
 

  

  

MINISTERIAL STATEMENT ON DFI COVID-19 RESPONSE 
 

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

in which my Department is contributing to the fight against COVID-19. 

 

• At the outset, I want to recognise that while this is a challenging time for all of us, my 

thoughts are with those families who have sadly lost loved ones and those individuals who 

are fighting against COVID-19 on the frontline. 

 
• We are currently in week 7 of the lockdown. Families, businesses and communities across 

Northern Ireland have already come together to save lives and protect each and every 

one of us from the virus. The task has not been easy. Friends and families have been torn 

apart. Unable to share a cup of tea, a hug or even just a chat on the same sofa. This isn’t 

the life that we all know and it’s not easy on any of us. 

 
 

• This will be a lonely time for many. A challenging time. And it’s important that in this place 

– we say to people at home – that it is ok not to be ok.  

 
• All of us are frightened. This is the unknown. But there is no weakness in fear. As a 

community, as an Assembly,– we must come together to help each other, support each 

other as we make our way through. 

 
 

• Lock down isn’t easy. It goes against everything we know and who we are, and our need 

for social interaction, not least with those we love. As members will be aware this week 

the Executive is reviewing the regulations. Guided by the chief Medical Officer and chief 

Scientific Adviser, we will look closely at what opportunity there is to safely ease some of 

the restrictions. A robust testing, tracing and tracking system across the island must be a 

critical component of this.  

 
 

  

 



 

  

  

We all need to work together in the fight back against Covid19 and today I would like to take 

this opportunity to provide you with an update on the further action my Department has 

taken since my statement to the Ad Hoc Committee on the 16th April as we remain focused 

on first and foremost keeping people safe, and in doing so minimise as much as possible 

disruption to our services.  

 

DVA and TECs 

• I am conscious that one of the areas of significant disruption for people is the provision of 

MOTs by the DVA.  

 

• My department has worked hard to find a wide range of solutions for all types of vehicles 

and there are now a significant number of exemptions and extensions currently in place, 

until MOT services can be safely resumed. In addition, the new lifts are being installed on 

a phased basis and will be fully in place by the start of July, unless the MOT centres are 

needed for COVID-19 testing which I have said consistently will be the priority for as long 

as they are needed. 

 

• The provision of Temporary Exemption Certificates or TECs has been effective in keeping 

people on the road and ensuring vehicles can be taxed. However some of the TECs are 

starting to come to an end and will need to be renewed. In considering this issue, I have 

had to take into account the volume of vehicles currently impacted and the fact that 

COVID-19 restrictions are likely to result in a suspension of most, if not all, MOT services, 

for some time to come.  

 

• It is a simple yet challenging fact that when MOT centres reopen there will not be the 

capacity to test all the cars that have missed out along with those that need to be tested 

normally at that point in time. 

 

• I believe it is really important to minimise the disruption as far as possible.  

 

• I am therefore announcing today that I have decided that DVA will continue to issue TECs 

to those vehicles, whether they be private cars, goods vehicles, trailers or motorcycles 

who have already been issued one, until their ‘normal’ annual MOT date.  This means 



 

  

  

that a vehicle will get an exemption for one year which will bring it back into the system 

when there is capacity to test it.  Whenever vehicle testing services are properly restored, 

those vehicles due their annual MOT at that time will be tested as normal and therefore 

will not be disrupted. 

 
• These TECs will be extended to the maximum timeframes set out in legislation but 

importantly when each is rolled forward, they will provide full cover for one year from the 

normal MOT expiry date in 2020 until the date the vehicle is due for test in 2021. 

 

• The PSNI, DVA Roadside Enforcement and the- Association of British Insurers are aware 

of this position.  It is important to remember that these are temporary arrangements and I 

would remind drivers that they are responsible under the law for the roadworthiness of 

their vehicles at all times and they should maintain their vehicles to the appropriate 

standard. 

 

Automation of TECs 
 

• In addition, I recognise that the current process has been difficult and confusing for 

customers, with many queries raised about whether a TEC is in place and the timeframe 

for refunds. Therefore I am also announcing today that an automatic process for the issue 

of TECs will apply from 11 May. This will significantly reduce administration for both 

customers and staff. Customers will no longer have to book a test that they know they will 

never attend and pay over money, only for it to be returned to them in a refund some 

weeks later.  

 

• Instead, those vehicles that require a renewed TEC or require one for the first time, will 

automatically be updated on the DVA system and on the Driver & Vehicle Licensing 

Agency (DVLA) system in Swansea so that the vehicle can be taxed.  The DVA will not 

be issuing a hardcopy of the certificate to customers. Instead the NIDirect website will 

signpost customers to the DVLA website where they can check whether or not their 

vehicle has a current TEC. We will of course continue to issue TECs and provide refunds 

for those bookings that have already been made.  



 

  

  

• Unfortunately for vehicles registered in Great Britain that have been bought and 

transported to Northern Ireland, it is not possible to issue an automatic TEC.  These 

customers will need to contact the DVA for this to be done manually and again details of 

how to do this will be on NI Direct.  

 
• Taxis and buses are subject to separate legislation and a different approach has been 

adopted.  Through a change in legislation for taxis and a Determination by the Department 

for buses, I have ensured those vehicle licences that expire during the current emergency 

will be automatically renewed, without the need for prior testing.  
 

• I recognise that clear communication with customers is important and that needs to 

improve. I have asked DVA to ensure that comprehensive advice and clear guidance is 

made available to customers on the NIDirect website.  I hope this provides some 

reassurance to members and your constituents during this extremely challenging time. 

 

Medical Assessments for Renewal of Driving Licences 
 

• I was pleased to announce last week, that the Department is working in partnership with 

the BMA and our incredible GPs to prioritise the processing of medical forms for those 

key workers who need them to renew their licences. Medicals are essential to ensure road 

safety for both the driver and other road users.  

• However I appreciate that for some, further specialist assessments may be needed to 

renew licences.  With the strain on the medical profession during this crisis, getting access 

to this specialist assessment is proving difficult for many drivers and my Department is 

working hard to find ways of addressing that.   

• I appreciate the patience of members and the public during the crisis – and we continue 

to work hard to find a solution including exploring legal options on a way forward. I hope 

to be in a position to update Members and affected drivers very soon.  

 

COVID-19 Budget Pressures 

 

• The lack of testing, and indeed the suspension of other DVA services, has meant a 

considerable loss of income for DVA whilst they continue to incur the costs of staff and 



 

  

  

other bills. If the COVID 19 suspension lasts 3 months, the DVA will lose income of £8.6m 

from this issue. Indeed, I have already advised that DfI has identified estimated additional 

COVID-19 related pressures of £181m in total.  These cost estimates are based on the 

information available and current assumptions on the impact and duration of the crisis.  

The reality is that, across every Department, the current public health emergency requires 

a level of response that cannot be contained within conventional budgets or indeed 

conventional processes. 

 

• All of these pressures arise as a result of lost income from various business areas, 

including NI Water, Translink, and DVA, and from sources of income such as planning 

fees and fares on the Strangford Ferry. 

 

• At this point, I would like to highlight the particular challenges that Translink faces.  The 

need to stay at home to save lives has clearly had very significant implications for our 

publicly owned public transport provider.  

 

• While my department remains the only department outside of the Executive Office not to 

have received an allocation yet from DoF on the COVID-19 budget I do welcome 

Executive colleagues’ commitments to support and fund our public transport network.  

 
• As we are seeing across the world, governments are recognising the crucial need to invest 

in infrastructure – as we recover from this crisis and – build our new society beyond it.  

 
• We should be no different if we want to deliver the radical change that our communities 

and our environment desperately needs. 

 

Airports 
• On Friday, I was pleased to also announce the provision of a financial support package 

of £5.7 million with the costs being shared by the Executive and the British Government.  

This assistance will provide financial aid to both City of Derry Airport and Belfast City 

Airport to help with their operating costs when so much of their business has been 

affected. Finance is also being made available to keep the remaining flights operating out 

of both airports. . 



 

  

  

 
• While my powers in respect of airports are limited to regulation, working with Executive 

colleagues and the Department for Transport, I have been able to secure this unique 

package of support for the airports at this difficult time. It is this type of collaborative 

working that will get us through this crisis and our recovery from it. 

 
• Members will also be aware, that again through collaborative work across this islands, I 

was able to secure our supply chains with – funding up to £17m funded in partnership by 

the Executive and British Government to support for our three ferry operators along our 

five critical routes. A package that will ensure that foods, goods, medicines and PPE will 

continue to come across to the North.  

 
• I am however acutely  aware that the haulage sector is also crucial to effective, functioning 

supply chains and while responsibility for this sits with the Department for the Economy, I 

will continue to work closely with colleagues to do all that I can to help this industry in their 

crucial role in securing critical supply chains during this difficult time 

 

Planning  

• The performance of the planning system will have a critical role in supporting our future 

economic and societal recovery so we need to safely keep plans and projects moving 

through the system.  

 

• I want to bring you up to date with some of the measures I have brought forward. Last 

week, I made Regulations to temporarily suspend the requirement to hold a public event 

as part of the pre-application community consultation process for major applications.  

 
• This is not in any way to remove the need for public consultation, which is a critical part 

of the planning process; it is about doing it in a different way during this crisis in line with 

clear public health advice. I therefore published practice guidance on appropriate 

measures to replace face to face public events. This includes online engagement and 

other methods, including the safe distribution of leaflets, newsletters and telephone 

consultations where people don’t have access to the internet. 

 



 

  

  

• My Chief Planner has also written again to councils with further advice covering a wide 

range of issues including: the operation of Planning Committees and planning decision 

making; the role of statutory consultees; the duration of planning permissions; and support 

for pragmatic measures to keep delivering local planning services.   

 
Recovery 

• While we continue to do all we can to protect our communities from COVID-19, we must 

also seize the chance for change. In responding to the difficulties we have learnt lessons. 

We know that less cars on the roads reduce emissions. More walking and cycling – means 

healthier bodies, healthier minds – time to talk and time to be together. We have to use 

what we have learnt to imagine and plan for a better, greener, healthier, happier future.  

 

• To that end, I have met with representatives of the business sector and green sector to 

start an early discussion on how DfI can help to shape our recovery and what we can 

learn from our response to the pandemic.  

 

• We all share the belief that infrastructure spending will be crucial in restarting the 

economy. Investing in our transport system and our water and sewerage network would 

kick start the construction sector and its supply chain. 

 

• We will also need to think about how we enable and support social distancing as we bring 

people back into the hearts of our towns and cities and how we give them the confidence 

to make the decision to return for leisure as well as for work when the time is right. At the 

same time, I am very aware that this health emergency has forever changed the ways in 

which we live and work and it is difficult to ascertain the impact that this will have on how 

we use these spaces in the future.  

 

• However, in the darkness of this pandemic we are being presented with an opportunity to 

re-imagine these places and it is one that I believe we should seize. 

 

• In order to give real focus to a ‘green’ recovery where we will embed more active ways of 

travelling in the very heart of our overall transport policy, I am delighted to announce today 

that I am creating a Walking and Cycling Champion within my Department.  Our champion 



 

  

  

will ensure that we deliver our commitment to increase the percentage of journeys made 

by walking and cycling.  Inspiring our communities, restructuring our spaces, changing 

forever the way we live – and changing it for the better. 

 

• I want to increase the space available for people who want to walk and cycle by extending 

pavements, pedestriansing streets and introducing pop up cycle lanes. I have already 

identified some areas in Belfast City Centre and in Derry City that can be quickly 

transformed and I intend to work with councils to identify more as a matter of urgency 

across the North. Transforming communities right across Northern Ireland – inspiring a 

new way of living – in our new world of this new normal. 

 

• I am clear also on the need for this work to be done on a collaborative basis and I will also 

be asking the Walking and Cycling Champion to establish immediately an action focused 

group of stakeholders, from both within and outside government, to provide advice and 

challenge to my Department and to ensure that we consider opportunities and build on 

the positive changes we are seeing when it comes to higher levels of walking and cycling 

during the current emergency.  

 
 

• I also want us to work in collaboration with communities, including for example to identify 

and create ‘Quiet Streets’ where pedestrians, cyclists and play have priority and motor 

vehicles are guests. I am determined that we take action, particularly to address traffic 

issues in inner city neighbourhoods – and I want to make sure we do things with – and 

not to – those local communities.  We have a wealth of organisations with skills in working 

to help local residents develop a new vision for their areas and I want to harness those 

skills to improve neighbourhoods and improve the quality of life for all of our citizens. 

There is not just an environmental imperative to do this, there is a public health one.  

 
• I shall be keeping a close eye on progress – I want to see ideas not just being talked 

about but being turned into results that improve wellbeing for everyone. 

 

 



 

  

  

• I am also looking for opportunities to weave blue infrastructure together with new cycle 

paths and footpaths; recognising that the better management of water in and through 

urban environments can reduce flood risk, while also creating more attractive and 

environmentally friendly spaces. 

 

• This may be ambitious – but there is one lesson COVID-19 has told us – this is our world 

– we must protect it and cherish it together. Building a better future that delivers more for 

our citizens, socially and economically, delivering cleaner, greener and healthier 

communities.  

• Thank you. 


