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The Chairperson (Mr McAleer): I welcome Mr Poots, the Minister of Agriculture, Environment and 
Rural Affairs, and Norman Fulton, the deputy secretary of the food and farming group. I invite the 
Minister to brief the Committee. 
 
Mr Poots (The Minister of Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs): Thank you very much, 
Chair. I thank the Committee for giving me the opportunity to come here this morning to provide you 
with an update on the allocation of £25 million for market interventions to support farming and 
horticulture businesses and, most importantly, to seek your views on how best to allocate that support 
to the producers most in need. 
 
I presented a paper to the Executive on 23 April that set out a bid for £107·5 million to address the 
potential impact of COVID-19 on farm incomes and on producers in the ornamental horticulture sector 
over recent weeks and in the months ahead. The bid was constructed for what we might term a 
"reasonable worst-case scenario". The fact is that markets are fragile, and we really cannot predict 
how they might evolve over the remainder of this year. I therefore needed to place the bid before the 
Executive to make them aware of the potential scale of the problem that agriculture faces. That having 
been said, we know that losses have already occurred in the beef, dairy and ornamental horticulture 
sectors. I thank the Executive for agreeing to provide £25 million of new funding so that we can start to 
address the issues. Be assured, however, if market developments over the coming weeks and months 
dictate that we need more funding, I will go back to the Executive to seek it. 
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I will outline in a little more detail the rationale behind making that bid, the design principles for 
allocating the funding and the mechanisms for delivering the cash to farmers and growers. I am 
concerned about the serious threat to farm incomes as a result of falling farm-gate prices for milk and 
beef, triggered by COVID-19, and the significant risk that that could pose to the existence of otherwise 
viable farm businesses. I am also concerned about the losses being suffered by growers in the 
ornamental horticulture sector, who have been unable to market seasonally produced bedding and 
other plants as a result of the COVID-19 restrictions. 
 
The requirement for support has been driven by market developments and future market prospects. In 
the case of the beef market, prices have recovered recently, as the number of cattle marketed has 
fallen back and retail promotions have increased sales. That does not mean, however, that we are out 
of the woods: far from it. Meat consumption is well down on what it was, and it will take a considerable 
time for the food-service sector to restore its market. There is every risk that, as the cattle numbers 
presented for sale start to build, prices will come under renewed pressure later in the season. 
 
In the case of dairy, international commodity prices remain very weak, although they seem to have 
stabilised. I expect to take receipt in the next day or two of an independent report from the dairy sector 
on the impact to date and projections for the months ahead, based on broad market analysis. In 
advance of that, I can say that all indications are that farm-gate prices will continue to track 
downwards, and they are already below the cost of production. 
 
I welcome the Executive's decision to open up garden centres from Monday past. That should provide 
some relief to those businesses. I remain concerned, however, that some produce has already been 
destroyed, and I strongly suspect that the volume of sales for the remaining part of the spring season 
will be lower than in previous years, because of the limitations imposed by social distancing in retail 
outlets. The need for support for specialist bedding plant producers therefore remains. 
 
It is also worth noting that, although revenues for farmers are falling, the cost of inputs is not, so there 
is little prospect of offsetting relief in that regard. The bid for £107·5 million was based on a 20% 
reduction in producer prices over a six-month period, with dairy calculated at £67 million and beef at 
£37 million. As I mentioned earlier, that could be regarded as a worst-case scenario. Although the £25 
million is most welcome, it may not be sufficient. For example, every 1p a litre of support to the dairy 
sector over six months would cost us £12 million, while a 5% fall in beef prices would cost £10 million 
over the same period. 
 
Now that we have some funding, we need to decide how best to allocate it. There are a number of 
design principles that we need to follow when developing delivery options. The new funding has been 
secured from the Executive to offset the financial impacts of COVID-19 caused by market disturbance 
and falling farm-gate prices, so we must target the support at the businesses and producers that have 
been impacted on most by COVID-19 at this time. I am acutely aware that, after two years of falling 
incomes, the industry was already in a weakened position and under financial stress, but that is not a 
COVID-19 issue. We need to be clear in our targeting of support that we are addressing the 
immediate problem at hand. That is why the funding was provided. 
 
We are in a Brexit transition period, so EU state-aid rules still apply. The temporary state-aid 
framework and the agriculture de minimis state-aid rules together permit payments of up to €120,000 
a farm business to offset the impact of COVID-19. That support cannot be linked to current or future 
production or prices, however, as that risks the distortion of markets and behaviours. Delivery 
mechanisms therefore have to be developed. They are based on historical data, but, at the same time, 
we need to make sure that they are as well targeted as we can make them at those facing financial 
difficulties. I am currently considering the state-aid compliance issues. Given the uncertainty and the 
difficult market outlook, it is important to have flexibility in our response to the evolving conditions. The 
delivery options therefore have to be designed to be flexible and scalable in order to reflect the extent 
and duration of the market disturbance and have to be able to be rerun if necessary, should the 
downturn in prices be prolonged. 
 
The threshold for triggering support is a further consideration. For two reasons, I do not wish to be tied 
inflexibly to a level of price reduction that would mandate an automatic intervention. First, if that trigger 
point were known, it could distort and influence behaviours in the market to ensure that it was 
reached. It could become a self-fulfilling prophecy. Secondly, context is important. If prices had fallen 
but were stabilising, and there was the prospect of imminent recovery, it might not be appropriate to 
act. If they had reached the same level, but were likely to continue on a downward trajectory, early 
action to provide market reassurance and offset damaging consequences would be entirely 
appropriate. The triggering of support will therefore be a matter of both analysis and judgement. 
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In addition, I have to be mindful of the risk of overcompensating businesses, including those that have 
already benefited from other government support measures, such as the self-employment income 
support scheme, or those not directly impacted on by reductions in farm-gate prices. The ease and 
pace of administration is also important so that businesses have their funding in their bank accounts to 
address cash-flow issues. Therefore, to determine the level of support that might accrue to any 
individual producer, the delivery mechanism should ideally rely either on data that the Department 
already holds or on data that is readily available from industry sources. For example, for a small 
number of milk producers, those design principles were well developed for no-deal Brexit contingency 
planning last year and can be adapted to the current situation. I am also very mindful of the need to 
avoid creating an overly bureaucratic system that results in additional paperwork and complexity for 
farmers and that — this is a very important point — puts at risk the Department's ability to deliver its 
normal schedule of farm support later in the year. Timely payments under the direct farm support 
regime will be more important than ever this year. That having been said, there must be appropriate 
levels of governance and accountability for the expenditure of public money when it comes to that 
particular support package. 
 
Officials have also presented me with a proposal to support the ornamental horticulture sector. It has 
been designed to be very tightly targeted at the small number of dedicated production units supplying 
retail customers who are exposed to the loss of their market outlet. It focuses on addressing the 
production costs that have been incurred to date in producing material that will not be sold. In other 
words, it is directed at the working capital of the business that will be lost. Without it, there would be 
hugely damaging consequences for future viability. The proposal is a little more challenging from a 
data-capture and verification perspective than the beef and dairy options, but, given the relatively 
small number of businesses involved, delivery and appropriate governance will still be viable. 
 
Colleagues will recall my earlier marker bid of £105 million against the very real possibility of having to 
deal with the on-farm consequences of disruptions to the upstream and downstream supply chain. The 
concern was that, as a result of worker absenteeism, either the lack of supplies of key inputs such an 
animal feeds or the inability to move produce and animals off-farm owing to processing interruptions 
would lead to animal welfare problems, on-farm slaughter and the disposal of uncollected raw milk. 
Thankfully, that did not materialise. However, the risk has not gone away. You need only look at what 
happened in the USA for confirmation of what can happen if processing facilities find their work 
interrupted. That is therefore a risk that I have flagged up to the Executive, as swift action could be 
required to address any consequential and acute on-farm crisis. I have kept in regular contact with 
industry stakeholders over the past weeks to understand the problems and issues that they face. I am 
keen to engage further and to seek views on how best to allocate funding. I am also keen to hear your 
views and suggestions, as I indicated at the start of the meeting, on how we can make best use of the 
fund to address the impact of COVID-19 on the farming and horticulture businesses affected most. 
Chairman, I will hand back to you. Thank you very much. 

 
The Chairperson (Mr McAleer): Thank you, Minister, for the briefing. It is good to get you and 
Norman before the Committee so that you can listen to our views on all of this and, indeed, so that we 
can hear a bit more on your thinking. 
 
You touched a moment ago on the availability of the different COVID-19 support mechanisms. From 
looking at the Office for National Statistics (ONS) publication on average farm incomes, I know that 
certain sectors, particularly the cattle and sheep sectors, had forecasted incomes of as low as around 
£10,000 before the COVID-19 outbreak. They will therefore be ineligible for the self-employment 
support scheme, whereas all the other sectors will probably be able to benefit fully from it. Will the 
likes of cattle and sheep farmers, who will miss out on and therefore not benefit from the self-
employment scheme, be factored into your thinking? Instead of having certain sectors avail 
themselves of two COVID-19 support schemes, will you look at ensuring that the money is spread 
appropriately so that the likes of cattle and sheep farmers, who will fall through the net of the self-
employment scheme, are supported, similar to what the Department for the Economy did by bringing 
in the microbusiness grant scheme for businesses that fell through the net of the £10,000 small 
business grant scheme? 

 
Mr Poots: Thank you for that, Chair. I will ask Norman to explain the nature of the restrictions under 
which we find ourselves operating. This relates to COVID-19, and you rightly make the point that many 
of the farms will not be able to benefit from the self-employment support scheme, because, for 
example, they did not have much profitability. As a consequence, you want to know whether I will take 
that into account. I am happy to take it into account, but it would be useful if Norman were to explain 
the restrictions, under EU state-aid rules, that will be imposed on me as Minister. Do not make it too 
technical, Norman, please. 
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Mr Norman Fulton (Department of Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs): That is fine. For 
clarity, the self-employment income support scheme is available to beef and sheep farmers, so it is not 
that they are not eligible. I accept, however, that the income position that they have faced over the 
past couple of years has not been good, by any description. Yes, it is factored into our thinking, 
because you do not want to double support in all of this. It does have to be taken into account. There 
are two elements to state-aid rules: de minimis state aid, which allows up to €20,000 for a farm 
business over a rolling three-year period; and the temporary state-aid framework, which was brought 
in to deal with COVID-19. Between the two, that is €120,000 a business, which the Minister mentioned 
in his opening remarks. We cannot link that support to current or future production, because it would 
distort markets. That is the difficulty. We have had examples of that. We had a slaughter premium 
scheme in place for a time. At the point at which that premium was coming to an end, you would see 
marketing’s coming forward. That would distort the market and drop prices, so it became self-
defeating. That is why support cannot be linked to current production. We have to use a different 
metric and different means to distribute the support. It is about striking a balance between avoiding a 
distortion of the markets and making sure that support is targeted at those individuals who are affected 
by market disturbance. It is a balancing act to try to do that. 
 
The Chairperson (Mr McAleer): Norman, I understand what you are saying about market distortion. 
We have heard from NIMEA, for example, about beef carcasses already being down over £200. It 
might be as much as £240 if production costs are taken into account. It is the same for lamb and 
sheep, which are predicted to be down as much as £30 a head since lockdown came in as a result of 
the COVID-19 crisis. For clarity, would support for those sectors contravene state-aid rules? 
 
Mr Fulton: With market developments, that analysis of £200 is now a number of weeks old, which 
reflects the volatility and fast-moving nature of the markets. The situation has now changed. Much 
more high-value steak is moving through retail outlets, where there has been a lot of promotion. The 
market is moving and shifting. Even in the Department's latest market report, which came out this 
morning, there has been a recovery in beef prices. Lamb prices are running well ahead of last year's 
at this point. That is not to say that, in one or two months, we could be in a very different position. We 
are in a very volatile market, and it is very difficult to predict how it might evolve over the next six 
months. 
 
The Chairperson (Mr McAleer): It is estimated that 35% to 40% of a carcass goes to the food-service 
sector, and all hotels and restaurants are closed as a result of lockdown. The steak market may have 
improved through promotions in retail outlets, but a huge chunk of the market is still in lockdown. 
 
Mr Poots: Prime cuts of beef are worth around one third of an entire carcass. If you are not getting the 
value for them, that will be reflected in the prices. Producers decided to put as many as possible of the 
animals out to grass, which helped stabilise prices. My fear is that a lot of those animals are still in the 
system and therefore still to come to market, and the consequences of that may be felt in a couple of 
months' time, probably in late July, when those animals start to come off the grass. 
 
The Chairperson (Mr McAleer): Backing up will increase the input cost for those farmers, will it not? 
 
Mr Poots: Yes, although grass is the cheapest form of input. At the end of the day, what matters is the 
end price and whether it is profitable. Those farmers were on the margins of profitability before 
COVID-19, so when there were reductions of 12% in cow beef and 5% in cattle in March and April this 
year, that was fairly significant. It has levelled out in May, but there is always a price rise in May, 
because beef tends to go out to grass, and consistent farmers tend to keep a few in until June and to 
keep on feeding. Some of them chose to go out to grass this year as well. They reduced the pressure 
themselves by putting the animals out to grass, but that is a problem that one can envisage coming 
further down the line. 
 
Sheep prices went down for around two weeks and then made a remarkable recovery. Again, lamb 
supplies are tight at this time of year. The lambs that are born around Christmas and January come on 
to the market now, but that is a relatively small number compared with the number of lambs born in 
March and April. The real flush of lambs will start towards the end of July, in August and in September. 
That is when the pressure comes on, because, unless the export markets pick up — France and 
Belgium, for example, are two really good markets for our lamb — we have problems lying ahead. 
That is why I said at the outset that it is something that we will keep under review. The focus at the 
moment has to be on where the impact is felt at this time. I have no issue with going back to the 
Executive and making the case that we could do with a bit more to cover another market, if that is 
demonstrably the case. At the moment, with the state-aid rules, this is COVID-19 money. It is about 
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the COVID-19 distortion that is being made evident to us at this stage. That is why the money has 
been raised in the way in which it has. 

 
Mr Irwin: I thank the Minister for coming along today. I commend him on his efforts to attain a 
package. Minister, have you been in contact with some of the stakeholders, such as the Ulster 
Farmers' Union (UFU), to try to identify the sectors that are worst affected? 
 
Mr Poots: Yes. My special adviser and I have been in contact with the Ulster Farmers' Union. It is 
doing a piece of work that I hope to receive next week. We will also probably meet over Zoom at some 
stage next week to hear what it has to say. I need as much feedback as possible from people in the 
trade, and from the Committee, before I make a decision. I want to hear everything that has to be said 
by both before I make a decision. 
 
Mr Irwin: Do you have any time frame for being able to get moneys on to the ground? 
 
Mr Poots: I want to make a decision quickly so that the money gets on to the ground quickly, but I do 
not want to make a rushed decision. Over the next couple of weeks, I would like to be in a position to 
move this on. 
 
I met banks at the start of this. Two were quite good in what they had to say, but one was very 
disappointing. I will not name that bank at the moment, but one particular bank did not indicate that it 
would be very helpful. That is a matter of regret. I indicated to the banks at the time that I would be 
working very hard to get some sort of support mechanism in place so that they could support farmers 
in this difficult time with some confidence that something would be coming forward. I would like to be 
in the position in which money is going into accounts in the summer months, as that would be of help 
to them at that time. I know that a number of the banks offered 20% on top of overdrafts with almost 
no questions asked. That was for a three-month period. Given that COVID-19 kicked in in March, 
people received that in April and May, and they will do so in June. That period is coming to an end, so 
it might help if we can get the money out around then. It is a very big asks to get it out for the end of 
that period, but if the banks at least knew that the money was coming, they might be able to hold off 
for another month. 

 
Mr McGuigan: Thank you, Minister, for coming before us. I have spent the past couple of days 
sending emails and speaking to other Ministers about other government grants and schemes that 
have come about as a result of COVID-19, such as the business support grant. Some people have 
fallen through the cracks and are very much in need of money. It is vital that the process for giving out 
whatever money there is to those in need be fair and equitable and that the money go to those 
farmers and sections of the industry that need it.  
 
I would like to have had today some of the information that we will hopefully have prior to you making 
a decision on the impact on the industry. I note that you quoted figures that seem to be different from 
the figures that we have. When you spoke about submitting your bid for £105 million, you quoted a 
percentage, particularly for dairy, that was greater than the figures of 38% and £40 million that we 
have. However, I understand that the situation is moving quickly and that prices last week are not the 
same as they are this week. 
 
I have a list of questions. First, Norman quoted prices, particularly for sheep, that were down a couple 
of weeks ago. He said that the prices are up now but that they may go down again in the future. He 
compared those prices with last year's. Is last year a fair comparison? I represent the rural 
constituency of North Antrim, where there are an awful lot of sheep farmers, as well as beef and dairy 
farmers. I have been getting phone calls, so I am keen to know whether sheep farmers will receive 
any of the money from the package. It would be unfair if they did not. 
 
I want to ask about the answer that you gave, Minister, to the Chair about state aid and about what he 
said about self-employed people. When you gave your presentation, you seemed to indicate that 
people would not benefit twice and that farmers who have benefited from the self-employment support 
scheme would not benefit from any other scheme. That is probably appropriate. We do not want to be 
handing out money to certain sectors twice while others that are in need do not get it. Perhaps you 
can give us a wee bit of clarity. 
 
Finally, what has changed with the bid for £105 million? You had included the dairy, poultry, pig, beef, 
sheep and horticulture sectors, with a percentage allocated to each of them. The sheep sector seems 
to have been removed, and the percentages that you had seem to be skewed in other directions. 
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Mr Poots: Right. There was quite a bit in there, Philip, but we will try to cover it all. If we do not, I am 
sure that you will remind me of what I have not covered. 
 
On the figures, we all know that there are lies, damn lies and statistics. I am happy for Norman and his 
team to work with the Committee Clerk and her team to facilitate you as far as possible so that what 
we have correlates and so that we are making our judgments off the same sort of material. That would 
make sense. 
 
In 2017-18, the average profit for beef, cattle and sheep farms in less-favoured areas (LFAs) was 
£17,725, while it was £16,637 in lowland farms. In 2018-19, the average profit was £14,368 for farms 
in LFAs and £12,274 for lowland farms. The 2019-20 forecast is £10,418 for farms in LFAs and £9,809 
for lowland farms. We have reflected on those three years, because that is where the baseline comes 
from for the self-employment support scheme. If you add £16,637, £12,274 and £9,809, that is roughly 
£38,000 in total. When you take that over the three years, the average is just over £12,000 a year, so 
£1,000 a month. You get 80% of that — £800 a month — which, from the self-employed side of things, 
is a help to farmers, but it will not be a game changer for their business. 
 
The money that we would be offering on top of that will not be some sort of magic bullet. There is £25 
million and a bit for the horticulture sector. We had 22,000 applications from farms, so you are looking 
at £1,000 a farm on average. It will not be the magic bullet that cures things, but, all in all, it is about 
getting people through to the other side of COVID-19.The self-employed scheme, plus that money, will 
help people to get through. Some of the bigger dairy farms, for example, have had average profits of 
£68,000, £57,000 and £52,000 over the last three years, but there could be three, four or five 
employees in some of those farms. It sounds good per farm, but, when you take account of the 
number of people who are working on the farms, it is not a lot of money when it is divvied out among 
everybody. 
 
Had you a question in the middle, Philip? I think that I have covered the start and end of your 
questions. 

 
Mr McGuigan: I suppose that my straight-out question was whether sheep farmers will be entitled to 
benefit from the grant. 
 
Mr Poots: It is based on our analysis. I am open to all the evidence coming in. We are operating 
within state-aid rules, and we cannot go into conflict with those. If sheep farmers cannot fit in under 
state-aid rules — I am not saying that they cannot — and the evidence came through and we saw a 
20% reduction in lamb prices in August or September, we can go back to the Executive. The only 
thing about sheep farmers is that, given the numbers involved, I would not need to go back looking for 
£25 million. It would be considerably less than that and would be an easier ask of the Executive. 
 
I kept sheep for many years and know the hard work involved in getting lambs to market. As my father 
always used to say, the thing about a trailer-load of sheep is that it does not bring home a powerful 
cheque. I know and understand the difficulties of sheep farmers and will not exclude them if it is 
appropriate to fit them in. I understand the work involved in getting lambs to market. 

 
Mr McGuigan: With your indulgence, I have one wee quick question. The last time that you were 
here, I asked you about finding money in the Department. You said that, while the Department does 
not have a lot of spare money, you would certainly be looking at it. Am I right in saying that the £25 
million has come from the Executive and none from the Department? Will there be extra money from 
the Department? 
 
Mr Poots: We can look at augmenting it. That is a decision that I will have to take. We will need to 
look at what sort of moneys might be in the Department, although I am not saying that there will be a 
lot. Alternatively, I may want to retain some of it and look at a tier 2 of the scheme, if it is needed, and 
to watch the markets as we get to August, September and October. That will be a decision that I have 
to make, and I will seek your advice and thoughts on it. 
 
The Chairperson (Mr McAleer): OK. Who do we have next? Harry, by phone. 
 
Mr Harvey: Thank you, Chair. Can you hear me? 
 
The Chairperson (Mr McAleer): You are looking well, Harry. 
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Mr Harvey: Good. I appreciate that. Thank you, Chair. Thank you, Minister, and good morning, 
Committee. Apologies for not being there in person. 
 
Minister, sometimes subsidies are put in place to help farmers and producers. They are much needed 
and much appreciated by all, but subsidies have been known to creep up and do not benefit farmers 
as intended. In future, can we do everything possible to make sure that farmers get the benefit of the 
subsidies that are put in place? 

 
Mr Poots: That is a fair point. The slaughter premium, for example, would be a very easy means of 
getting the money out, because it would be based on the number of cattle that go through meat plants. 
However, that would not meet state-aid rules, so we could not do that in any event. Nevertheless, very 
often, we end up giving maybe 10p or 12p per kilo to farmers for the slaughter premium only for the 
factories to reduce their prices by 8p or 10p per kilo, so the farmer gets very little of it. As we have 
such a small number of factories in Northern Ireland for beef and dairy, and they supply such a small 
number of customers in the supermarkets, we have a very constrained market. It is not necessarily a 
bad market, but it is very constrained and controlled, and there is not a lot of independence to go to 
when someone else is pushing the price upwards against the big boys. I understand that entirely. We 
are carefully watching and monitoring world prices of beef and dairy. I would quite happily call out 
anybody who thinks that they can profiteer from this and identify them. 
 
For about 10 years, during BSE, farming was on its knees until we could live-export cattle to the Irish 
Republic again. Pre-1996, the profitability of meat plants had been around £0·5 million per plant, per 
year. That rose to around £3 million per plant, each year, for the 10 years thereafter. The rendering 
plants went up to about £7 million to £8 million, as I recall, from considerably less profit. So, some 
people did make a good profit out of someone else's misfortune. I am pretty determined, if people 
attempt to do that, not to be behind the door in calling them out on it, including the supermarkets. 
Anecdotal evidence is that prices have gone up in supermarkets. They are putting out more goods, so 
their profitability strikes me as something that is going upwards. They should not be pressing the 
prices that they are paying to go downwards. 
 
In fairness, one of the larger supermarkets said that it would hold the price of beef. You must then ask 
whether the processor is benefiting at that stage. The processor is saying, "No, we are getting the 
minced beef and the cheaper cuts of beef away, but not the more expensive cuts". Nonetheless, there 
is a lot of stuff in between those arguments, and although the UK is not self-sufficient in its food 
production, I do think that there is still a good lot of material. I am still concerned that material that is 
not required to meet market demands is being brought in from outside. We live in a free world, with 
open, global markets, but, in this COVID-19 crisis, we are all supposed to be in it together. If you are 
getting the same prices for your material, you should not be putting pressure on other people's prices 
that you are buying at by importing food that is not actually required to meet market needs. 

 
Mr Harvey: Thank you Minister, those were good answers. As you say, because we are small, 
constrained and controlled, we can keep a better eye on developments. I appreciate your answers. 
Thank you, and thank you, Chair. 
 
Mrs Barton: Minister, you mentioned material coming into the market from outside. How can you 
control and prevent that and keep our prices up rather than push them down? 
 
Mr Poots: The truth is, Rosemary, that we cannot. We are part of the single market, and we sell to 
that single market. I have my ear to the ground as to what is going on. I hear a lot of things from 
people who are working in these places that I do not hear from officials. I am picking up that there is 
still quite a lot of material coming in from elsewhere — Polish beef has been highlighted — being 
labelled as being from Ireland, be it Northern Ireland or the Irish Republic, and ending up on the 
shelves. However, it is only being packed in Ireland; it has not been produced in Ireland. I believe that 
that is still going on, and I do not think that it should be going on. Legally, I cannot do anything as a 
Minister, but I say this to those involved: we are in this COVID-19 situation, and everybody has come 
together and worked together to respond to it, so we should not be in a situation where people who 
are making very small profits are being squeezed further for a small number who are already making 
very large profits to make even more. 
 
Mrs Barton: Farmers will have to go through a process to claim the money. Will an application form 
need to be assessed and, if so, how will DAERA protect against fraudulent applications? 
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Mr Poots: We have not decided on that yet, but, for the milk sector, the easiest thing for us to do 
would be to look at production for the last couple of years. If we have identified a subsidy per litre, that 
goes on what was historically produced. It is very easy for us to obtain that level of detail. We would 
not ask those farmers to apply; the money would come automatically. That would leave a relatively 
small number of farmers who are new entrants to dairy, and we would work with them if we are given 
the numbers to demonstrate where they are. The animal and public health information system 
(APHIS) will identify how many cows they have. We could take a Northern Ireland average of milk 
production per cow and do something on that front. 
 
In the beef and sheep sector, there are a number of ways of doing it: we could do it on the average 
number of animals that farmers slaughter; we could do it on the number of animals that are over a 
particular age at any given point; or we could do it on the number of entitlements on a particular farm. 
If we go down that last route, I would move to a stage at which I would probably impose an upper tier 
so that farms that have very big single farm payments would not get inflated amounts. It is a relatively 
small pot of money, and I want it to get to those most in need. My focus, and the Committee's focus, 
should be on identifying who needs the payments most to get to the other side of COVID-19. 

 
Mrs Barton: In the business sector, there are schemes for £10,000 and £25,000. Will the funding to 
farmers be tiered? 
 
Mr Poots: I suppose that it will be different for everybody. If we are doing it based on the amount of 
milk produced, it will be considerably different for someone who has 100 milking cows than for 
someone who has 400 milking cows. It will not be in lumps like that; it will be individualised so, in that 
sense, it will be fair compared with what was done in the business sector. I do not think that the 
business sector has the same in-depth knowledge of its businesses as we have of agri-industry, which 
allows us to make it more strategic and personalised. 
 
Mrs Barton: Thank you. 
 
Mr Blair: Thank you, Minister, for your presentation and information. I had a number of questions 
about sheep farming and proportionality with the beef and dairy sectors, but we have broadly covered 
those areas. I will try to frame my first question in a different way. If we get to a pounds-per-sector 
announcement on COVID-19 money, should that be done with a caveat that it may have to be re-
profiled and re-prioritised? If one sector is found to be recovering at a slower rate than another or is 
starting to suffer more — the Minister referenced the lamb markets to France and Belgium, which did 
not pick up as expected — might we need to re-profile help in that regard? Also, the Minister 
referenced, somewhere around 1 May, a red meat market analysis that had been examined by the 
Department. Will that information be available to the Committee, for example, so that we can see how 
the proportionality is being factored into the grant money that is available at that time? 
 
Mr Poots: Two independent reports have been done: one for the red meat sector and one for the 
dairy sector. We are in receipt of the red meat sector one — the Andersons report, is it? 
 
Mr Fulton: Yes. 
 
Mr Poots: A course of work has been done for the dairy sector, and we should be in receipt of that 
within the next couple of days. Those are not our reports to give to you. The reports belong to the 
sectors. If the Committee wishes to contact the groups that have produced them, it is for them to make 
them available to you. That is entirely up to them because they may not want it to be in the public 
domain, but it would not be me holding it from you at that stage. 
 
Once the money is divvied out, the only problem is that it is gone, so I would have to seek further 
funding. I am happy to do that, and I believe that my Executive colleagues demonstrated a willingness 
on this one, and I trust that they would demonstrate a willingness for a second injection, if that is 
necessary, albeit it will probably be a smaller injection if it is more focused on one or two areas. 

 
Mr Blair: Chair, may I come back with another question? The horticulture sector has been mentioned 
and referenced, and the analysis in that sector has highlighted that somewhere around £2·5 million 
[Inaudible] 10% of the overall amount here, or slightly more. Will that sector's need be met or will it be 
in proportion to availability? With other sectors like aquaculture, which featured in the earlier days of 
these discussions, is that built into the fisheries money or is that separate and not included at this 
stage? 
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Mr Poots: I will deal with the fisheries one first. We have agreed a package for aquaculture. It is 
£368,000, if I am right, and a lot of that is European maritime and fisheries fund (EMFF) money. 
Around 80% of it was from that and about 20% came from our own funding. We did not go to the 
Executive for that; that has been entirely funded through the EMFF and our Department. Hopefully 
that will be of significant assistance to the aquaculture sector. We have not quite finished that yet 
because we still have to look at the situation with the eels, which falls into your constituency at 
Toomebridge, where the main fishery is. We will continue to look at that course of work. 
 
We do not have the same analysis of the horticulture sector that we have for beef, sheep and lamb, for 
example, so it will be a tad trickier to identify what the real loss is, but we will work very closely with the 
horticulture sector over the next number of weeks to establish that. We will do that in the knowledge 
that we are prepared to give it support, but we want to identify what support is needed. It is critical — I 
am delighted that it has happened — that the garden centres are now open and people have the 
opportunity to buy the product. People have grown bedding plants and have worked all through the 
winter to bring forward the best-quality product. People love to go out in springtime, buy themselves a 
few nice plants and get them into the garden; it makes it a bit more colourful and helps to lift you in 
March and April. Well, they have not been able to sell those plants in March and April this year, or 
right into the middle of May, so there is bound to be a significant impact. We need to address that, but 
the best thing possible was to get the garden centres open. They have had a very steady trade all 
week, and I trust that that will continue, although if days like today are coming in for a week or two, it 
might not go just as well. I am delighted to get the garden centres open, because, out of everything 
that we could do, that will make the biggest difference to the horticulture sector. 

 
Ms Bailey: Thank you, Minister. I have a few questions, as well as a few thoughts on what has been 
discussed already. Obviously, everything is very fast-paced — we all know that — and that is leading 
to these financial interventions being rolled out without the equality screening that is good practice 
under normal conditions. While this continual monitoring by you and the Department is ongoing, and 
rightly so, there is no guarantee that the financial aid will continue at the current rate. Given what we 
have discussed, are you confident that the support given so far has been equitable? Perhaps that is 
something for the Committee to look at. Can we request a full financial breakdown of the moneys that 
the Department has given out across the sector, including the different farming industries? 
 
Mr Poots: At this stage, the only financial aid that we have started to distribute is to the fishing sector. 
It will, by the nature of it, be mostly males who get that, given the people who work on the fishing 
boats. As for the religious breakdown and all of that in other areas, I have no doubt that it will be quite 
cross-sectional, let us put it like that. We always have to have an eye to EU state aid rules in 
everything that we do and seek to ensure that we fit into those areas. I am talking to yourselves, and I 
will be talking to the trade bodies, because I want to make this as fair and as equitable as possible for 
the agri sector. As I said, it will not be the magic bullet that will save businesses, but if it helps people 
to pay a few bills and gets them over the line to the next stage, where, hopefully, there is some pick up 
in the market, it will have been beneficial.  
 
I should say that the most important course of work that we did was not in getting £25 million of aid; 
rather, it was working very closely with everybody else who was involved to keep the factories going 
and to keep the food chain going. If we had allowed the food chain to fall down, I would have been to 
the Executive looking for not £25 million but hundreds of millions. We would have had on-farm 
slaughter of pigs. Millions of litres of milk could have been dumped. All those things could have 
happened, but, because of tremendous work by a wide range of people, we are in a situation where 
that has not been the case. That work needs to go on.  
 
We still have problems and issues in the factories and all of that, and we need to continue to assist 
and to ensure that people are in place, first, to keep the food chain going and keep food on people's 
tables, secondly, to take food off the farms and, thirdly, to ensure that that business can continue. If 
that had collapsed, we would have been in real diffs. 

 
Ms Bailey: That leads me on very nicely to my next question about the labour needed. Obviously, 
there have been a lot of problems in the factories with staff and with threatened walkouts. We have 
had one death so far. Are you confident about the processing factories that are operational? You said 
that 100% of retail production is still happening, yet we have staff absences. Can you reassure those 
working in that sector that they will be looked after and that they will be working in safe conditions? 
 
Tied into that is the issue of migrant labour. I know that, in England, there has been a huge campaign 
to try to get people to do picking; for example, those who are furloughed or cannot work at the minute. 
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Do we need that type of effort here? I am not sure where we sit, but when we talk about horticulture 
and growers, are you including fruit pickers and those from that sector? Do we need migrant labour? 
Will we have to bring people in to do that work? In my constituency of South Belfast, the meat 
processing factories use a lot of migrant labour and temporary or casual workers, and those people 
have perhaps left now and gone back to their home countries. Will we look at trying to bring people in 
and what kind of conditions would they be working under? 

 
Mr Poots: In the first week or two of COVID-19, there was a significant spike in the number of people 
who went off sick, because they did not know whether they had COVID or not. That figure went up to 
around 14%. I understand that absenteeism is now down to around 7%, which is actually very good 
under any circumstances, never mind at a time when there is a worldwide pandemic. Considerable 
work has been done, particularly by our veterinary science end, to work with plants and with the 
Health and Safety Executive and the Public Health Agency to make the plants safer during the 
pandemic. Some have done tremendous work and others' work has not been just as good, to be frank 
about it. We need to keep pressing them to continue to carry out improvements and to continue to 
ensure that staff safety is an absolute premium. It is a premium to us because of what I said in a 
previous response. We cannot afford to do without these places. 
 
You asked about migrated labour. Ours is a more permanent requirement — these plants are going 52 
weeks a year — so we are not under the same pressures as, for example, the fruit growers in the 
south of England, where they need a lot of additional help, on a seasonal basis, to pick strawberries, 
raspberries and all that very pleasant home-grown fruit that we enjoy at this time of year. We have a 
much smaller sector in the apple industry that would be affected in such a way. The mushroom 
industry tends to operate for 52 weeks a year, and it tends to heavily use migrant labour. Most people 
have stayed, and they can continue to stay beyond Brexit. That is important, and I will deal with that in 
a second or two. We will need to monitor the Bramley apple situation, but that will not press us until, I 
suppose, September, William? 

 
Mr Irwin:  [Inaudible.]  
 
Mr Poots: We will have to identify that pressure. 
 
In terms of keeping people here beyond Brexit, a paper is out at the minute that looks at labour and 
puts most factory workers as being on a salary of around £25,500. That includes butchers, people who 
are working in poultry factories, and so forth. The indication is that about 18% less than that is closer 
to the salary in Northern Ireland. That is what has been put forward, which is considerably better than 
the flat rate of at least £30,000 that we started off with, because that would not have been a 
sustainable position. Whilst we do not want to be a low-cost economy, it does closely reflect the 
payment that is made to people and, therefore, affects the ability of factories that employ a lot of 
migrant labour to be able to exist beyond Brexit. That is slightly off-topic, but it is associated, in 
absolute fairness, with COVID and the whole issue around labour in our factories. 

 
Ms Bailey: My last question will be on horticulture, but I want to ask about that 7% absenteeism. 
While you acknowledge that that is good, I want to put out a wee word of caution that, while it might 
look good, a lot of people are saying to me that they cannot afford not to be working and that is why 
they are still going in. Even those who are being told to isolate for a 14-day period are being paid for 
only seven days by their employer, so conditions like that are also happening. Many people would 
probably appreciate it if you could bring up pay and conditions when you are speaking to the 
employers. On horticulture, am I right that £3 million of the £25 million is going into the horticulture and 
growers sector? 
 
Mr Poots: I think that the figure is £2·5 million. That is to be established. It could be more; it could be 
less. The loss has to be established. 
 
Ms Bailey: You identified that it is hard to monitor the impact in the sector, and, again, among those 
whom I have been speaking to, there is broad agreement that the monitoring in the sector is 
particularly poor. The previous horticulture adviser retired in 2008 and has not been replaced by the 
Department since. Do you have any plans to fill that position to try to make a better connection 
between the sector and the Department? One quote to me was, "Trying to get access to or 
engagement with the Minister is like banging my head against a wall". They are really struggling to 
work closely with the Department. I know that getting the garden centres open has been your thing to 
try to help the sector, but many have lost up to 60% or more already. Opening the garden centres will 
help with a bit of recovery from now, but their stuff did not move off their premises and it is gone. How 
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will you try to target the financial aid to where it is needed? Most, or all, of them have been unable to 
avail themselves of any scheme that has been put forward so far. 
 
Mr Poots: I will ask Norman to comment on some of the technical stuff on how we might liaise with 
that sector to identify the loss, but I will comment first on my views on horticulture. CAFRE is doing 
tremendous work on horticulture and what could be done. Whilst horticulture is going through a 
difficulty now, it is an area that has tremendous opportunity for potential growth. We have people who 
have been used to working on the land and working with soil; it is in their DNA. We have probably had 
a heavy skewing towards beef, dairy and all of that over the years in Northern Ireland, and, particularly 
for smaller farms, there are tremendous opportunities to develop horticulture. I see lorries coming off 
the motorway with loads of flowers and plants from Holland. I do not have anything against Dutch 
people, by the way, because the Pootses came with King William, so that is also in my blood. 
[Interruption.] I would much rather see the plants and flowers grown here. 
 
Look at the market: if you take something off a farm in County Antrim, County Down or wherever — 
any county — and put that onto a truck at 3.00 pm or 4.00 pm, it is down to Belfast and on the boat 
over to Liverpool, and there is a market of 10 million or 15 million people within a couple hours of that 
boat. That is how fresh the produce — flowers — can be. It has been identified that the flowers that we 
grow in this environment actually last longer, so there is work to do with retailers of that produce as to 
what the possibilities are. I want that to develop.  
 
That will probably not go too far in my time — we only have a couple of years — but there are big 
opportunities out there for us to diversify and to not be so reliant on producing beef, chicken, pork and 
dairy. Horticulture is a really big area of opportunity, and I will look to see how we can support that 
sector. Some people may have 20 or 30 acres of land but have no prospect of making it through other 
farming opportunities because the scale will not be there, but if they are prepared to invest in good 
glasshouses and all of that, they can grow strawberries and raspberries and all of that. Based on what 
you grow them on, you can rotate crops and can grow huge amounts per acre. A tremendous 
opportunity exists for us to do a lot more in that sector. 
 
Norman, do you want to explain a little about how we might engage at an official level to identify the 
losses and be able to give an honest payout to those people? 

 
Mr Fulton: Certainly. Our horticultural specialists have been working to try to shape the nature of the 
intervention. As the Minister said, the issue is that, from last October, the specialist growers will have 
purchased their seeds, pots, plugs etc. They will have carried that all through the winter, invested in it 
and prepared it for sale. There is a lot of working capital tied up in that. Therefore, if you get to a point 
where you do not have an outlet, you are dumping your product and, effectively, dumping your 
working capital. That is horrendous for any business. It is not that you are losing your profit. You are 
losing your working capital, and it probably puts you in a position from which it is very difficult to 
recover. 
 
Our focus is on trying to get a handle on how much working capital will be lost in those specialist 
businesses, and we have ideas about how we can do that pragmatically and at pace. That is where 
we have focused our thinking on the issue. Those costs will range across energy and embedded and 
paid labour, as well as the nutrients, the fertilisers, the feed, the pots and the compost. All those 
issues are wrapped up in that, and we are looking at how we can do that in a pragmatic way. 
 
We have been trying to encourage the sector to engage. It is a very fragmented sector, and the 
horticultural forum has a role to play in trying to pull it together and have a more-strategic approach to 
horticulture, and I am encouraging it to do that. CAFRE is also actively working on the opportunities 
that we could try to drive forward for a future agriculture framework that encompasses horticulture. As 
the Minister said, there are many opportunities if we can get the structures right in the industry, 
because it is very fragmented. 

 
Mr Catney: Minister and Mr Fulton, thank you for your answers. Minister, in the week that is in it, my 
question is slightly moving aside, but it is related to COVID and, probably, even further down the line 
with what is coming with Brexit. I want to ask you about some of the work that I did with you in the past 
in Lagan Valley on mental health. How is your Department trying to deal with the problems of 
loneliness and isolation? We have all received emails about that. I know that it is something that you 
worked on as an ordinary MLA, but, as a Minister, I am sure that you would want to try to drive that 
forward. 
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Mr Poots: OK. That is a very reasonable question at this time. The rural assistance bodies have been 
taking a considerably greater number of calls from people in rural areas about their mental health, 
their health in general and their concerns, financial or otherwise; all those things have come forward. 
We have supported the organisations and are looking at how we can support them further. We are 
working with the Ireland Funds, as there may be some support for rural communities coming from it. If 
something comes from that front, we are also working on how we could augment that further. We have 
been working very closely with community organisations and have supported them in getting food 
parcels out. We have also been working with DFI and rural transport, which, for example, has been 
collecting cancer patients who are unable to travel — neighbours may have taken them in the past, 
but they are not now available — and patients can socially distance on the buses and get to 
radiotherapy and other cancer treatments. They are collecting drugs from the pharmacies, getting 
food, and taking these to those who need them. There is a whole series of things going on to support 
the rural community. 
 
What the Department does is fine, but, if it were not for the goodwill of the people and volunteers in 
the rural community, we would not come anywhere near to covering what needs to be done. I want to 
pay tribute to all the people who live in rural communities who are identifying the needs of others 
around them and supporting them. One good thing about this crisis has been the caring nature of 
people for their neighbours. People who they were not associated with, or that they barely knew 
before this, have been really helpful to those in need, particularly the elderly and vulnerable. We need 
to continue to work and support everybody in doing that. 

 
Mr Catney: I have to agree with you, Minister. We will have to try to keep reaching out to them 
through those networks. 
 
Minister, I have been to the Damhead nursery — not too far from yourself — and it is good to see 
them open. I have to welcome that; it is good to see, as you say, given my last question, people being 
able to go out and buy a little bit of colour. 
 
Minister, you referred earlier to the expensive cuts of beef that are not able to go to the local market, 
the restaurants and gourmet pubs that serve that food. As we progress, in order to try to come out of 
COVID-19, how we are going to rebuild our economy again. Do you have projects that you may be 
able to bring forward to stimulate the economy? 

 
Mr Poots: The market is starting to respond. For the first number of weeks, everybody was sitting with 
nothing happening. The food-to-go outlets are starting to open. In the fast-food sector alone, one 
company uses 500,000 chickens a week; another uses 10% to 12% of our beef; others use vast 
quantities of milk. Getting those sectors going again will close some of the gaps in the market. 
 
I see quite a lot of restaurants are now opening at weekends and preparing meals for home use. I am 
not sure how successful that will be, but it demonstrates the resilience, the ingenuity and 
innovativeness of people in the sector. They are not going to sit at home and wait for things to be 
sorted out; they are going to go out and fight for their businesses, and it is tremendous that they are 
doing that. They have received support, through DFE, to sustain them through a period, but a lot of 
them have made it very clear that the £10,000 or £25,000 assistance is drying up very quickly. They 
still have rent, insurance, repayments and unavoidable capital costs to cover. They are under a lot of 
pressure. The Executive need to continue to identify how we can support those businesses. 
 
I welcome the package that was brought forward by the Executive and that the Finance Minister 
delivered to the Assembly on Tuesday. I think that was quite well received and quite positive. Our 
biggest problem is that you can put a net out and, maybe, catch 90% of businesses, but there will 
always be some left behind. Unfortunately, there will be businesses that are casualties of this. I was 
told about a bus business where the person had just invested £0·5 million in new buses. The market 
was there for it. Now, there are no school trips; all the tourism, sport and Orange parades have 
stopped. Their business just died overnight, and £10,000 or even £25,000 is not going to cut it. Given 
the length of time, they will not be back up and running in any significant way by July or August. It 
would be good if the Government were capable of doing a bit more work in identifying business needs, 
and some businesses could do quite well. If a couple of people are running a business that has fairly 
low overheads, £10,000 is tremendous for them; for others, however, it is very little. We need to look 
at how we can reach out to those more singular businesses. We are fortunate in this Department that, 
by and large, we can do that, but it is much more challenging for DFE. 
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Mr Catney: I may not be allowed to ask my question, but Maurice and I have asked about this local 
issue: the significant fish kill at Glenavy. Is there a chance of a prosecution? How is that going? 
 
Mr Poots: I will be careful about how I frame my answer, because the issue could lead to a 
prosecution. What I will say is that we were alerted at 8.30 am on Friday — I think that the fish kill was 
on Friday morning — that there was a problem. Three people from the Northern Ireland Environment 
Agency were on site all day. They walked the river to try to identify the source. There were another 
three people from Inland Waterways, so half a dozen officials were in the area, and they worked 
extensively throughout the day to see what mitigation could be done, to identify the source, and to 
follow due process. There was another fish kill in Desertmartin yesterday. I think that an overground 
tank collapsed, so about 30,000 gallons of slurry ended up in the river. It is heartbreaking for people 
when that happens. It damages the river and its entire ecosystem. You then have the fish kill, from 
which it takes years to recover. We want to try to avoid those things. Sometimes accidents happen, 
and sometimes people are downright careless and allow things to happen that should not happen. It is 
for the courts to decide, but fines are sometimes not commensurate with the damage caused. 
 
The Chairperson (Mr McAleer): Maurice, are you still there? Maurice has left us. Does anyone want 
to come in? Philip. 
 
Mr McGuigan: Thank you, Chair, for allowing me back in. I want to be associated with the Minister's 
remarks about rural communities. I live in a rural community, and, over the last number of weeks, I 
have witnessed the support that community groups, and sporting and cultural organisations, have 
provided to rural communities and the good work that they do in looking after their elderly and 
vulnerable people, keeping them safe, physically and mentally. 
 
Pat asked about the importance of the supply chain and about any schemes or programmes for 
restaurants that are now doing fast food, fast-food outlets or chippies. I had a phone call from 
someone who works in that industry, asking me to ask the same question. There was a marketing 
campaign for milk and dairy. As Minister, do you have any marketing or promotional campaign to 
encourage people to use that industry, which will in turn help our supply chain and our agri-food 
sector? 
 
Nobody else has asked this question, so could we have a bit of detail on the £3·8 million allocated to 
waste management, where it will go, or how it will be spent? 

 
Mr Poots: As for the fast-food sector, I do not know what your area is like, but getting food from a 
chippie these past few weeks has been very challenging, and we like to get a takeaway on a Saturday 
night. Fast-food outlets seem to be very busy, and those that have reopened seem to be doing good 
business. People were just glad to be able get out and do something that they always used to do. That 
sector may not be the most needing of marketing support — the £10,000 package and the furlough 
scheme may have helped it through the six to eight weeks that it was closed — but we will watch the 
situation and see what the needs are. What was the last point on? 
 
Mr McGuigan: Waste management. 
 
Mr Poots: That will be worked out with the councils, and that figure was one derived by the councils. 
The councils came up with a figure of £41 million, and the Executive have been quite kind to them 
because they are indicating that that is the scale of their loss. They can get £16·4 million from the 
furlough scheme, which most of them seem to be doing, particularly for workers in leisure centres and 
so forth. That left them with a deficit in and around £25 million; we were picking up £3·8 million, and 
the Executive were giving them £20 million. So, most of what the councils requested has been 
allocated to them. We will work with the councils through the strategic waste partnership to identify 
where exactly that money needs to go, what councils need it and where the pressures are. 
 
I am delighted that the waste centres have opened again. There does not seem to be an issue with 
getting rid of material; we had a meeting with the businesses who take the material from the centres, 
and they were crying out for material. We have an issue with paper packaging. Some of our biggest 
manufacturers of paper products in Northern Ireland are importing large quantities of paper whilst we 
have paper packaging that is not being used. There needs to be a bit more of a match there so that 
what we have is not contaminated with glass and has a quality that is good enough to allow it to be 
used by the paper sector. 
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Separately, I know that stocks of chipped wood for producing energy were getting very low for some of 
the people who were using it. All that shows that there is a circular market that exists, and it was 
important to get the household waste and recycling centres open because there was an element of 
that circular economy that was beginning to struggle, as it needed the materials that it was used to 
getting. That is a problem not just here; it is a problem across the British Isles. 

 
The Chairperson (Mr McAleer): One of the things that I have highlighted with you and, indeed, the 
Health Minister is the importance of access to COVID testing for rural people. I welcome the recent 
announcement that a mobile test unit has been established in the Omagh area. That is for agri-food 
workers and key workers. The point that I want to make is that your Department applied for £1·3 
million to assist the Agri-food and Biosciences Institute (AFBI) in carrying out up to 1,000 tests a day 
to assist the Department of Health, but you were not successful. Will that have any impact on AFBI's 
ability to undertake that task? 
 
Mr Poots: No, it will not, because we will make sure that it is done; it is too important not to. However, 
I was very disappointed. AFBI has had to step back from other work that it would normally be involved 
with to ensure that we get the level of testing that is required. It was very disappointing that we did not 
get that bid. I do not understand why we did not get it, to be perfectly honest, because you could not 
get more COVID-related than us providing a third of the tests that are going to take place across the 
country in order to try to get the country going again and to give people some confidence about who 
has got COVID and who has not. I have to say that AFBI will do that job so well because it is so good 
at that kind of work. Its staff are experts at what they do. We will ensure that AFBI is covered from the 
Department's budget, but it is something that should have been paid for by the Executive. 
 
The Chairperson (Mr McAleer): If there are no other questions, I want to conclude with a couple of 
comments. It is really important, Minister, that, moving forward with the COVID funding, there are not 
sectors that feel that they are being left behind. A number of sectors have been lobbying us, 
particularly the sheep sector, to say that they feel that that could be the case because they do not 
seem to feature in any of the announcements made so far. It is really important to bear that in mind. It 
is also very important to ensure that you do not have a situation where certain sectors can benefit 
handsomely from two COVID schemes whilst another sector cannot benefit from any. The principle of 
fairness has to be looked at. 
 
Thank you for coming here today. 

 
Mr Poots: No problem. Thank you. Hopefully, you can get something to me next week on the 
Committee's thoughts. Even if it is towards the end of next week, it will mean that I can move on the 
following week and get a decision made so that we can get the moneys out. 
 
The Chairperson (Mr McAleer): Thanks very much for coming. 


