education.  Commissioners were provided with an overview of the ongoing 
engagement with a number of key decision-makers including the Minister and 
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his officials within the Department of Education, CCEA and the Assembly 
Education Committee.   
The Commission was taking opportunities to highlight the potential of COVID 
19 to exacerbate existing educational inequalities, to highlight the updated 
policy positions and to remind the Department, and others, of their obligations 
in respect to the Section 75 duties.   
 
Commissioners commended this detailed piece of work, in particular praising 
the presentation of the policy priorities.  It was noted that the COVID 19 
pandemic had clearly shone a light on enduring inequalities within our 
education system and would no doubt exacerbate these inequalities.   
 
There were queries in respect of the Minister’s responses to recent 
correspondence.  The continuing need to highlight the absence of detailed 
data was noted although it was recognised that this was related to the data 
gathered by the C2K system used by schools and the Education Authority 
rather than related to data collected by NISRA.  The importance of long-term 
tracking of the impact of the pandemic was noted. 
 
The issue of inadequate childcare provision and the need for cross 
Departmental action on this issue was highlighted.    
 
There was a discussion on children with special education needs, who were 
severely impacted by the current situation This appeared particularly severe 
for children transitioning from further education provision.   
 
[Duane Farrell joined the meeting] 
 
The issue of social deprivation continued to impact across all of the issues 
highlighted in the paper and it was important that this continues to be 
highlighted by the Commission.  
 
Following discussion, Commissioners noted the report and the actions being 
taken to promote the recommendations.   
 
- Final Draft Business Plan 2020-21     EC/20/07/03 
 
The Chief Executive presented the final costed Business Plan for approval.  
This final draft Plan followed confirmation of the Commission’s budget in July.  
Once approved, the Business Plan will be re-submitted to TEO for approval, 
as provided for in the Management Statement/Financial Memorandum. 
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The Chief Executive noted that there would be a six-month review of the Plan 
in September, as outlined in the Plan. Consideration would be given to 
whether there was any scope to progress actions which had not been 
progressed in the recent months, given the ongoing work in relation to COVID 
19.   
 
Commissioners approved the attached costed draft Business Plan. 
 

6. Business Reporting 
 
- Finance Report:  1 April 2020 – 31 July 2020                 EC/20/07/04 
 
Keith Brown, Head of Corporate Services, presented this Report which 
outlined the budgetary position as at 31 July 2020.  He noted that, as at 31 
July, one third of the way through the financial year there is a pattern of 
reduced expenditure across all budget areas.  This was as a result of factors 
relating to COVID 19 including a reduction in premises related costs and 
overheads; a projected reduction in staffing expenditure, mainly due to delays 
in recruitment; disruption to the Court and Tribunal systems and projects 
being delivered online rather than face to face.  As a result, the Commission 
declared an easement of £75k in the October monitoring round (submitted at 
the end of July).  Given the current context, it was considered unlikely that 
that this would reflect on the Commission future budgets but this would be 
further raised with TEO.  Concern had been expressed at the Audit and Risk 
Committee held the previous day that any easements may have implications 
for future budgets. The need to consider the implications for messaging 
around declaring easement in the context of significant budget reduction over 
the years, was highlighted,  
 
Commissioners proposed that, if possible, consideration should be given 
to the possibility of undertaking other pieces of work which could be fast 
tracked.  The Chief Executive explained the difficulties around this but 
the scope for taking on additional projects would be considered by the 
Executive team in the context of the six-month review of the Business 
Plan.  Expenditure would be kept under close review and remedial action 
taken as appropriate.   
 
Commissioners noted the financial position at 31 July 2020. 
 
- Progress Report: 1 April 2020 – 30 June 2020   EC/20/07/05 

 
The Chief Executive outlined progress as contained in the Business Plan 
Progress Report for 1 April 2020 – 30 June 2020, noting that, of the 11 key 
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service objectives, 9 are on track for delivery and 2 are broadly on track and 
there is justifiable confidence of getting close to target outcomes. She 
highlighted some areas of work undertaken last quarter including the 
extensive work completed in the context of the COVID 19 pandemic.   

 
Commissioners welcomed the report and noted the progress to date. 
 
- Communications Report: 1 April 2020 – 30 June 2020    EC/20/07/06 
 
The Manager, Communications, presented the Communications Report for 
the period 1 April 2020 – 30 June 2020, noting the highlights of the work 
undertaken during this period including media and social media.  In the 
context of the ongoing COVID 19 pandemic, the focus had been on areas 
where the pandemic impacted on equality issues including a panel 
discussion at the Féile festival on the gaps in educational achievement 
caused and worsened by the pandemic. 
 
Commissioners welcomed the Report and noted its content.  
 
Other Matters for Commission Decision  
 
- Updated Code of Conduct       EC/20/07/07 
 
The Chief Executive advised that the Code of Conduct for Commissioners 
has been revised, in light of changes made by the Northern Ireland Office 
(NIO) to the Terms of Appointment of Commissioners.  The NIO had 
contacted all Commissioners directly in respect to this.  Amendments had 
been made to the section on Political Activity to align the Code with the 
Commissioners’ Terms of Appointment 
 
Commissioners approved the updated Code of Conduct. 
 

7. Chief Commissioner’s Business         EC/20/07/08 
 
The Chief Commissioner offered condolences on behalf of all 
Commissioners and staff to Stephen Mathews on the death of his father in 
July.  
 
The Chief Commissioner and Commissioners thanked Adriana 
Morvaiova, for her participation as the Commission’s Board Room 
Apprentice, and wished her well for the future.  
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Ms Morvaiova also thanked the Commission and, in particular, her 
Boardroom Buddy Geraldine McGahey for the opportunity and support 
during the period noting that she had learned a lot over the last 12 
months.   
 
The Commission’s new Boardroom Apprentice would be Lai Chun Pang, a 
volunteer with the Chinese Welfare Association. A volunteer to act as 
Boardroom Buddy was sought. 
 
- Draft Dates of Commission/Committee Meetings 2021 

 
Commissioners were asked to consider the proposed dates for meetings 
for 2021 and to advise if they had any difficulty with the proposed dates. 
The final dates would be confirmed at the September Commission 
meeting.   
 
[Deepa Mann-Kler joined the meeting] 
 
The Chief Commissioner noted that an email will issue after the meeting 
to seek availability for both an away day and for a joint meeting with the 
Board of the Labour Relations Agency, proposed for Thursday 29 
October 2020. This had been discussed at a meeting she and the Chief 
Executive had with the Chair and Chief Executive of the Labour 
Relations Agency. 
 
The Chief Commissioner provided an update on a number of meetings 
including with Steve Aitkin MLA, Leader of UUP; Colin McGrath MLA, 
Chair of Assembly Executive Office Committee; and with Chris Lyttle 
MLA, Chair of the Assembly Education Committee.   She reported on 
joint meetings between the Commission, EHRC, and NIHRC.  
 
A roundtable with representatives of the race sector had been held in 
July and the Chief Commissioner provided feedback on this, outlining the 
issues raised. Subsequently, she had written to the First Minister and 
deputy First Minister regarding the lack of progress on implementing the 
Race Equality Strategy. A further meeting will be organised with the 
sector in the Autumn. 
 
It was agreed that a discussion regarding race issues would be useful 
and the Chief Commissioner undertook to consider this at the away day.  
 
Commissioners noted the Chief Commissioners update. 
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8. Chief Executive’s Report       EC/20/07/09 
 

The Chief Executive presented her report, including updating 
Commissioners on the ongoing discussions with TEO on the additional 
budget being allocated by NIO/Treasury for the work on the dedicated 
mechanism arising from the Ireland/Northern Ireland Protocol. She also 
provided an update on recruitment for the Dedicated Mechanism Unit.  
 
The Chief Executive also provided further detail on a number of meetings 
attended and noted that the Commission continued to follow Government 
advice in respect to working from home and thus staff were likely to 
continue to work at home in September.  She also provided an update on 
recent correspondence with respect to a legal funding issue with a 
Member of the Assembly.   
 
Commissioners commended the ongoing work in respect to the 
Dedicated Mechanism and noted the report. 
 

9. Matters for Information    
  

None 
    
10. Minutes of Committee Meetings     

 
 None 

 
11. Any Other Business 
 

Deepa Mann-Kler drew attention to recent guidance with respect to 
Whistleblowing from the NIAO. 

 
12.  Date of next meeting: One hundred and seventy fifth Commission       

Meeting on Wednesday, 23 September 2020, at 1.30 pm in Equality 
House. 

 
 

The meeting closed at 3.50 pm 


