
 
 

 

From the Minister of Finance 
 
 

 

Councillor Martin Kearney 
Philip.Moffett@midulstercouncil.org 

Private Office 
2nd Floor 
Clare House 
303 Airport Road West 
BELFAST 
BT3 9ED 

Tel: 028 9081 6216 
Email: private.office@finance-ni.gov.uk 
 
Your reference: C080-20  
Our reference: CORR-1613-2020 
                        

CORR-1344-2020 

  
Date: 11th May 2020 XX April 2020 

  

Dear Martin 
 
EXTENSION OF THE BUSINESS RATE RELIEF SCHEME 
 
Thank you for your letter of 24 April regarding your request for my Department to 
bring forward a rate relief scheme commensurate with that being introduced for 
businesses in the retail, tourism and hospitality sectors in England, as a means of 
relieving financial pressures being faced by many local businesses. 
 
I acknowledge the current financial stresses being faced by our local businesses as 
a result of the ongoing Covid 19 pandemic. In relation to my current policy, the 3 
months business rates holiday which I introduced represents an immediate response 
to the issues being faced, one which enabled the Executive to get support out on the 
ground as quickly as possible and provide immediate reassurance to all businesses 
at this uncertain time. 
 
This scheme provides support to all business ratepayers as opposed to the English 
scheme that assists only retail, hospitality, and leisure sectors. If the English scheme 
had been introduced here, 60% of businesses would have missed out on much 
needed support. Given your Council’s position as home to a significant range of 
manufacturing, engineering, construction and agri-food industries, a large proportion 
of your businesses would have received no support should this scheme have been 
adopted.  Under my scheme, however, businesses in the commercial, manufacturing 
and service sectors, which have all been impacted by the pandemic, have also 
benefited.  Overall this support will save businesses over £100 million.  Although the 
relief covers both the district and regional element of the rate bill, council revenues 
will not be reduced as the cost is being funded entirely by the Executive. 
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My Executive colleagues and I have, however, acknowledged that further support by 
way of rate relief will be necessary to help and promote sustainable businesses in all 
sectors which have been hardest hit by Covid-19 and also to encourage new 
businesses to establish as we recover from the pandemic.  Recognising the urgency 
of the need for additional support my Department is currently working with the Ulster 
University Economic Policy Centre with a view to developing a targeted rates relief 
scheme for the months ahead so that limited public resources can be targeted at the 
businesses and sectors hardest hit by the pandemic.  
 
Ministerial colleagues and I met with Mr Hetherington, Director of the Ulster 
University Economic Policy Centre, on 5 May to discuss his draft findings.  I have 
asked for his final report to be provided as soon as possible as this work will inform 
proposals which I will bring to the Executive in the coming weeks to allow the most 
appropriate response to our local circumstances to be implemented.  If we were to 
extend the existing rates holiday for a full year this would cost an additional £300m, 
resources that are not available to the Executive. 
 
I would also like to highlight that in addition to the 3 months holiday, I also  
introduced a range of other measures to assist businesses at this time, including the 
deferral of the issuing of all rate bills from April until June to help businesses with 
short-term cash flow; a reduction in the Regional Rate for all businesses equating to 
a significant 18% reduction on the 2019/20 rate; and the extension of the Small 
Business Rate Relief scheme for the current financial year, thereby providing 
valuable assistance to almost 27,000 ratepayers.  These measures are in addition to 
£237 million in reliefs and exemptions from rates that the Executive already provides 
each year.  
 
Going forward, both my Executive colleagues and I are continually working to identify 
what interventions can be brought forward on an Executive wide basis, to protect our 
economy and restore confidence to businesses.  I expect further measures to be 
considered in the context of the Covid-19 recovery plan, which the Executive is 
currently considering. If there are measures that your Council consider should be 
explored, then I would be happy to discuss these with you. 
 
 
ls mise le meas 

 

 
 
CONOR MURPHY MLA 
MINISTER OF FINANCE 
 
 



  

NILGA PRESIDENT CRISIS ACTION UPDATE FOR FULL COUNCIL MEETINGS. 
 

As President of the 11 councils’ Local Government Association, I am sending this short, urgent 
message to elected members and senior officers across our region to inform and be informed by you 
as we deal with Covid-19 and plan for social and economic recovery.  Since mid-March, NILGA has - 
like all of you - completely refocused our work.  
 

1. FINANCIAL SURVIVAL: NILGA and partners have collated and sent financial impact evidence and 
is lobbying national government and Stormont to get cash into councils. With collective local authority 
losses per calendar month of just under £11 million, we have targeted key Departments including 
Communities, Finance and DAERA, plus the NIO, Secretary of State and Treasury to seek a 
substantial proportion of these first phase losses (using a 16 week model running to end of June 2020). 
The work of SOLACE, ALGFO and NILGA, together with wider lobbying by e.g. APSE and the Local 
Government Associations in England, Scotland and Wales continues relentlessly, in an integrated, 
dynamic way, including a collective push for Treasury / NIO to offer a Crisis Fund to each council and 
to underwrite the forecast hundreds of millions of pounds of lost rates income this financial year.  
 

2. FINANCIAL FLEXIBILITY: I have personally written and engaged further with the Economy 
Minister, Diane Dodds MLA, to seek radical change in EU economic development funding criteria set 
by this department and its agencies, so that unspent monies can be diverted to council staff and 
projects dealing with recovery, rather than projects suspended or cancelled due to the pandemic. This 
criteria change, based on council information, would release several million pounds into local 
economies and local government’s hard-pressed business support staffing. Tweaking criteria is NOT 
ENOUGH. Additionally, local councils now have places on both the NI wide Economic Forum and the 
recently formed NI Tourism Support Group. 
 

3. FINANCIAL SUSTAINABILITY: NILGA’s Chief Executive has a weekly engagement with the UK 
Local Government Forum’s financial survival group, which directly challenges Treasury at national level 
to support BOTH the NI Assembly and our 11 councils. We must collectively increase the contingency 
funding in NI, which currently sits at under £100 million, with financial asks, totalling over £1 billion. We 
as a region and a community deserve and must seek more.    
 

4. CORPORATE GOVERNANCE & POLITICAL SCRUTINY:  NILGA’s policy guidance, partner co-
ordination and cross council, cross departmental participation, communicating very closely with 
SOLACE and senior officer groups, ensured legislation effective from 1

st
 May agreed by the NI 

Executive to enable councils to take decisions via virtual meetings, offering you much needed flexibility 
around decision taking, the scheduling of AGMs, whilst we also are seeking investment for new 
technology required in councils to ensure compliance.  
 

5. STRONG PUBLIC HEALTH SERVICES: The co-ordination by NILGA of the NI Strategic Waste 
Partnership, working closely with the all-council and departmental officer teams on this plus the Civil 
Contingencies Group, has achieved the very best, collegiate, public health response possible, with 
work and communications on Recycling, Kerbside Collections and Fly Tipping relayed daily to 
individual councils in order for planning and delivery to be refined at local level, with staff safety, the 
public’s health, service delivery & risk / resource management remaining the paramount issues.    
 

6. VULNERABLE PEOPLE SUPPORTED: Colleagues in the Department of Communities have 
welcomed suggested improvements by NILGA Executive members to the hugely valuable Food Parcel 
distribution process and will continue to work with councils at local level, to maintain and enhance this 
extraordinary service for those in greatest need.  
 

7. PLANNING ECONOMIC RECOVERY: NILGA’s Regional Economy Group, covering all councils and 
with a member and officer team, have completely refocussed policy and practical work to deliver on 
local economic recovery and rebuilding, with support now offered by bodies including Enterprise NI and 
the Construction Employers’ Federation. It is now scheduling virtual meetings and will provide 
important information to the Tourism and Business Groups established through Stormont per 2. above. 

@NI_LGA  www.nilga.org 

21st April 2020 
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8. WORKFORCE PLANNING & SUPPORT: Strong lobbying by NILGA and councils has produced 
more definition on the potential of furloughing within our 10,500 workforce. Prior to the recently 
received departmental guidance, NILGA’s “four tests” to determine a furloughing framework was 
distributed to all councils with excellent feedback. I have written to all council Mayors / Chairs / Chiefs 
to personally thank the entire local government team of workers, regardless of their specific titles and 
roles, thanking each and every one of them, as I know you have within each council, since without 
them none of the many heroic responses would have been achieved. 
 

9. COMMUNICATING WHAT MATTERS: Every day NILGA issues essential ministerial, policy, 
financial, legislative and community information drawn from strategic partners on both social media 
and website, as required by government departments. Best practice and key information from each 
council is also communicated widely to partners. See / follow @NI_LGA (Twitter) and www.nilga.org 
scrolling news / front page.   
 

10. PAY NEGOTIATION & EVIDENCE: Despite the pandemic, this vital national pay bargaining role 
continues by NILGA members, for our 11 councils, with regular, co-ordinated input from and feedback 
to councils on Employers Pay Negotiations for 2020/21. In what is undoubtedly a year like no other, 
fair and affordable pay remains a vital must do on councils’ behalf. NILGA this year is leading the 
National Association of Regional Employers (NARE) 11 region group, which will ensure key, free, 
essential advice on member development and resilience, change management and the formulation of 
post Covid-19 training – NILGA planning for and designing this NOW will save all councils both time 
and money.  
 

11. POLICY & LEARNING NETWORKS - PLAN AHEAD, DELIVER FASTER & BETTER: In addition 
to the economy group, per 7. above, the 5, all-council, member-officer groups will schedule 
engagements to be informed by YOUR council, & inform the NILGA Executive, on matters to include 
post Covid-19 business continuity, post crisis corporate planning and strategy, new financial models, 
service transformation and public service reform. If we fail to plan, we plan to fail.   
 

12. COUNCILS CO-LEADING THE PROGRAMME FOR GOVERNMENT: I have called for the 
Political Partnership Panel to be re-instated as soon as possible, even during this pandemic, in order 
to position all councils, NILGA, senior elected members and officers within this statutory body, 
alongside Ministers, so that we can JOINTLY, with the Legislative Assembly, regenerate through 
integrated work and investment, agreeing a Programme for Government that is driven by citizens. The 
re-establishment of this by NILGA and the Department for Communities will be informed by your 
council and your 10 counterparts. We are stronger together.    
 

Colleagues, the above is just a short summary of the Association’s work. I thank you and your council 
for joining together, as a local government family, in such a positive and professional manner.  We 
remain as councils united in cause, and NILGA is unwavering in our support to you, your corporate 
councils and the community we jointly serve. Please work / communicate with your NILGA members 
in helping us to help you.   

 
 
 
 
 
 

Councillor Frances Burton, NILGA President 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Northern Ireland Local Government Association 

Bradford Court, Upper Galwally, Castlereagh, BT8 6RB 

web: www.nilga.org    twitter: @NI_LGA  #teamlocgovni 
 

Disclaimer: The Northern Ireland Local Government Association (NILGA) endeavours to ensure that the information contained  
within our Website, Policies and other communications is up to date and correct. We do not, however, make any representation that the information will 
be accurate, current, complete, uninterrupted or error free or that any information or other material accessible from or related to NILGA is free of viruses 

or other harmful components. NILGA accepts no responsibility for any erroneous information placed by or on behalf of any user or any loss by any person 
or user resulting from such information. 

https://www.nilga.org/
https://twitter.com/ni_lga
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