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Ministerial Statement 26th May 2020 

 

• Thank you Mr [Principal] Deputy Speaker for the opportunity to update Members 

on the ways in which my Department is responding to the coronavirus pandemic. 

 

• We have now entered into our 9th week of restrictions on the way in which we have 

all previously lived. These restrictions have imposed significant challenges on our 

family life, our communities and economy.  But Mr [Principal] Deputy Speaker they 

have saved lives. 

 

• It is crucially important that representatives and the public know – their actions 

have protected our health service, slowed the spread of this deadly virus and 

protected our families and our communities. 

 

• The people of Northern Ireland, the politicians in Northern Ireland, for the first time, 

in a very long time, we have all come together – showing when we work together 

– we can take steps forward, even in times of crisis and unprecedented change. 

 

• As we start to take early, tentative steps towards recovery, maybe seeing relatives 

and friends outdoors for the first time in months, it is important for us to remember 

why we must continue our resolve in our fight against coronavirus. It is so important 

that we do not act in any way that could undermine the huge sacrifices we have all 

made so far.  

 

• As your Minister for Infrastructure, it is my responsibility to play my part in both our 

fight against COVID-19 and in our roadmap to recovery. Throughout this period 

members will know that my department has worked tirelessly to find solutions to 

the countless challenges this crisis has produced. And I am delighted to say that 

today – I can announce further progress that will assist citizens across the North. 
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DVA  
 

• One of those challenges which has proven more complex to resolve is the issuing 

of driving licenses requiring medicals during this crisis.  I am pleased to say that a 

solution is now imminent.  

 

• As I announced earlier, a new EU Regulation will become law in the coming days 

meaning that driving licences with an expiry date between 1 February and 31 

August 2020 will be treated as valid for a further seven months.  

 

• This extension will automatically apply to all driving licences expiring during this 

period and for some lorry and bus drivers will remove the requirement to have a 

medical assessment conducted at this difficult time. It will also help any customers 

who could not access or were finding it difficult to renew their driving licence online.  

The extension will also allow DVA to start processing provisional driving licences 

again. 

 

• Road safety is my key priority and I would therefore remind all drivers that they 

have a responsibility to notify the DVA if they have a new or worsening medical 

condition or disability that may affect their ability to drive. 

 

• I very much regret that the extension provisions cannot be applied to taxi driver 

licences – as they are not covered by the EU Driving Licence Directive. However, 

for those taxi drivers who do not have a medical condition to declare, my 

Department will renew their five year taxi driver’s licence without a medical report. 

They may be asked to submit a medical report at some future date. For those with 

a medical condition, I will do everything within my power to ensure that they are 

prioritised for medical appointments and licence renewal. 

 

• This will be a welcome reassurance for many drivers – and I know many Members 

have contacted me over concerns from their constituents. I am grateful to my team 

in DVA and across the Department who have worked to find solutions that will help 

many drivers here. 



3 
 

• I am well also aware that the continued suspension of vehicle testing services has 

caused significant inconvenience for those customers that require certification for 

specialist vehicles and where a Temporary Exemption Certificate is not applicable. 

 

• I have listened to representatives from the freight and manufacturing industries and 

given the impact that the suspension has had on business, and the delivery of 

essential services, I am pleased to confirm that from 1 June, the DVA will introduce 

a statutory Authorisation process that will permit the continued use of ADR vehicles 

on our roads, provided strict conditions and control measures are in place for these 

heavy vehicles. 

 

• I can also advise that proposals to reinstate IVA testing safely from 1 June are at 

an advanced stage and following consultation with staff and unions, a risk 

assessed process has been agreed in line with social distancing guidance to 

ensure my staff and our customers are protected during the testing process.   

 

• I am committed to ensuring that staff in DVA – indeed across my Department feel 

safe and supported as they return to deliver essential services. As part of my 

ongoing commitment, I have asked that engagement must continue with the unions 

to ensure that as we move forward – we do it together – supporting and protecting 

workers – as they work to protect customers and deliver services. 

 

• Comprehensive advice and guidance will issue to customers shortly and will be 

available on the NIDirect website on all of these positive steps. 

 

• I know that there are a number of other DVA services which have been suspended 

and I can assure members that each will be considered, risk assessed and 

resumed as soon as it is safe to do so.  
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Capital Works  
 

• The focus of my Department’s work has been finding creative solutions to problems 

arising from COVID-19 and I’m proud my team has been able to deliver so much 

over the past number of months.  On roads we have focused on emergency repair 

work. However, as we are now in Stage 1 of the Executive’s recovery process, it 

is appropriate to extend the works carried out by my Department in relation to 

maintenance of public roads.  

 

• As our contractors, both internal and external, have come to grips with new ways 

of working that allow staff and the public to be safe when carrying out works, 

confidence has built to an extent that resurfacing and surface dressing 

programmes and minor capital schemes are now being taken forward.  

 

• This decision was not taken lightly and involved discussion with the industry and 

Trade Unions as well as with officials on both the engineering and Health & Safety 

sides.   

 

• But let me be clear. These works will only be allowed if the contractors involved 

provide evidence that the risks have been properly assessed and addressed and 

mitigation measures such as compliance with social distancing requirements and 

provision of appropriate PPE can be met and are adhered to.  

 

• I am committed to moving forward when and where we can – but to do that – I must 

be absolutely assured that health and safety is protected. As members will be 

aware, the department of infrastructure is vital to our recovery – our work in running 

water, public transport, road services will underpin our economic recovery and 

development. This was true before COVID – but now it is even more fundamental. 

We need as a Government – indeed as an Assembly – and as a society to invest 

in infrastructure if we are going to build our way into the new normal – developing 

a new world – that supports growth and seizes this opportunity for radical change. 
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• Change will at times be easy – and at others much more difficult.  And as we look 

to recovery, there will be difficult decisions for the Executive and for Ministers. The 

stark reality is that resources are low and the job of Government is to make 

decisions that will best protect our communities. That means being open, honest 

and transparent. I want to advise members that it is no secret that my Department 

is facing significant budgetary challenges, those I have inherited and new 

pressures from loss of income due to COVID-19. I welcome the Executive’s 

commitment to support public transport going forward and its allocation of £30m to 

my Department towards helping to address these funding pressures. However I 

must be honest with the Assembly that I am growing increasingly concerned that, 

to date, we have not seen the same recognition and understanding of the funding 

crisis that NI Water is experiencing as a direct result of COVID-19.   

 

• Members, the public and businesses expect NI Water to look after our health and 

wellbeing through access to clean water and proper sanitation. Likewise, NI Water 

as a publicly owned company is rightly looking to the Executive to provide the 

essential funding it needs to replace the lost income and increased costs of the 

current pandemic. 

 

• Going forward whether it’s washing our hands, building more homes, helping 

businesses restart – NI Water is fundamental – and I hope the Assembly – across 

all parties will support me in ensuring that resources are directed to protect our 

communities and economy as we look to recovery. 

 

Importance of Green Recovery  
 
And while investment in infrastructure – means we get the basics right – we can protect 

our water system, our public transport network – keep the lights on and our roads safe 

– it is through infrastructure that we can also transform our communities, improving 

lives – making Northern Ireland an attractive place to live, visit, work – and to start a 

business. 

 

It’s time for us all to start thinking bigger and bolder. 
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• I fully acknowledge that lockdown has been challenging and that many people have 

been waiting and longing for things to return to “normal”. But, in looking back, we 

need to consider the best of what that “normal” entailed, what we have learnt over 

past months and imagine and plan for a better, greener, healthier, happier future. 

 

• I have said it before and I will say it again, we need to seize the chance for change. 

For that reason, I also want to provide you with some further detail on how my 

Department and I will be leading a green recovery.  

 
• Since social distancing measures and lockdown were introduced, air pollution 

across all of Europe has dropped measurably. Northern Ireland is no different. 

Transport is the second biggest contributor to greenhouse gases here and, with far 

less traffic on the roads, the benefits to our environment have been immediate and 

significant.  

 

• But the reality is that, as more of us move back to our workplaces and get out and 

about, our traffic volumes will increase again.  

 

• In my last statement to the Assembly, I announced that I would be creating within 

my Department a Walking and Cycling Champion to spearhead delivery of our 

commitment to increase the percentage of journeys made by walking and cycling. 

I have already invited stakeholders to join an advisory group to help the Champion 

to identify opportunities so that we can move quickly in making changes on the 

ground. I want to build real momentum.   And we are seeing progress. 

 

• Some of the interventions being trialled and tested may only be needed for a short 

time but in the longer term I will be considering permanent changes to our 

streetscapes that will transform how our town centres facilitate walking and cycling. 

Above all, I am determined to make changes now that will underpin a green 

recovery and improve public health.  
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• Whilst I am focussed on the prize of a sustainable future, one immediate need is 

helping people with social distancing in our city and town centres. As a result, my 

Department is currently taking forward pilots in Belfast, Derry and Newry.  

 

• In Belfast, Hill Street and Gordon Street in the Cathedral Quarter have been 

pedestrianised and footpaths widened across the Linen Quarter.  

 

• In Derry, I will provide extra space for people along the riverfront and will work with 

the Council and other stakeholders to bring forward plans for reducing traffic within 

the City Walls as businesses begin to reopen.  

 

• We’re also working in partnership with Newry, Mourne and Down District Council 

on innovative solutions in Newry.   

 

• Initially, changes will be made with cones and temporary barriers – if something 

does not work, I will remove it and try something else. My Department will be 

flexible and responsive but it will not be afraid to try new approaches. 

 

• I’m grateful for the support and “can do” approach of the three councils my officials 

have been working with so far in bringing early ideas to fruition. It is so important 

that in partnership we learn from each other as we navigate our way through these 

unprecedented times to deliver for all of our citizens. 

 

• As well as creating a number of pop up cycle lanes,  my Department is also looking 

at ways we can support communities, particularly those in disadvantaged inner city 

communities who do not have easy access to space for recreation and leisure. 

 

• I have no interest in imposing change from on high.  Councils, local businesses 

and communities know what will work best in their locality and change will only last 

if we work in partnership. That is my commitment. That is my approach. 

 

• But this is only one example of how my Department is helping to shape our 

recovery.  In my conversations with business, the green sector, and other 
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stakeholders, the understanding that infrastructure spending will be crucial in 

restarting the economy is reiterated time and time again.  

 

• In the wake of COVID – but also with the looming disaster of Brexit that faces these 

islands – we all need to roll up our sleeves. We now must get to grips with the 

serious pressures. That means working together, it means working inside 

government, outside, across the public and private sectors, across these islands – 

we need to be willing partners and ambitious leaders. 

 

• This is our chance for change – our opportunity to show that leadership in this 

Assembly, in the Executive can deliver for our citizens and our communities.  

 

• Thank you. 

 

 

 


