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           Ulster Unionist Assembly Member

For Strangford
Letter to Editor – Belfast Telegraph
                           9 Aug. 10
Last week  the Belfast Telegraph headline asked does Cameron really get us – however, the more pertinent and pressing question is does our own Executive really get us. However, I welcome the Belfast Telegraph’s engagement in the debate concerning how prepared Northern Ireland is to deal with the inevitable cuts in public spending. This is a matter of grave concern – a matter which the Ulster Unionist Party has been attempting to stimulate action on for some time.

Before the Chancellor’s budget in June I published a paper which called on the Executive to get its act together. To ensure that Northern Ireland emerges from what will inevitably be an extremely difficult period the Executive, at the bear minimum, needs to do three things. It must revise the Programme for Government, set out a framework for managing budget reductions and increasing productivity, and it must increase its levels of transparency and accountability. The public has a right to know what is going to happen – trust is paramount. 
To date the Executive has not met this challenge and we appear to be drifting into what could become a disaster. The failure to deliver on local government reform, Education, the Maze stadium and the level of rate arrears illustrates perfectly that this Executive is still divided and dysfunctional – come October the stakes will be simply too high to countenance a continuation of the status quo. 
The mentality of squandering millions has been perfected during a period when we had money. Smiling at critics like me, when fiscal waste was exposed is no longer a departmental luxury, nor can waste be given Ministerial protection. 
We need the Executive to come clean. Waiting until the austerity announcement from No. 11 Downing Street on the 20th October is an unacceptable excuse. The Department of Finance and Personnel should be in a position to make a fairly accurate assumption of what Northern Ireland can expect.
We need an Executive delivering corporate decisions and showing positive leadership on the economic front. What we don’t need are Oliver Twist representations asking for more to cover up the truth about how foolish the Executive’s approach to handling our money and economy has been. 

David Blanchflower and others insinuate that starkly different options are available to the coalition government. This I am afraid is unhelpful and in many respects disingenuous. Let us not forget that no matter which political party had won the last election severe cuts in public spending were inevitable – the grossly unsustainable levels of structural debt alone dictates that something has to be done. Northern Ireland will be one of the hardest hit regions of the UK – that is not up for debate – what is up for debate is in what state we come out the other side in. This is down to our Executive. 
Of course the 'financial wizards' of the DUP and SF, the controllers of the Executive, have been allowed to dazzle us all, despite the challenges from the UUP. That is all over now, their game is up. Let us all hope it is not too late. Time now to be upfront and share with the public the extent of the pain and what the Executive intends to do about it. 
Yours etc.
David McNarry MLA

UUP Finance Spokesperson
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