
 

From the Permanent Secretary 
Mark Browne 

 
 
 

Rathgael House 
43 Balloo Road 
Rathgill 
BANGOR, BT19 7PR 
Tel:  028 9127 9309 
Email:  mark.browne@education-ni.gov.uk 

 

  3 February 2024 

 

Note to Incoming Minister from the Permanent Secretary 
 
 
Dear Minister, 
 
Firstly, on behalf of the Department can I welcome you as our new Minister.  
 
I am attaching, for your information, a copy of your First Day Briefing material setting out the 
key issues for the Department and identifying the relevant officials. I, along with senior 
colleagues, look forward to discussing these issues with you. 
 
As you will see, while the Department has faced a period of sustained and significant 
challenge, we also have many opportunities. Working with you and your Executive 
colleagues we can make a real difference in the lives of the children and young people we 
serve. In the absence of a Minister, and in the context of inadequate resource and capital 
budgets, the impact on education has been severe and wide ranging. As you know, I have 
been regularly updating the political parties on the decisions we have taken, the work we 
have been doing, and the impact across the sector.  
 
I do however wish to highlight a few key issues for early consideration and discussion. The 
Department’s priority is to put children and young people at the centre of all we do. To that 
end our Every CHILD Corporate Plan for 2023-2028, copy attached, presents our vision that 
“Every Child and young person is happy, learning and succeeding.” As you will see the plan 
is innovative and ambitious and I would welcome your thoughts on the direction we have 
outlined. 
 
As I have consistently indicated our financial position, both resource and capital, is 
extremely concerning. It will be important for us to gain a better understanding of the 
financial package promised by the Secretary of State and how that funding is to be allocated 
to ensure both stabilisation and transformation. The Department is ready to bid for access to 
this funding when required. If adequate funding is not made available, we anticipate a 
resource overspend of c£150m and a capital overspend of c£40m in the current year. 
 
As you know stabilisation will not begin until we are able to resolve outstanding industrial 
relations issues primarily but not exclusively focused on pay. Action short of strike action 
over a protracted period has taken a significant toll; morale amongst the teaching and non-
teaching workforce is low and although we have maintained positive relationships with our 
Trade Union partners, we have been limited in the progress we have been able to make in 
several important areas. Non-cooperation with school inspections is a particular concern, 
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which is having a detrimental impact on our collective efforts to empower improvement so 
that every learner can access high-quality learning opportunities.  
 
Despite the constraints we have faced, the Department has been determined to press on 
with a number of initiatives. We recognise the need for transformation, and I would highlight 
the work we have undertaken on a Landscape Review of the Education Authority and in 
commencing end to end reviews focused on school improvement and Special Educational 
Needs. You will be aware of the challenges resulting from the increasing number of children 
with SEN in recent years and the difficulties in finding placements for them.   
 
In addition, we have been working closely with the political parties on what a bespoke 
childcare offer for Northern Ireland should include. A detailed submission on this issue will 
follow shorty and officials will wish to discuss the way ahead with you as soon as possible.  
 
The recently published Independent Review of Education is an important contribution and 
we will wish to use it, building on the work we already have underway, to shape a 
programme of transformation. We are currently clarifying and assessing the 
recommendations internally and I have asked stakeholders across the sector to do likewise.  
 
The Strule Shared Educational Campus is an Executive and Departmental priority and a 
Full Business Case (FBC) is well advanced. Securing the necessary funding to complete 
this project, subject to FBC approval, will be challenging. We have recently been advised 
that the NIO has confirmed that the c£600m of existing and new UKG funding included in 
the financial package offered during the recent political talks, includes £150m of Fresh Start 
funding earmarked for Strule and other shared and integrated school projects. The financial 
package proposed that up to £150 million of the c£600m be ring-fenced for transformation. 
Our understanding is that it would be for an incoming Executive to determine how the 
remaining funding should be spent. While the final conditions attached to a financial 
package are not clear at this stage, what is clear is that funding for Strule is no longer 
confirmed. 
 
Finally, we will share with you a draft programme of familiarisation visits and meetings and 
while we remain ambitious to deliver for children and young people it will be important, in 
the context of the challenges ahead, to condition expectations as we focus on the need for 
stabilisation and transformation. Colleagues will be happy to offer further briefing material 
and lines to take as appropriate. 
 
Yours sincerely 
 

 
 
MARK BROWNE (Dr)      


