Carrickfergus Borough Council Response to the Review of Economic Policy
Carrickfergus Borough Council welcomes the opportunity to provide input to the call for evidence for the review of economic policy, and the fact that the Northern Ireland Executive has placed the economy at the core of the Programme for Government.  We believe that a strong economy is essential to the development of an area and its people.  Economic growth is vital to social, community and cultural development.  The current global recession has highlighted the connections between people, places and systems, and has reinforced that development must be integrated across geographical and functional boundaries.  

The corporate plan for Carrickfergus Borough Council aims to improve the quality of life for all and make Carrickfergus an attractive place to live, work, invest and spend leisure time.  To achieve this goal, all activities in Council are organized under 4 themes – citizenship, social progress, environment and economy.  
Under the economy theme, Carrickfergus Borough Council aims to promote economic growth in the Borough through a programme of physical regeneration, by attracting new businesses to the Borough, and by helping existing businesses to grow.  

In relation to attracting new businesses to the Borough, Carrickfergus Borough Council has supported the Invest Northern Ireland Start a Business Programme, in terms of both financial contributions and promotion.  We found this programme, which was delivered locally by Carrickfergus Enterprise, to be extremely effective in helping local people to set up businesses.  The Carrickfergus Borough Council area has the lowest number of VAT registered businesses of any Council in Northern Ireland (575).  As such, we view a steady supply of business starts as being essential in growing the economy, and increasing levels of enterprise and entrepreneurship among local people.  We believed that the Start a Business Programme delivered this, and are concerned at the increased emphasis on online support for the new Business Support Programme.  

In relation to attracting foreign investment, there has been no engagement between Invest Northern Ireland and Council in relation to this.  We are unaware of any promotion of the area, or any potential clients being brought to Carrickfergus by Invest Northern Ireland.  

Carrickfergus Borough Council has had a number of meetings with Invest Northern Ireland in relation to lands owned by Invest Northern Ireland in the Borough.  Carrickfergus Borough Council has been approached by a small number of companies who wished to build offices / factories, but were unable to secure land to do so.  Lands owned by Invest Northern Ireland could not be released for this purpose, as the clients were not Invest Northern Ireland clients.  This has resulted in companies moving out of the Borough.  Carrickfergus Borough Council feels that with such a small proportion of the total population of businesses in Northern Ireland being Invest Northern Ireland clients, this has hampered business development and growth.
In relation to business development, Carrickfergus Borough Council works closely with Carrickfergus Enterprise to provide support for local businesses to grow.  As stated previously, only a small number of businesses are Invest Northern Ireland clients.  In Carrickfergus, Invest Northern Ireland lists around 38 client businesses.  Carrickfergus Borough Council therefore works through Carrickfergus Enterprise to provide support to all other businesses in the Borough.  A number of businesses which have been supported by Carrickfergus Borough Council-promoted programmes, such as the Business Improvement Programme, have since become Invest Northern Ireland clients.  While we recognize that Invest Northern Ireland now wishes to provide limited support to non-Invest Northern Ireland clients through the Small Business Support Programme, it is essential that Invest Northern Ireland continues to support locally developed programmes which have been proven to assist local companies.  This is particularly important due to Invest Northern Ireland’s role in terms of consultation with DETI in relation to the EU Sustainable Competitiveness Programme.  It should also be noted that the vast majority of the wealth of the Borough is generated by non-Invest Northern Ireland clients.
Carrickfergus Borough Council, with Carrickfergus Enterprise, the University of Ulster and Northern Regional College, developed a programme to help local SMEs to develop their businesses by accessing support from their local enterprise agency, the university and the college.  This pilot programme showed a lack of knowledge of the potential for SME assistance from the university and college.  Given Invest Northern Ireland’s strategy of promoting innovation, and the rigid application of the Lisbon Agenda in relation to the Sustainable Competitiveness Programme, this is a worrying observation, and a much more joined-up approach by enterprise support agencies (including Invest Northern Ireland), and the college and university sectors is required to deliver this objective.

Communication between Invest Northern Ireland and Carrickfergus Borough Council in relation to programmes was good, due to quarterly local economic development meetings, and Invest Northern Ireland participation on the local strategic partnership and rural development partnership.  This allowed for identification of any potential duplication of activity, while at the same time providing more companies with a range of support.  Invest Northern Ireland’s regional office in Ballymena has implemented a new programme of meetings between Economic Development Managers of Councils throughout the area which is covered by the Ballymena office.  This seems to have resulted in reduced attendance at Local Economic Development and partnership meetings.  There has been no communication between the regional office and Carrickfergus Borough Council in relation to the handover of roles and responsibilities post-RPA, and Carrickfergus Borough Council would welcome this happening now to ensure a smooth transition.
In the recent review of Invest NI ‘Accelerating Entrepreneurship’ strategy it emerged that there was insufficient focus on promoting growth businesses and that a fresh approach was required to build an enterprise culture in Northern Ireland. Given that creating an enterprise culture has been at the centre of economic policy since LEDU was first established in 1971 it is difficult to identify what new interventions can be tried that are genuinely new. DETI is producing a New Enterprise Strategy to supersede the Accelerating Entrepreneurship Strategy which itself was published only 4 years ago. The key drivers of the New Enterprise Strategy are expected to include:     

· Further embedding enterprise in the curriculum 
· Developing stronger links between education and business 

· Increasing female and other under represented groups at start up level
· Raising awareness of enterprise in the public sector (Interchange) – exploring more secondment opportunities with the private sector
It is fair to say that all of these goals have been reflected to a greater or lesser extent in previous strategies which gives rise to the question if the aims are valid or is it the approach and delivery which is found wanting.     

There is a strong case emerging, particularly in the light of the Review of Public Administration for Councils to be given the necessary resources to assist existing businesses that do not qualify for INI assistance. Substantial EU funds have been invested in building up the capacity of Councils to take direct action in delivering local economic development as is common in the other devolved administrations of Scotland and Wales.  The new Small Business Support Programme that was due to commence in January 2009 but delayed may go some way to address the needs but it is not clear how the available budget will stretch not least in view of the impact of the economic downturn which threatens the very survival of our small business base and the supplier chains that contribute so much to our local economy.  

The lack of joined-up government is causing confusion and inconsistency in the way that economic policy is designed and applied and this is not in the interests of local businesses and employers. A recent audit by DETI identified that there are over 200 public-sector funded organisations offering up to 10 support measures to new and existing businesses each culminating in around 2,000 measures in total. Not only is DETI, and through it INI, responsible for economic development but the remit of both DARD and DEL include support for businesses and it is not always clear if the approach to design and delivery of each department is strategically aligned. For example, INI has moved away from direct grant aid to small firms whereas DARD is actively encouraging it.  

