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INSTITUTIONAL REFORM 
 
Assembly Size 
 
Issue 
 
The Northern Ireland (Miscellaneous Provisions) Act 2014 permits the Assembly to 
take the initiative to reduce its size by one member per constituency. There is wide 
agreement that this should happen, but parties are not yet in agreement as to when. 
 
Questions 
 
Could the Assembly take forward legislation in the current session to reduce its size 
to five members per constituency in time for the 2016 Assembly election? 
 
Failing that, could it agree now to effect the change in time for the 2021 election? 
 
Number of Government Departments 
 
Issue 
 
There is general agreement among parties that the number of departments should 
be reduced – with an emerging consensus of between 8 and 10, including OFMDFM 
and DOJ. Any changes to the number and functions of departments must be agreed 
as soon as possible and no later than the end of December if they are to be 
implemented in time for the 2016 Assembly election. 
 
Question 
 
Could the parties agree now to reduce the number of departments to nine?  
 
Once the number of departments is agreed, a paper could be prepared to suggest 
initial options for the distribution of functions.  
 
Petition of Concern Mechanism 
 
Issue 
 
Some parties consider the Petition of Concern mechanism is being used 
inconsistently with its intended purpose. Some parties also argue that any change to 
the mechanism should be consistent with any reduction in the size of the Assembly. 
Changes are likely to require an amendment by Bill at Westminster.  
 
Potential Options 
 
Do the parties believe that the Petition of Concern mechanism might be made more 
acceptable by restrictions such that a Petition: 
 

- Can only be tabled in specified circumstances, such as certain types of 
Assembly business or on certain issues; and/or 
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- Requires a different threshold to the current model before a Petition of 
Concern can be tabled; and/or 

- Requires the initiator of the Petition of Concern to specify a reason for 
tabling it; and/or 

- Operates in accordance with an agreed protocol; and/or 
- Can be referred to an adjudicator for decision on whether it is appropriate 

for it to be tabled.    
 
Suggested Way Forward 
 
Can a way forward be agreed in these talks? A further paper could be provided. 
 
Alternatively (1) Should the Assembly establish a panel to review the operation of the 
mechanism to report in advance of a decision by the Assembly in December 2015?  
 
If so, how might the panel be constituted? Could each party nominate a 
distinguished independent individual to serve, under a chair nominated by the 
Secretary of State? 
 
Alternatively (2), should the Assembly and Executive Review Committee revisit this 
issue with a view to making further recommendations?  
 
Provision for official opposition 
 
Issue 
 
There is widespread agreement that there should be dedicated facilities and 
resources for those parties who choose not to take up positions in the Executive and 
opt to form an ‘official opposition’ instead, possibly with other Assembly parties. 
There is a lack of clarity on what those facilities and resources might be.  
 
Potential options 
 
Could the parties agree that those parties who do not take up their entitlement to a 
seat in the Executive should be recognised as ‘opposition parties’ and therefore 
entitled to certain rights in the Assembly? 
 
Could the parties agree the principles that those ‘opposition parties’ should be 
entitled to: 
 

- Financial and research assistance sufficient to discharge their opposition 
duties; 

- Designated speaking rights including the opportunity to ask questions and 
table business, sufficient to discharge their opposition duties.  

 
Suggested way forward 
 
Can a way forward be agreed in these talks? A further paper could be provided. 
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Alternatively, could the panel established to review the Petition of Concern 
mechanism also consider and make recommendations on what facilities and 
resources might be afforded to such parties, with a requirement to report in advance 
of a decision by the Assembly in December 2015? 
 


