DERRY CITY COUNCIL

DEVELOPMENT DEPARTMENT-ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT


Review of DETI / Invest NI Policies and Programmes 

Response to Call for Evidence

Background

The main aim of the NI Executive’s review is to determine whether existing DETI and Invest NI policies, programmes and resources will contribute optimally to the delivery of the productivity goal contained in the Programme for Government. This goal also places obligations on DRD and DEL. However, in the first instance, the Review will consider relevant DETI and Invest NI policies relating to manufacturing and private services productivity (PSA 1 in the Programme for Government), and:

(a) Advise on the extent to which existing strategies, policies, programmes and resource allocations may need to be better aligned to help deliver the productivity goal;

(b) Identify whether any new policies are necessary, having regard to the existing legislative powers of the NI Executive; and

(c) Identify whether there are any issues which risk compromising the delivery of the goal, but which fall to other departments, for example DEL and DRD. 

On the 1 December 2008, the Minister for Enterprise, Trade and Investment, Arlene Foster, MLA, launched the Independent Review of Economic Development Policy (IREP) and established an independent panel to undertake the Review. The Panel is chaired by Professor Richard Barnett, Vice Chancellor of the University of Ulster. The other members of the Review Panel are Professor Brian Ashcroft, Dr Graham Gudgin, Professor Michael Moore and John Wright. 

Responses must be submitted to the review team by 27 February 2009.

This document outlines the points that Derry City Council would like the independent panel to consider. The document is being submitted by the Temporary Director of Development and has been prepared with Senior Officers within Derry City Council.  Given the tight turnaround of this call for evidence, it has not been possible for this document to be formally considered by the Development Committee and the Council. We will advise the Review Panel once this consideration has taken place and of any modifications and additions to this document. 

How effective DETI / Invest NI support has been to date?

The Derry/North West economy still has inherent weaknesses, which make it vulnerable to national and global recessions or shifts in competitive advantage. The full impact of the closure of the Seagate in Limavady (with its substantial cohort of employees being Derry residents) and more recent downsizing and closures in other companies is still to be felt. Other sectors of the Derry economy are not by any stretch of the imagination booming. Immediate prospects for employment growth, even prior to the recession, were mainly in entry level jobs in shared services, tourism and retail.

There have been some successes in the recent past which provide encouragement that if there is alignment between the DETI/INI plans and local economic development plans we can change the fortunes of the city. Effective working relationships and a shared message between DCC’s  Development services, Chamber of Commerce, NWRC, UU and Invest NI helped secure FDI such as Fujitsu and Axa. The local Invest NI Office played a key role in securing £30m investment in Timber Quay, Skeoge and the Artificial Intelligence Centre at Magee. The Local Enterprise Agency, NW Marketing, pioneered the supplier model to help local companies win contracts in the construction of the new power station. The success of indigenous companies such as Singularity show that global business needs can be met from a location such as Derry. DCC’s Development services has built effective partnership between and with cultural heritage attractions such as the Cathedral, First Derry, ABOD, Long Tower and MOFD and natural heritage attractions such as the Ness Country Park and agencies such as EHS to give our tourism product some authenticity and depth.

However, the gap in economic prosperity between Derry/North West and the Belfast Metropolitan Area has not narrowed significantly as evidenced by reports such as the recent PricewaterhouseCoopers report on the West.

What factors have prohibited the uptake/drawdown of support?

Translation of Policy into Action

At a fundamental level, the economic analysis underpinning the corporate plans of DETI and INI do not give sufficient recognition to the sub-regional economic disparities which exist within NI.  The corporate plans of Invest NI and other parts of the DETI family which flow from this economic analysis do not explicitly set out how they propose to deliver on the NI Government’s commitment to balanced regional development as set out in the Regional Development Strategy and in the NI Sustainable Development Strategy.

Deployment of Resources; financial, staff and property

DETI/Invest NI’s deployment of its finance, staff, property and land across NI is not reflective of those sub-regions which require most intervention.

The most recent Invest NI Corporate Plan recognises that delivery of the plan depends on:

· Access to funding

· The right people to execute the plan,

· Land availability in priority locations.

Whilst DETI/Invest NI is satisfied that its corporate spend levels in Derry are comparable with the rest of NI, it is important that Invest NI measures the success of its Corporate Plan in terms of equality of impact rather than equality of input. The Derry sub-region’s existing share of high growth potential clients; FDI and indigenous SMEs engaging in higher value added activities, and frontier technology activities is lower than the rest of NI.  It is likely that the refocusing of DETI/Invest NI’s priorities and resources will skew investment to sub-regions with a higher value business mix and stronger base of centres of competence.

At the time of the amalgamation of LEDU, IDB and IRTU, Derry City Council called for a significant HQ function of the new INI to be relocated to Derry. Not only was this request not delivered on; in the intervening period the number and presence of HQ posts and personnel in the North West office has been reduced.

Invest NI’s current approach to business and industrial park development, planning, branding and management within Derry/North West does not fit with the aspirations for safeguarding “strategic employment locations” as espoused by the NI Regional Development Strategy. Realising client potential, enabling sectoral shift and growing frontier technologies requires a higher level commitment from Invest NI and its partners in respect of land and property.  The efforts of ILEX in regenerating the Fort George need to feature more prominently in the investment plans of DETI/INI.

DETI/DEL collaboration

Feedback from major employers in the North West is that DETI/INI and DEL still need to work proactively together to tackle specific skills needs and align qualifications with market demand within the north west. Given the Derry region’s focus on financial services, ICT and software, a bespoke suite of early win investments in the sub-region’s education, research and re-skilling would have been expected to capitalise on INI/IDA marketing programme for the Derry-Letterkenny Gateway.

Given Derry’s higher than NI average unemployment and economic inactivity rates, there is the need for DETI/INI to be overtly working on with DEL to promote pathways to employment.

Sweating Sub-regional Assets

DETI/INI needs to understand better the strengths of NI’s sub-regions to better capitalize on local assets. Given NI’s investment in health and personal social services and in particular the asset of the regional hospitals in Derry, DETI/INI’s corporate plans lack explicit action plans for sweating these regional and sub-regional assets and developing the med-tech sector.

Clear sub-regional dimensions to the Corporate Plans of DETI/INI

There was significant leverage of investment in economic infrastructure into the NW as a result of the INI NW Action Plan, 2003-2006. At present there is no Phase II of the INI/IDA NW Business and Technology Zone investment plan apart from website and brochure development. As evidenced by the concerns raised about the location of the telehouse for Project Kelvin, the positive additional social impacts of capital investment are not given enough weight when the deployment of DETI/INI projects are being planned. The Plans of DETI/INI do not sufficiently demonstrate a commitment to or delivery on the British Irish inter-governmental NW Gateway Initiative.

And Tourism and Rural Development?

Invest NI has responsibility for tourism accommodation. The Derry region has a lack of international hotel chains in the Derry region and a specific programme of activity is required. This area of corporate INI responsibility appears to be reactive to proposals rather than being proactive in areas of market failure.

DARD expends significant resources in rural tourism, rural enterprise and food research and development. These also should be considered in tandem with the resources of DETI/INI/NITB.

Role of Local Authorities

Derry City Council along with other lead Councils would be concerned if the review is limited to DETI/ Invest NI activity, given the imminent transfer of some – albeit limited – economic development activity to councils as part of the ongoing Review of Public Administration in Northern Ireland (RPANI). Councils will also have the responsibility of undertaking actions to promote the economic and social well-being of their area as part of the Community Planning process which is also to be introduced as part of RPANI. We ask that, while the Review Panel may have excluded local authorities’ work on economic development as part of this review, it gives consideration to their contribution to and role within the future economic development arena post-2011.

Along with its counterparts, Derry City Council is keen to undertake additional responsibility in the field of economic development following the Review. Certain activity is better undertaken at the local area and we are prepared for the challenge of delivering additional support, particularly in the field of business start-up, development and growth. There has been considerable collective experience built up within local authorities in the field of economic development and this experience should be utilised in the development and delivery of new activities to support economic development in local areas.

District Councils play an important role in supporting the work of DETI/INI. However this can sometimes feel like Councils are left to deal with those parts of the business sector which are not attractive to DETI/INI and without sufficient transfer of resources to Councils. INI and other Departments such as DSD and Health hold significant land banks at the local level and local authorities are well placed to hold, manage and exploit strategic elements of this public land for enterprise, incubation and creative industries. Tourism has potential for significant enterprise creation but the resources being transferred to local authorities under RPA is insignificant given the opportunity.

Although it is acknowledged that having a private sector focus was an important component of Invest NI's make up, concern has been expressed that little political endorsement of their work was possible within current structures. The example of the RDAs should be considered in that they are starting to include some political representation within their structures.

What further steps DETI/Invest NI could take to further support business growth and productivity improvements in the Northern Ireland private sector. 

If the market research of IDA Ireland and Invest NI are still correct once the current recession shows some abatement, the best prospects for attracting investment and growing indigenous business in the North West is in financial services (regulatory and compliance) and software development to support that sector, med tech, sustainable tech and creative industries. The prospects being targeted are small, knowledge-intensive units of international firms. R&D collaboration between Irish universities and international firms is seen as an effective marketing  tool to encourage these firms to locate business units here.

To attract knowledge intensive industry to Derry and to help more of our indigenous firms to become engaged in knowledge intensive business activities, DETI/INI need to invest in the innovation part of our economic infrastructure. Only by attracting, retaining and nurturing knowledge intensive firms can we hope to offer job prospects for Derry people at or above the NI average wage level. 

As espoused in the PricewaterhouseCooper’s report, the NI Executive in general and DETI/INI in particular need to lead on a wealth-creating investment plan for the economic infrastructure of North West and South West of NI. As the regional city for the North West of the island of Ireland, Derry has a pivotal role to play. Visionary investment is required in teaching, research, product development, incubation, innovation transfer to businesses and communities with the North West and South West.

Otherwise this sub-region will continue not being able to play its full part in meeting the NI Executive’s objectives for the NI economy and the SPAs delegated to DETI. This needs to be done now so that the sub-region is better placed to benefit when economic recovery takes place.
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