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I have a great interest in your task as I had been engaged in industrial development in N Ireland over the past 30 years.  Over that period I was with LEDU (my last post was Strategic Planning and Policy Manager) and subsequently was MD of CAM Benchmarking Limited since 1994 – I have appended a synopsis of my relevant working background, see appendix 1.

My direct experience of Invest NI has been somewhat negative.  During the period 2002-2004 (and I have no reason to suspect that there has been any significant change) it was failing to:

1. Gather and hold operational information on its client base.  Without that information, essential in making commercial decisions, one must wonder how:

a. Its client facing staff can manage to add value in its client relationships.  Given that grant aid is now in short supply one would assume that a client executive, to operate effectively, must have in-depth information on his / her clients and their business environment.

b. It manages to report on its performance given that the performance of the agency = ∑ of the performance of its client base.  It is worth noting that it was (probably is) even failing to gather the annual accounts of its client base and therefore is unable to measure either the quantative increments in firms ability to gain market share profitably or the qualitative / quantative increments in the factors that affect the level of competitiveness.

2. Take advantage of the benefits offered by benchmarking.  Whilst I accept that Invest NI may choose whichever provider of benchmarking it wishes, it failed to grasp the opportunity offered to it by CBL (at no additional cost as the EU grant allowed CBL to offer the service at nil cost) and, even though it was committed to benchmarking 1800+ firms over the three year period 2005 – 2008 as per the ASM Horwath report October 2004, it remains an infrequent user of any form of benchmarking.  It has, I am led to believe benchmarked around 250 firms per annum over the 2005 -2008 period; this is a significant shortfall. 

I accept that IREP has trawled for evidence rather than allegations of bad practice.  Below I will provide evidence that will support both points:

1. As CBL’s application for £516,000 of EU funding, over the two-year period December 2002 – November 2004, was made via Invest NI and that Invest NI was to provide financial and non-financial support, I had a relationship both as a secondee out and as MD of one of the entities involved in a tripartite contract, the others being EU and Invest NI.  This allowed me access to Invest NI’s databases on its client base.  Hence I can substantiate my claims that Invest NI failed to gather even annual accounting information on its client base. 

Its internal databases in 2002 – 2005 were sparsely populated and I would be surprised to find that anything has changed

As evidence I offer

a. Extract from the ASM Horwath Evaluation / Appraisal on CBL that was commissioned and paid for by Invest NI – see appendix 2.

b. An internal e-mail, dated 18th August 2003, from Philip McBride to me on the download of accounting information from Invest NI.  This explains the gaps in the firm records within the CBL database as discovered by ASM Horwath – see appendix 3.

c.  An internal e-mail, dated 9th October 2003, from Philip McBride to me on the download of accounting information from Invest NI – see appendix 4.  

d. An extract from the CBL board report dated 30th November 2003 – see appendix 5.

e. An offer, dated 4th April 2003, to gather operational information on Invest NI’s client base – see appendix 6.  This was refused. 

What figures it had in most of its databases represented the projected figures from the business plans that clients supplied with their applications.

As evidence I offer:

a. An e-mail from me to Alan Neville, a senior Invest NI employee and its representative on the CBL board – see appendix 7

2. Invest NI made application to DFP and EU for £800,000 to fund CBL for the two-year period 1st December 2002 – 30th November 2004.  The package was comprised of £516,000 from EU on the back of £114,000 Invest NI staff time and £170,000 in cash.  The Invest NI client base was to benefit from this as were all SME’s with employment levels between 10 and 110 that were engaged in manufacturing or tradeable services within the island of Ireland.  It is worth noting that 20 of the LEDU staff had been trained in gathering the data from their clients prior to the amalgamation.

Invest NI failed to meet its commitments, valued at £284,000, under its successful applications to DFP and EU in the following manner:

a. It failed to provide an internal link person who was budgeted to spend 50% of his time over the two-year period.

b. It failed to make its full cash input of £170,000; it paid approximately £115,000.

c. It failed to provide any of the staff time that was agreed; this was valued at £114,000 in the DFP and EU applications

d. It failed to provide the flow of firms that were to benefit from the benchmarking service.

e. It failed to provide the senior management endorsement / support as agreed.

All of the above are referred to in the quarterly reports, half-yearly and final reports that CBL sent to EU via Invest NI.  Invest NI chose to remove any mention of its failure to meet its commitments in the version of the report it forwarded to EU; the board of CBL only discovered that after the contract period had expired.  

As evidence I offer: 

a. An extract from the ASM Horwath Evaluation / Appraisal on CBL – see appendix 8

Invest NI not only refused to participate in the CAM project but actively worked against it.  It, to this day has failed to tap into the potential of benchmarking as an invaluable tool in its business of industrial development.

As evidence I offer:

a. An extract from the ASM Horwath Evaluation / Appraisal on CBL – see appendix 9

b. An e-mail from Invest NI dated 23 August 2004 – see appendix 10

