Alliance Party Consultation Response

CONSULTATION RESPONSE
REVIEW OF ECONOMIC POLICY
To:
Department of Enterprise, Trade and Investment via info@irep.org.uk
DEPARTMENT OF ENTERPRISE TRADE AND INVESTMENT
AND INVEST NI
INDEPENDENT REVIEW OF ECONOMIC POLICY
0.1 This document sets out the Alliance Party’s response to the consultation, in line with the main themes identified in our response to the draft Programme for Government and Budget in January 2008. These themes were:
· Tacking segregation & exclusion (building a united community);

· Re-balancing the economy (building a prosperous economy); and

· Sustaining public services (building a sustainable future).

1 Response

a. Economic policy must leave open the prospect that forecasting may be highly inaccurate. The global, national and local economic picture remains uncertain.

b. We are highly unhappy with the performance of Invest NI with regard to current programmes. Business organisations will give a more detailed response, but primarily this is the result of misunderstanding the real-life experiences of local businesses. Specifically, innovation is not understood to go beyond just innovation of product (and to be distinct from R+D); credit is confused with cashflow; and entrepreneur promotion programmes are targeted at graduates (almost completely the wrong group).

c. The prime policy option goes well beyond one Department – what continues to define NI, and hold back its economy through restricting its labour pool, is communal segregation along sectarian lines. Added to this, NI suffers from high corporate taxes relative to its neighbour (which could be solved by low-tax enterprise zones within European law), and from public transport funding which is comparatively the lowest in the UK (thus restricting daily labour mobility). In short, policy changes are required through NI Executive agreement, not just through the Enterprise Minister.
d. Further to the answers above, NI needs its own languages strategy to be truly outward-looking; its own tax-varying powers to compete on disposable income; and its own aviation strategy to maximise linkage to key European business centres while maintaining a reputation for environmental good practice. Again, these go well beyond a single Department.

e. Invest NI requires a full, independent review, carried out by experts from within the business community. Its outright abolition should not be ruled out – it must be able to prove value beyond effectively subsidising new investment (which could be carried out much less bureaucratically, even if desirable).
f. Fundamentally, economic policy should be set by the whole Executive, not left to a single Department. An economic proofing of the structures of government may prove timely.

g. We have no comments on consultation.

h. Here we would reference the points made above.

i. There is a difficulty with the underlying assumption that investment should be in disadvantaged areas. Policy should be based on ensuring people in disadvantaged areas have access to employment (and to training enabling employment), but such employment may require travel. For example, many of the most deprived areas in Northern Ireland are within a few miles of Belfast City Centre (which accounts for 30% of NI employment) – with de-segregation, up-skilling and improved public transport, City Centre employment would become much more accessible. That is the challenge, not artificially locating business where it does not wish to be.

j. We do not agree that the targets are challenging. The removal of the ‘Greater South East’ from the equivalence makes even less sense, in the context of a declining financial services industry, than it did two years ago. NI’s ultimate objective should be absolute self-sustainability, and the ten-year objective should demonstrate how it assists this.

2. 
Evidence

2.1
We note the quite correct call for direct evidence. As a political party, we would judge this is best left to businesses themselves, but we look forward to reading their consultation responses.

3.
Conclusion

3.1
We trust these notes assist a reversal of policy, and a full understanding of how interlinked each department’s policies are. The challenge of de-segregation, re-balancing the economy and improving sustainability is for all the Executive to take on.
Cllr Ian James Parsley (Policy)
 05 March 2009
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