Minutes of the Northern Ireland Committee Meeting
10 October 2025 at 10:00 am

In attendance
Paul Sweeney, NI Chair 
Cara Cash-Marley, NI Committee member  
Anne-Marie McClure, NI Committee member 
Nick Garbutt, NI Committee member  
Kate Clifford, NI Committee member (until 1pm)
Caolan McKiernan, NI Committee member — Youth Voice 
Kate Beggs, NI Director 
Alison Fraser, Senior Head of Funding 
Joanna Braniff, Strategic Communications Lead
Kate Richardson, Communications Manager (when discussing elected representatives research MLAs NI)
Christopher Eisenstadt, Public Affairs & Policy Manager (when discussing elected representatives research MLAs NI)
Claire Meighan, Evidence & Engagement Manager (when discussing any other business)
Jacqui Maxwell, Governance Officer — minutes

Opening remarks

Chair’s welcome and updates: The Chair opened the meeting, welcomed all attendees and introductions were made. He especially welcomed Joanna Braniff, Strategic Communications Lead who had recently joined the Fund. Joanna will have a key role in the new Communications structure and be a conduit between Northern Ireland and UK communications.

The Chair reported on:

· The September NIC decision meeting
· The October UK Board meeting and the Board’s enthusiasm and endorsement of the Transformation Bid
· The NI Annual Board report was presented at the Board meeting. (Committee noted for information)
                                                         
NI Director Update Verbal Report — the Committee noted:
· NI Directorate — it had been a busy period in relation to new staff joining the Fund and time was also being spent embedding the new One Fund functions
· Dormant Assets — Committee noted the Strategic Action Plan and Annual Report. A general catch-up meeting with the Department was taking place on Monday. Kate also reported on the changes in England around Dormant Assets/Community Wealth Fund and the increase in funding. Policy directions were still to be confirmed, but leadership staff had been put in place. 
· A Lottery Distributors forum meeting will take place on Monday. The Chair also confirmed that the Chairs of the four NI Lottery Distributors meet 2 to 3 times per year and the next meeting will take place in November.

Governance (Chair and J. Maxwell)

Apologies:  Norman McKinley, NI Committee member.

Conflicts of Interest: There were none.

Previous Minutes: The minutes from the 15 August business meeting were agreed as a true and accurate record.

Actions List: The actions list was noted.	

NIC Meetings Timetable 2025/26/27: Committee noted the updated meetings timetable and clashes were discussed in December 2025/2026. Regarding 2026, it was suggested that the Strengthening Communities decision meeting be moved to Friday 4 December. It was also agreed that the 5 December 2025 business meeting will now be virtual and last 1 to 2 hours.

All other meetings were agreed. Calendar appointments will be sent out next week.

It was also noted that Norman McKinley was a member of the UK Funding Panel not the Committee. The timetable will be updated.               	
All actions: J. Maxwell

Portfolio updates (A. Fraser)
Grant Budget Overview: Committee noted the grant budget figures for Awards for All, Strengthening Communities, Sustainable Community Buildings and unallocated funds. 

The main points of discussion were:
· Awards for All: £10m/demand steady/70% success rate/quality of applications to commit budget are on target. Committee to consider maintaining a £10m budget for future financial years. 
· Strengthening Communities: £16.5m (including £800,000 ringfenced for the grant holder support contract), which we are in the process of procuring. Application pipeline for the December and March decision meetings, including delegated, currently stands at £15.8m. If the quality is there, we are confident in spending the £16.5m plus potentially the underspend from Sustainable Community Buildings and some unallocated funding. If we have the quality of applications to commit the funding it could mean higher success rates at future meetings and help to meet the budget commitment for this financial year. 
· Sustainable Community Buildings: has been challenging to commit the budget for various reasons (lower demand; not completing Carbon Literacy Training, proof of ownership and not meeting deadlines). Predicted underspend is +£2m. Tranche 4 has now closed, and we will not be re-opening this programme due to the lower than expected demand. 
· Manager’s Forum is considering the next steps around an environment programme, and we have a build slot in June 2026 for a standard grant programme. There will be further discussions with committee going forward and opportunity to input during the development stage. 
Action: A. Fraser


KPIs Report: This paper summarised the Fund’s Key Performance Indicators and its performance to date. It provided detail on the changes seen against each KPI, and Northern Ireland’s performance compared to that of The Fund as a whole. The paper reported up to 30 September 2025. 

Committee noted there were currently on-going conversations around KPI3 being based on multiple deprivation measures. It was also noted that the September decision grant commitments were not included in the current KPI figures as the meeting was held near the end of the month and was not committed on the system until October. 

Verbal Update EDA with CFNI: An External Delegation Agreement (EDA) with CFNI’s Climate Action Seed Fund to deliver £100,000 on our behalf for small grants between £500 and £5,000, should be finalised shortly. This will be funded through the Strengthening Communities programme. The EDA provides an opportunity to work partnership with CFNI and was possibly something that could be built upon.

Committee stated the optics were really important in terms of collaboration. This should be made clearly visible to the sector on how the Fund is leading on working with others and demonstrating being stronger through collaboration. It was confirmed that a joint logo has been agreed and included in the branding guidelines for grant recipients. We have also built in, via the communications protocol, sharing of stories halfway through the programme.

Dormant Assets: The Dormant Assets Strategic Action Plan and Annual Report were noted. 

Old Library Trust Grant Variation: Committee noted the paper.

It was recommended that committee approve the request for the grant increase to cover both three months’ salary costs and a contribution towards merger costs.

Committee agreed a grant increase of £66,214. £34,160 to cover three months’ salary costs for 1 full time and 3 part time members of staff and £32,054 to cover merger costs with Bogside and Brandywell Health Forum. 

Committee stated this was another instance of the Lottery being more than a funder and should be used as an example of best practice and shared across the sector. 

Elected representatives research MLAs NI
Christopher Eisenstadt joined the meeting

Chris confirmed his role going forward would be: 
· Part of the wider External Affairs team, sitting in the Communications directorate
· Collaborating with colleagues to deliver strategic engagement with stakeholders including MLAs, MPS and local councillors
· To have higher level conversations on why we fund/don’t find certain types of activity

Chris reported on the survey’s headline figures which were:
· 88% of MLAs would advocate for the Fund
· 100% feel positive towards the Fund
· Most feel they have a good understanding of what the Fund does, although there was some misunderstanding regarding the source of our funding
· They like what we do and we are ahead of other funders in that respect
· 68% thought we were good at communicating with members of the Assembly, which is an area to improve upon
· There was a desire to visit projects and receive regular funding updates, but we need to ensure the information is succinct so as not to overwhelm
	
Kate Richardson joined the meeting.

The main points of discussion were:
· All MLAs were invited to respond, but not all took part in the interviews.
· We can’t take political positions as an NDPB. We can talk about our evidence and our position on funding, but we do not pursue political agendas and always demonstrate political neutrality
· It was good to hear how we would ‘gear-up’ our communication strategically and this will help committee discussions around programmes and the areas we want to target
· Communication methods need to be exact and to the point with meaningful summaries that hit home. Messaging to be more organic, for example using project visits to get points across
· In relation to the current funding schedule we need better ways of delivering funding information with mission driven messaging and impact stories
· Press stories are free advertising and lead people to the Fund. Deliver transparent stories in various ways through the local press, use success stories and highlight areas that have been invested in
· We should be able to do both local and big impact stories, whilst devising a process that works for Northern Ireland

Reflections on Board and Committee day including Youth Participation
Committee noted the summary report.

The main points of feedback were:
· The number of NI committee members attending had been appreciated
· Timings meant that NIC members had to leave early to catch their flight home, thus missing the Youth Voice section. In future we need to include an overnight stay
· There was too much time needed (2 hours) to get from the airport to the venue
· London was not the right choice for a UK-wide meeting. Birmingham would have been a better option
· Acoustics weren’t great and it was hard to hear at times
· The first agenda item was too long and could have been shortened to give more time for actual discussion
· The mix of countries at each table was a positive and encouraged great conversations
· Lunchtime networking was disappointing and attendees could have been better guided into the lunch area rather that going back to tables. 
· The Youth Voice term is not popular. It does not reflect that the young people are actually full committee members

In summary committee thought these types of days do have merit, but the timings, location, travel and agenda needs to be re-considered with an experienced meeting facilitator present.

Evidence planning
Claire Meighan joined the meeting.

Claire updated committee on Programme/Portfolio Evidence Planning.
· Development of new funding initiatives (Research and consultation/programme evidence planning)
· Application and assessment (Evidence support assessment/reach, trend, gap and EDI analysis)
· Decision making (Evidence to support decision-making — EDI, location, KPIs)
· Post-award (Impact reporting/evidence to ‘tell the story’/sharing learning externally and internally)
· Continuous improvement (Operational lessons learnt to inform current/future funding initiatives)

The main discussion points were:
· Committee recognised that a lot of learning came out of the Sustainable Community Buildings programme regarding groups not having building ownership and property rights. It was important to know where this type of information will be stored to help applicants get their house in order before actually applying. How do we share this information to ensure groups are grant ready?
· Through the Evidence and Impact team there is now more opportunities to undertake this type of work to feed into the UK Community Learning Bank This will be developed by Community Learning Services and designed around the four missions
· The Head of Policy Engagement will play a vital role in developing relationships with senior stakeholders

Committee Reporting Proposals (reporting timings to be considered) were:
· KPI reporting — twice yearly was suggested
· Analysis to support decision-making 
· Annual programme reports

Any other business 
Next Meetings:
· Virtual Business meeting — Friday 5 December
· Decision meeting — Friday 12 December

Website: The Fund’s external website had been refreshed. There was now a different look with improved accessibility and navigation capabilities.

Project Visits: Committee will be contacted to arrange project visits and confirm their availability. The visits will include Awards for All and projects we have never visited.
Action: K. Beggs and J. Arthurs.


The meeting finished at 13:20.
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Signed: ________________________________     					                                           

Paul Sweeney, NI Chair 						
Date: 15 December 2025
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