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MEETING OF THE STATISTICS ADVISORY COMMITTEE 

29th November 2019 

Colby House, Stranmillis Court, Belfast, BT9 5RR 

 

In attendance  
Mr Philip McDonagh  Chair  
Mrs Sharon McNicholl Member 
Dr Chris Morris Member 
Professor David Jones Member 
Mr John Compton Member 
Mr Derek Bond Member 
Dr Kieran Payne Member 
Mr Richard Ramsey Member 
Ms Siobhan Carey NISRA 
Mr Brian Green NISRA 
Dr Tracy Power NISRA 
Mr David Patterson NISRA 
Mr Gerard Colgan NISRA 
Ms Gillian McCrory NISRA 
Ms Ruth Fulton NISRA 
Mr Chris Ganley NISRA 
Ms Carol-Ann McKay NISRA 
Dr Arlene Connolly  NISRA (Secretariat) 

 

 

Item 
No. 

Subject Action 

1. Welcome and Apologies 
 
Mr McDonagh welcomed everyone to the meeting, noting 
that apologies had been received from Dr Stuart. 
 
This was the last meeting that Mr McDonagh and Professor 
Jones would attend, given their tenure was due to end in 
March 2020.  Ms Carey expressed her gratitude for the long 
service they had both provided and wished them well in all 
future endeavours.  
 
Mr McDonagh thanked Ms Carey for her kind words and 
commented that it had been a privilege to serve as both a 
member and chair of the committee.  Prof Jones reiterated 
these sentiments. 
 

 

2. Minutes and Matters Arising 
 
Minutes of the previous meeting (March 2019) had been 
circulated and Mr McDonagh invited comments from the 
committee.  Ms Carey noted that the minutes were lengthy in 
parts and that she had agreed a number of small changes with 
Mr McDonagh and Mr Green. The committee agreed to Ms 
Carey’s amendments and was content that the minutes 
provided an accurate account of the meeting.    
 

 
1. Secretariat to amend the minutes of 

the previous meeting as directed by 
Ms Carey. 
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Mr McDonagh referred the group to the list of actions from 
the previous meeting and noted that all had been delivered.  
Mr Green thanked the previous secretariat, Ms Clare Kennedy, 
for her hard work in delivering the extensive list of actions.   
 

3. Update on Membership Issues 
 
Mr Patterson provided an update on the reconstitution of the 
committee.  He confirmed the reappointment of seven eligible 
first-term members who had sought reappointment and the 
appointment of a Chair and two new members from a ranked 
list of suitable candidates. 
 
Mr Patterson informed the committee that re-appointment 
letters had been issued by the Permanent Secretary in the 
Department of Finance, Ms Gray and that letters were also to 
issue to the new members who would begin their tenure on 
9th March 2020.  The appointees will replace the outgoing 
Chair, Mr McDonagh, and members Professor Jones and Mrs 
Ervine.   
 

Mr McDonagh thanked those involved in the public 
appointments process.   
 

 

4. Chair’s Business 
 
Mr McDonagh thanked Mr Compton, Mr Colgan, Mr Green 
and the secretary for their support in providing a very useful 
business engagement event on 19th October and asked the 
committee to provide feedback.  
 
Mr Compton informed the group that the feedback from the 
business bodies he had spoken to was extremely positive and 
that the programme of talks was deemed useful.  Mr Compton 
suggested that the committee should consider more regular 
engagements with the business community.  Dr Payne agreed 
with Mr Compton that the event was well received and that it 
was important for business bodies to be aware that the 
committee monitored the burden incurred as a result of 
complying with statutory data requests. 
 
Mr Colgan briefed the meeting on the feedback he received 
from a number of bodies which was overwhelmingly positive 
and that further one-to-one engagements were being 
arranged.  Mrs McNicholl stated that she found the session 
really useful and that it was a great way to demonstrate to 
businesses where to find the statistics that they are longing for 
and that future stakeholder engagements should be 
encouraged. 
 
Mr Compton suggested that the next engagement event take 
place outside of Belfast, with Derry and Armagh being offered 
as potential locations.  The group agreed that this outreach 
would be a positive step and would potentially encourage 

 
2. The committee to consider a further 

business bodies meeting in 2020 with 
a non-Belfast location. 
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attendance from the Londonderry Chamber of Commerce, the 
Institute of Directors and the British Retail Consortium.   
 

5. Update on Economic and Labour Market Statistics Statutory 
and non-statutory matters 
 
Mr Colgan presented the following paper to the committee: 
Developments in NISRA’s Economic and Labour Market 
Statistics Branch (SAC 04/2019).  Mr Colgan noted the 
following: 
 

 Businesses in Northern Ireland that fail to comply with a 
statutory inquiry can be prosecuted under Article 5 of The 
Statistics of Trade and Employment (Northern Ireland) Order 
1988.  Prosecution action is currently carried out on three NI 
business surveys conducted by ELMSB.  The prosecution 
process can result in a summons being issued which, until 
recently, has been withdrawn on receipt of the data.  The 
Public Prosecution Service (PPS) will no longer withdraw a 
summons issued to a non-compliant business in the event 
that the requested information is provided.  This change is 
likely to result in an increase in the number of businesses 
prosecuted under STEO (NI) Order 1988.  Mrs McNicholl 
raised the issue of communicating this change to data 
providers.  It was agreed that an amendment to the notes 
on business forms would be considered to reflect the new 
position. 

  Further to this, the PPS has informed ELMSB that it is unable 
to prosecute businesses where the name is an individual’s 
name unless the date of birth of that individual is available.  
Following discussions, it was agreed that Company’s House 
may be a source of date of birth information and that the 
information could potentially be shared with ELMSB under 
Section 6 (1) of the Data Protection Act.  It was agreed that 
Mr Colgan would consider this source of information and 
that prosecutions would remain on the ELMSB update at 
future meetings. 

 Mr Colgan continued to speak to the paper noting a number 
of economic publications. 
 

 
  
3.  Mr Colgan to consider amending the 

wording on business survey forms in 
relation to prosecutions. 
 

4. Mr Colgan to consider Company’s 
House as a source of date of birth 
information. 

 
5.  Prosecutions to remain on the ELMSB 

update paper at future meetings. 

6.  EU Exit Update 
 
Mr Ganley presented an update on the work conducted by 
ELMSB on the production and dissemination of statistics 
relating to the EU Exit.  Mr Ganley noted the following:  
 

 A dedicated team of ELMSB statistical staff work with DfE 
and DExEU to provide data and analyses to government and 
stakeholders. 

 ELMSB EU Exit team has produced a number of publications: 
Cross-Border Supply Chain Report (2015, 2016); Overview of 
Trade Northern Ireland; Overview of NI Trade with GB; 
Overview of People and Vehicle Movement Northern 
Ireland; Overview of NI Trade, June 2019.  All the reports can 
be found here. 

 
6.  ELMSB’s EU Exit team to consider a 

stakeholder engagement event. 

http://www.legislation.gov.uk/nisi/1988/595/article/6
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/nisi/1988/595/article/6
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/nisi/1988/595/article/6
https://www.nisra.gov.uk/statistics/economy/eu-exit-analysis
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 Mr Ganley informed the group of the ‘Dedicated UK Trade in 
goods mapping application’, an interactive mapping tool 
commissioned by NISRA to allow users to download HMRC 
data and charts.  The committee commented that the 
mapping tool was an extremely useful initiative. 

 Mr Ganley outlined the EU Exit Team’s current priorities and 
Mr Green assured the committee that a contingency plan is 
in place should the work of the EU Exit team continue to 
grow. 

 
Mr Ramsey welcomed the outputs and suggested that an 
engagement event should be held to inform stakeholders of 
the data that are available and to identify possible gaps.   
 

7. ELMSB Modernisation Project 
 
Mr Colgan outlined the key aims of the ELMSB modernisation 
project, as follows: 
 

 To oversee the replacement of the Integrated Business 
survey System (IBSS); 

 Improve data collection processes; 

 Improve statistical methodologies; and 

 Conduct a review of outputs. 
 
Mr Colgan detailed the resourcing that had been put in place 
for each strand of the project which the group agreed was 
ambitious and most welcome. 

 

8. Census 2021 Update 
 
Ms McCrory provided the group with an update on the 2021 
Census preparations.  The following points were noted: 
 

 The 2021 Census rehearsal took place on Sunday 13th 
October, 2019 in West Fermanagh, Craigavon and Belfast 
(sample size ~ 19,000 households).   

 The rehearsal found no significant problems with the 
internet data capture system and the printing and delivering 
of paper questionnaires.  The management of field staff was 
also deemed a success as was the targeted publicity 
campaign. 

 In terms of improvements, the census team require full 
control of the NI online presence, more resourcing for 
follow-up and an increase in the number of community 
engagement activities.   

 The main challenge of Census 2021 remains the move from 
mostly paper to mostly digital forms and how to identify 
households that will retain a paper data collection service. 

 
The committee welcomed the update and acknowledged the 
successes of the rehearsal. 
 
 
 

 

https://uktradeingoodsmap.nisra.gov.uk/?reporter=NI&partner&commodity&year=2018
https://uktradeingoodsmap.nisra.gov.uk/?reporter=NI&partner&commodity&year=2018
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9. Monitoring Survey Burden 
 
Ms Fulton provided a detailed presentation on ‘Monitoring 
and Reporting on Burden to Business due to Government 
Statistical Surveys’.   
 
Ms Fulton outlined the methodology used to produce 
estimates on the burden incurred by households and 
individuals and on business as a result of complying with 
requests for data from all NI Government Departments and 
Arms Length Bodies.  The estimates of burden are published 
on an annual basis, based on a financial year, and can be 
found here.   Ms Fulton detailed recent improvements in the 
process of collecting and reporting burden, these included: 
 

 A significant increase in coverage from Arms Length Bodies 
and non-NISRA branches. 

 Training provided to Survey Control Liaison Officers on an 
annual basis. 

 Review and improvement of quality assurance methods.  
 
The group acknowledged the recent improvements and 
discussed the need to view burden in conjunction with the 
value of the data to business bodies and the wider public.  Ms 
Carey noted that more work was required to allow 
administrative data to be shared more freely across 
government and referred to the Shakespeare review: an 
independent review of public sector information noting the 
immense value of government owned data.    
 
Ms Fulton asked the group to provide her with potential users 
of burden data via the user feedback form to be circulated by 
the secretariat. 

 
7. Secretariat to circulate the 

‘Monitoring and Reporting on Burden 
to Business due to Government 
Statistical Surveys’ presentation to the 
committee and the Survey Burden – 
User feedback request form.  

 

10.  NISRA’s Corporate Plan 
 
Mr Patterson presented the following paper to the 
committee: NISRA Corporate Plan 2019 – 2024 and Insight 
Programme (SAC 05/2019).  
 
Mr Patterson provided a summary of the new Agency 
Corporate Plan as a set of strategic outcomes with a high level 
description of the Agency’s purpose, mission, vision and 
values, key challenges and strategic response.  He further 
stated that the plan was outcomes based and in line with the 
wider Northern Ireland Civil Service approach to business 
planning.  Ms Carey informed the committee that the plan was 
launched in July and that all NISRA staff were invited to attend 
an engagement or ‘Insight’ event by way of informing NISRA 
staff and building consensus across the Agency.    
 
Mr McDonagh asked how outcomes would be measured in the 
absence of targets.  Ms Carey stated that the target setting 
approach to business planning created issues for NISRA given 
the large number of branches and the breadth of work 
streams across government.  Ms Carey further stated that the 

 

https://www.nisra.gov.uk/statistics/government/ni-statistical-surveys-assessment-burden
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/shakespeare-review-of-public-sector-information
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/shakespeare-review-of-public-sector-information
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Corporate Plan would need to function in a changing 
environment as the Digital Economy Act provided, as yet, 
unknown challenges and opportunities, as will the outcome of 
the 2021 Census.  Ms Carey went on to say that individual 
branches would be distilling the Corporate Plan into 
programmes of work that would result in key deliverables in 
conjunction with the Programme for Government.  Mr Green 
noted that the Insight engagement events provided staff with 
a clear understanding of the Agency’s vision and how 
individuals would contribute.  
 

11. Official Statistics Update 
 
Dr Power provided the committee with an update on Official 
Statistics matters.  Dr Power referred the members to the 
relevant paper, (SAC 06/2019) and noted the following: 
 

 Further to the reconstitution of the committee, new 
members will require briefing on the Code of Practice for 
Statistics and the role of the Office of Statistical Regulation 
within the UK Statistics Authority.  Dr Power proposed that 
the Director General of Regulation, Mr Humpherson be 
invited to attend the second meeting with new members in 
2020. 

 Dr Power noted the recent designation of Northern Ireland 
Civil Service Sickness Absence statistics as National Statistics 
and that Labour Market Statistics in Northern Ireland, 
Scotland and Wales would undergo a compliance check, 
due for completion in February 2020. 

 Dr Power noted that the number of breaches so far this 
financial year was seven, while only three occurred in 
2018/19.  She suggested that the reasons for the increase 
was due to an increasing willingness to report breaches and 
that a number of breaches occurred when the NISRA 
website failed and publications were loaded after the 
required 9:30am deadline. 

 Dr Power went on to note the new guidance for 
experimental statistics and the need to limit the time 
output remains experimental. 

 
 

 
8.  New committee members to be 

briefed on official statistics matters 
and Mr Humpherson to be invited to 
attend a SAC meeting in 2020. 

12. AOB – Review of SOC codes 
 
Mr Colgan updated the committee on the review of UK 
Standard Occupational Classification codes being conducted 
by the Institute for Employment Research at Warwick 
University in conjunction with ONS.  Mr Colgan asked 
members to put forward details of stakeholders from 
Northern Ireland that may be interested in engaging with the 
process. 
 

9.  Secretariat to issue the SOC 2020 
review link to committee members.  

13. Date of next meeting 
 
It was agreed that the next meeting should be held in March 
or April 2020 

 
10. Secretariat to arrange the next 
meeting in March/April 2020. 
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Summary of Actions 

 

ACTION SUBJECT 

1 Secretariat to amend the minutes of the previous 
meeting as directed by Ms Carey.  

2 The committee to consider a further business bodies 
meeting in 2020 with a non-Belfast location. 
 

3 Mr Colgan to consider amending the wording on 
business survey forms in relation to prosecutions. 
 

4 Mr Colgan to consider Company's House as a source of 
date of birth information. 
 

5 Prosecutions to remain on the ELMS update paper at 
future meetings. 
 

6 ELMSB’s EU Exit team to consider a stakeholder 
engagement event. 
 

7 Secretariat to circulate the ‘Monitoring and Reporting 
on Burden to Business due to Government Statistical 
Surveys’ presentation to the committee and the Survey 
Burden – User feedback request form. 
 

8 New committee members to be briefed on official 
statistics matters and Mr Humpherson to be invited to 
attend a SAC meeting in 2020. 
 

9 Secretariat to issue the SOC 2020 review link to 
committee members.  
 

10 Secretariat to arrange the next meeting in March/April 
2020. 
 

 


