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TRAWL FOR 2 G6 POSTS, EARLY LEARNING AND CHILDCARE
Dear Marcella

We met on 4 September to discuss DE’s request to urgently hold a Trawl
competition to fill two G6 Posts within Early Years, Childcare and Children and
Young People’s Strategy Directorate. | attach draft job descriptions for your

consideration.

You also provided several questions to help us assess whether a Trawl would be
appropriate in this case. | have provided answers to these at Annex A. Having
considered the options, | am firmly of the view that a Trawl is the only approach likely
to provide the staffing stability we urgently need to progress the programme of work
mandated by the Execuive within the timeframe set. | can also confirm that both
Ronnie Armour (Deputy Secretary which responsibility for this area) and Mark

Browne (Permanent Secretary and Accounting Officer) endorse this approach.

In summary, the posts are required to take forward one of the highest priorities of the
re-formed Executive — early learning and childcare reform. This is reflected in
statements made by almost all Ministers over recent months and the associated

commitments contained within the draft Programme for Government. It is an area



where there is strong cross-Party support for urgent action. This has been tangibly
demonstrated by the Executive allocating £25m this year to address immediate

pressures and ensure early delivery.

It is vital that the post holders have a good working knowledge of the early years
policy and delivery context. They will need to ‘hit the ground running’ if we are to
meet the very challenging Ministerial deadlines now set (including ensuring the
funding allocated this year is appropriately spent). Early years knowledge/skills are
also essential to ensuring those leading the work have immediate credibility with the
sector which feels it has been repeatedly failed through a ‘stop-start’ approach over
a number of years with teams inadequately resourced to drive progress. There are
potential candidates across a number of NICS departments with relevant knowledge
and experience. The profile now being given to this agenda by the Executive is seen

as a unique opportunity which must be seized.

Moving quickly to fill these posts through a Trawl is the best way to ensure we get
people with the necessary skills and knowledge to perform effectively from the outset
and minimise the significant risks associated with staff changes mid-programme. |

need, as far as possible, to stabilise the team now for the task ahead.

If you need further information, do not hesitate to come back to me.

-
PAUL BRUSH
cC

Ronnie Armour
Section 40 (2)



Annex A

e What are the proposed eligibility criteria for the trawl?

See job descriptions. Recent experience of working on early years/childcare
policy/delivery is considered essential to achieve the objectives agreed within the
timeframe set by the Executive. This is also necessary to help ensure the post
holder has credibility with stakeholders to maximise the chances of the co-design/co-
delivery model favoured by Ministers being successfully deployed.

e Why are these considered essential?

As above. Also, the timeframe for delivery allows no space for ‘learning on the job’.
Very challenging Milestones/targets have been set for March 2025, September 2025,
December 2025 and June 2026 with full delivery expected before the end of the
current mandate.

The postholders need to have the confidence of stakeholders — work to develop a
Childcare Strategy has been ongoing for over 10 years - continually disrupted by the
Executive being in suspension, then policy responsibility for it moving from TEO to
DE with frequent changes of personnel and lack of prioritisation/resources.

We need to quickly demonstrate the commitments expressed by the Executive,
including in the PfG are being taken seriously and the work is being headed up by
people who have the right knowledge and skills to deliver within the timeframes set.

e Do these criteria favour individuals already working in the area where
the vacancy exists?

No. Aspects of early learning and childcare policy/delivery are handled by a range of
NICS departments and there will be a large pool of candidates with the necessary
skills/experience. For example, DoH has statutory responsibility for regulating early
years settings, including the monitoring of supply and demand for childcare at local
level. DfC manages a range of initiatives aimed at addressing the childcare needs of
those on Universal Credit and has programmes to support the economically inactive
into early years jobs. DfE has a focus on childcare as an economic enabler and is in
the process of setting up a Childcare Academy to address skills shortages in the
sector. DAERA has a focus on specific childcare challenges in rural areas and the
availability of pre-school places.

The cross-departmental nature of the policy remit is reflected in the commitment to
develop an Executive Early Learning and Childcare Strategy and the establishment
by Ministers earlier this year of a Task and Finish Group to support the development
of the strategy. It has representation from almost all departments.

e What are the specialist skills or aptitudes considered essential for this
post (over and above the competences for the grade)?

As above.



e Why could this post not be filled through the normal vacancy
management processes?

There is an urgency to put in place a stable team now which has the potential to see
the work through to completion. A work programme has now been set by the
Executive which needs commence straight away. Knowledge and experience of
early years policy/delivery is essential to deliver within this timeframe.

e What type and duration of training would be required for staff without
the specialist qualifications, skills, experience etc to carry out the role?

To be effective, the post holder will need to be on top of a complex policy area with
extensive local and international academic/research evidence base, understand the
objectives/views of a large and diverse group of stakeholders (50+ representative
groups on the engagement forum), have a knowledge of the legislative and
regulatory environment and an understanding of the historical context. Getting up to
speed on all of this would take months. It is an essential foundation on which to
formulate innovative solutions which are evidence based, appropriate for the NI
context and likely to achieve broad support.

The Ministerial commitment to a co-design and co- delivery approach involving a
wide range of stakeholders will also necessitate the post holder having a detailed
knowledge of the issues. As will the intensive Executive, Ministerial, Committee and
Press scrutiny of the work which has already commenced.

e Will successful applicants receive full training?

No. The timeframes for delivery and existing staff resource pressures/vacancies in
the relevant teams mean there will be very limited capacity for training.

The post holders will lead small teams and will themselves be directly responsible for
developing the policy, engaging with stakeholders, briefing Ministers etc. from the
outset.

e Has the business area appointed through means other than a trawl
competition in the past? If so, why would this not be appropriate in this
case?

Yes, but at lower grades and when there hasn’t been the same imperative to deliver
within a prescribed timeframe.

e Who would the potential candidate pool be? Are there pools of staff
across the NICS who would have the experience required for this post?

As indicated above, given the cross-cutting nature of this policy area, there will be
staff in most departments with relevant experience.

e Have any other means to fill the post been considered (i.e. redistribution
of work, staff from other branches, pause/stop work etc)?



| have already boosted these teams (at lower grades) by moving staff from other
branches and pausing lower priority work. There are no options for securing 2 G6’s
from elsewhere which will provide the stability required.





