REVIEW OF ECONOMIC POLICY IN NORTHERN IRELAND

REVIEW ARRANGEMENTS 

In December 2008, the Minister for Enterprise, Trade and Investment, Arlene Foster, launched an Independent Review of Economic Development Policy (IREP) in Northern Ireland. The Review relates to the economic development policies and programmes which are the responsibility of the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Investment (DETI) and through it, Invest Northern Ireland (INI). The minister has set up an independent panel chaired by Professor Richard Barnett, Vice Chancellor of the University of Ulster to undertake the Review. 

ISSUES FOR CONSIDERATION 

The following issues should be considered as part of this review:-
· In 2002 DETI created Invest Northern Ireland and effectively restructured the support service available to small firms and owner managers.  It is the Council’s view that there is a need for a dedicated Small Business Service which the INI Regional Offices can deliver in partnership with local councils and tailored to local needs.

· Council has received just under £1m in direct EU grant assistance through DETI since 1995 for local economic development interventions. Since 2002 however there has been a discernible lack of engagement between Invest Northern Ireland’s Regional Office and Council compared to the level of partnership working that was experienced before then. As a result, it has been difficult to assess and evaluate the real impact that Invest Northern Ireland has had on local business development in the Borough other than through the self-employment programmes that have been delivered through Craigavon Industrial Development Organisation with funding provided from Invest Northern Ireland and Council.  As a result Invest NI needs to work closely with the Council in future programme delivery.   Significant land bank owned by Invest NI in the Borough and we wish to be involved in the future plans and industry sectors identification for these sites.
· The rigid adherence by DETI to the Lisbon Agenda targets in allocating the current round of EU Structural Funds to Council through the Competiveness Programme could result in those local small companies struggling against the effects of the recession losing out. The Lisbon Agenda targets are focused on achieving business growth but were set during a period of high economic growth which has since been superseded by the deepest recession experienced for decades.  These priorities need to be re-examined for short and medium term impact.
· Invest Northern Ireland’s strategic focus is on nurturing growth oriented businesses with a high capacity for export and added value through research, however, in pursuit of its strategy Invest Northern Ireland is targeting only around 3% of Northern Ireland firms (approximately 2,000 companies) that meet its criteria for direct assistance which means that some 85,000 may be left without access to support. At a local level in Craigavon there exist only 133 INI client firms which means that 2,367 of the Borough’s businesses are ineligible for support. 

· The lack of joined-up government engagement and resultant fragmentation 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.
· DETI is also responsible for the Northern Ireland Tourist Board (NITB) which is pursuing a strategy centred on five Signature Projects; these Projects do not include Lough Neagh which by its very nature represents one of Northern Ireland’s premier water-based visitor attractions. NITB’s lack of recognition of Lough Neagh has hindered the effective promotion and development of the Lough as a key tourism product for Northern Ireland.  We would encourage looking at best practice eg. Lough Lomond.
· Need to examine the future dependency on manufacturing and the need for a diverse industry sector to be developed.
Craigavon Borough Council welcomes the opportunity to provide evidence as part of this important review and looks forward to a closer working relationship with DETI, Invest NI and NITB.

