Dear Professor Barnett, 

Please find our comments in relation to the Independent Review of Economic Policy. 


The provision of evidence is a substantial exercise which requires a measured and thorough response. It was difficult to submit our response within the deadline specified but I hope that this will be helpful anyway. Councils, enterprise agencies, Enterprise Northern Ireland and further education bodies all have governance cycles and workloads which would not enable such an important request to be met with the substance and professionalism that the author would want. 

However, in view of the importance of the issue, the Council's response is as follows: 

-        Ards Borough Council is an active partner and investor in local economic development. As such it welcomes the Independent Review and its associated Terms of Reference. 
-        The Council has over thirteen year’s knowledge through experience of DETI policies and funding. 
-        The Council has, since the inception of Invest NI, had a substantial interface across enterprise, communication, manufacturing, sector specific and property divisions of the organisation. Additionally, the Council’s Development Department has a full and direct relationship with each of Invest NI’s client base in the Borough. 
-        In specific instances support from Invest NI has been of major benefit, particularly in regard to supporting new technology, new markets, specialist research and development and outward trade visits. 
-        However, both DETI and Invest NI remain over bureaucratic, highly centralised (access to senior management is often difficult, by way of illustration a response time of twelve days occurred despite e-mails, mobile and land line telephone calls and facsimiles) in regard to a trade opportunity which ultimately proved successful in another jurisdiction) and highly rigid in matters of policy and action that does not require such rigidity. One illustration would be the unnecessarily complex assessment processes currently underpinning applications to the Competitiveness Programme. 
-        Neither DETI nor Invest NI should have a project or programme veto on investing in the local / regional economy – the Policies espoused by for example Mr David Sterling (DETI, Craigavon, January 2009) are excellent in principle but must be carried out in a partnership of equals driven by a uniform and dynamic policy involving local authorities, DARD, DEL and DETI. No one partner should have primacy. 
-        Invest NI should be prepared to lobby its own central government department in regard to altering elements of policy in the present downturn. Whilst welcoming the greater policy adherence in respect of working with approximately 2% of Northern Ireland’s companies, Invest NI’s portfolio of resources could be better configured to working in partnership – not necessarily as lead body – with others. For example, after a war of attrition the Ballyharry Business Park is now populated with a majority of companies referred by the Council and a flexible yet accountable approach was engaged in, in regard to eligibility. Invest’s resources should, also, be brought to bear in delivery mode regarding programmes (such as Rural Development) involving non Invest clients. 
-        Much greater transparency is required in regard to the cost of services just as much greater resourcefulness is required in respect of targeting the substantial human resource and capital resource base prevalent in Invest NI. 
-        Both DETI and Invest NI at senior and operational level should be more formally engaged with counterparts in local authorities and other key agencies / departments (using regular attendance at and input into the NI LED Forum, for example) in regard to the construction of proactive initiatives to address the downturn AND to prepare sub regional strategies for each of the 11 proposed Councils. This, in essence, would be more akin to the former LEDU approach. 
-        The Council vehemently requests that as follow up, delivery of actions emanating from this review are time bound, output driven and candid and that the Council is materially involved through elected member and senior officer participation. 
-        The Council, also, would wish to recognise that DETI and Invest NI actions, together with the enthusiasm and professionalism of relevant personnel, have genuinely assisted the consolidation and sustainability of many key employers in the Borough. Both organisations must however, accept that better application of resources (people and money) in a partnership of equals will yield much better value and impact. 


Yours sincerely 

Karine McGuckin 


