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Call for Evidence in the Review of Economic Policy (DETI/Invest NI).

1. Introduction

Advantage would like to take this opportunity to respond to the Call for Evidence in the Review of Economic Policy (DETI/Invest NI).
We believe the evidence and observations below may be useful in consideration of how effective DETI/Invest NI has been to date, however, we would point out that whilst this evidence could be used broadly against some of the Terms of Reference (TOR), there was no specific point in the TOR (a-j) that we felt referenced the strengthening of an entrepreneurial culture and in particular, the role of our young people in the future health of the economy.

Thanks completely to the funding we receive from Invest NI, we are now in a position to offer young people, resident anywhere in Northern Ireland, a world-class service that combines highly effective outreach programmes like the Big Idea and Business Boot Camp with a bespoke, client-centred research, training and information facility.

Invest NI’s funding has ensured that we have in place a quality-assured service that, whether you are in a village in Fermanagh or the centre of Belfast, you can access individually tailored information, research and guidance on your specific business and your intended market.

Advantage is a leading company specialising in economic development and entrepreneurship for young people in Northern Ireland. We work with clients in the public, private and not-for-profit sectors and apply our expertise to promote starting a business as a realistic and viable career option to young people aged 16-30. Through the programmes we have designed, we engage approximately 10,000 young people in Northern Ireland alone each year and can offer each one, individual, bespoke information, advice and guidance on starting, running and growing a business if required.

Advantage is widely recognised as an example of excellence in its field.[image: image1.jpg]advantage
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 We have designed and delivered a variety of enterprise awareness and training programmes for public, private and voluntary sector organisations both nationally and internationally and pride ourselves on a [image: image9.jpg]Young Business
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creative, innovative and cost-effective approach.

Programmes managed by Advantage include:
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The Advantage staff is made up of dedicated enterprise sector professionals with substantial practical experience in youth enterprise, education, social & economic inclusion and both national and international consultancy. The Advantage team constantly strives to develop innovative products and services that promote awareness of, and provide guidance in, starting a business.

Advantage has been at the forefront of provision of enterprise awareness products and services for young people in NI for some time and recently  introducing successful new programmes such as Business Boot Camp and The Big Idea! for example. Clients we have worked with in the public sector include; Invest Northern Ireland, Department for Social Development, Department for Employment & Learning and local authorities. We also work closely with the private sector and include Shell, Toyota, BT, Suzuki, The NYSE and Bank of Ireland among the companies we have worked with.

2. Impacts
Over the last three years Invest NI has provided us with funding that has enabled the following:
Outreach






2006/07
2007/08
2008/09

 to date

Young people engaged 


9,058

12,808

9,282

Registered with Advantage for support*
4,608

5,257

6,329
*Support is too in-depth to list here but spans, pre-start, start and growth phases and includes; provision of detailed reports on over 500 different businesses, hundreds of business management topics, 26 international markets, video case studies, forums and ‘ask the expert’ facilities, all tailored to an individual’s needs. Further detail on the nature and levels of support can be provided on request.
Activities undertaken directly with Invest NI funding also include:

· 138 events attended to promote entrepreneurship and related services

· 300 marketing packs positioned with relevant agencies and organisations
· 491 young businesses managed through our young entrepreneur awards

· 5 Dragons’ Den events staged for 1,250 students

· 35 graduates from The Business Boot Camp programme

3. Outline example of an event funded by Invest NI:

The Big Idea! 

The flagship event of Global Entrepreneurship Week 2008 was designed and delivered by Advantage and funded by Invest NI. The aim was to challenge young people right across Northern Ireland to come forward with creative and innovative ideas that were not just commercially viable, but that could also positively impact on their place of learning, business or wider community.

During a heavily abridged six-week marketing period (due to delay in receipt of funding), the competition was promoted to all 1,244 educational institutes in Northern Ireland and resulted in entries across all categories, as follows:

Primary schools

44

Secondary schools

58

Colleges


25

University spin outs

11

Social Entrepreneurs

42 
Regional Big Idea innovation workshops took place across the country engaging primary schools, secondary schools and colleges. Leverage was gained in the support of other departments (DEL & DENI) and the private sector New York Stock Exchange, Shell and MARS.


DETI Minister Arlene Foster with TV personality Mylene Klass, Gerry Ford from Advantage, 
Danny Moore from the NYSE Euronext and participants in the Big Idea.

The impact across the target audiences of young people and the media was substantially greater than expected with over 100 press and 25 broadcast media articles generated.  The impact on young people is best summed up by some of their comments:
· “I thought the day was very helpful and provided myself with vital information about setting up my own business.”

· “Actually got me to work, school doesn’t do that!”

· “It was useful and a great experience to think of new business ideas.”

· “It was enjoyable, fun, different!”

· “Brilliant!”

· “A very good way to show me how to start my business”

· “It was fantastic” 

· “We really enjoyed today, we got a lot of information”

· “The Big Idea Rocks!”

· “Innovative, exciting, energetic!”

· “Really good, opened your eyes to business, well organised, friendly staff, very helpful”

· “Educational and informative” 

· “Workshop was really good! Made us think of becoming entrepreneurs” 

· “Great craic. Worth the journey sideways! Brilliant!”

There are, however, three major issues facing delivery agents such as Advantage and in near future, which we would urge the Review Panel to consider:

1. Invest NI’s new corporate plan 
Whilst the need to place greater emphasis on R&D, knowledge-based business and export-orientation is appreciated, this does not, or need not, detract from the work we need to do in developing a greater entrepreneurial culture and promoting starting a business as a viable career option open to all young people. 

We would urge you to consider recommending relevant policy provision for the promotion, development and servicing of an entrepreneurial culture among our young people at a national level and that this is conveyed in the corporate delivery plans of relevant government agencies with appropriate targets and milestones set.

2. RPA 
RPA poses a real threat to the provision of services on a regional basis. The extra administrative burden placed on small delivery agencies, in particular, that would have to service multiple local councils has been experienced in the past and is well known as inefficient. And should councils retrench services to very localised provision, equality of opportunity and national quality assurance could be lost. 
We would urge you to consider the option of maintaining a unit with relevant resources to oversee enterprise programmes and services, for specific target groups e.g. young people and women, that are provided on a national platform. This will allow local programmes to be specifically targeted at local need whilst ensuring a standard level of assured support is maintained regionally.

3. Single tender status 
Single tender status has been withdrawn from TPO’s. Whilst the need for healthy competition, open and transparent procedures and robust monitoring is understood, supported and welcomed, the loss of single tender status may, nonetheless, stifle imaginative approaches to government departments for fear of loosing intellectual property.
We would urge you to consider that, in appropriate circumstances only, single tender status may be awarded to a unique initiative that positively impacts on government targets and could not feasibly be delivered by another body without loss of IP.
Thank you for the opportunity to contribute to the review. Please feel free to contact me should you feel Advantage could offer any help or further input.

Yours sincerely

__________________   

Gerry Ford.

Director. Advantage 

TEIC 

University of Ulster

Jordanstown

BT37 0QB

02890 930045
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