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The HOCS Role
3. Essentially, the NICS HOCS role is about:

a. Facilitating the development of Executive policy over the medium and long-
term, including most obviously in development of an organised series of
business in the form of a Programme for Government.

b.  Facilitating the Executive’s sense of unfolding events and political priorities
for planning and helping Ministers to anticipate and operationalise
immediate and developing Executive priorities.

c. Ensuring delivery of Executive policy consistently over time, including on
significant delivery priorities, for example Covid and Brexit and leading the
organisation and management of the NICS.

4. The Executive has an ambitious agenda for investment and reform in public
services to address short and long term economic and social challenges. The
biggest challenge however over the past year has been the global pandemic
meaning the postponement of the NDNA commitment to publish a three-year
PfG.

5. The last year also saw the publication of the RHI Inquiry report and the end of
the EU exit transition period.

6. Now, more than ever therefore, the NICS and its most senior leaders must
support the Executive to work together to agree priorities, investments and
areas for reform in an agreed multi-year PfG that addresses Northern
Ireland’s long standing economic and social challenges.
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Development and delivery of this will be in the context of the health, societal and
economic recovery from the current pandemic alongside the need to deliver
NDNA reform commitments; respond to recommendations from the RHI and
NIAO reports; and manage the impact of EU exit.

The focus of the HOCS role should therefore be on supporting and advising
on the running of the Executive to enable the delivery of PfG and to reach
collective agreement on policies.

HOCS is FM and dFM’s senior adviser on the working of NI government and on
major policy decisions, working closely with all Ministers in government, advising
FM and dFM on priority issues and ensuring that the rest of the NICS works to
deliver those priorities.

While we have outcomes and organisational improvements either in train or
planned we need to manage this work as a coherent and visible
programme with clear lines of accountability.

Arguably, this work would be easier, if there were to be an equivalent of a Cabinet
Office function tasked with central leadership and progression of the Executive’s
preoccupations, intentions and priorities.

There is no such central function and HOCS does not currently have formal
authority to manage the Permanent Secretaries - they are Accounting Officers
who report to their Ministers. The HOCS role is essentially a convening
leadership role.

Without altering the formality of the reporting relationship of the Permanent,
Secretaries to HOCS, it would be possible to strengthen the Executive Office to
better support joint working, forward planning and strategic decision
making.







Next steps and actions
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» Revise the job description for HOCS covering the following main elements :

e Secretary to the Executive Adviser to FM and dFM

e |eading reform and improvement of the NICS

¢ Driving implementation ensuring coherence and collective leadership
to the work of the service as a whole

e Leading the NICS

e Managing senior civil servants

e Guardian of propriety and ethics and driving a diverse and inclusive
NICS

e Representing the NICS externally

» Review the salary for the HOCS role seeking to ensure flexibility.






