Dear Sir/Madam,

I am writing in reference to the Independent Review of Economic Development Policy (IREP) and would like to submit some information to the panel regarding my experience in dealing with DETI/Invest Northern Ireland.

To date, although our business, a thriving independent retailer is now moving into its forty sixth year of operation, we have received little help from either of these bodies.

The Donegal Shop is a long established retailer of high quality Irish craft  products. The business was initially established by my parents. 
After attending university in Scotland and Belgium, where I specialised in international marketing, I worked as a management consultant for a few years.
I then moved to Spain where I set up a language school.
I was in Spain for 14 years, and on leaving to return home to take over the family business, I had grown my school to accommodate over 400 students.
I mention this to show that I have a strong business background, and have had much success as an entrepreneur.

I did the business start-up programme with Go For It, and was provided with a small start-up grant of £500. This is probably the only contact I have had with the aforementioned agencies. The team at North West Marketing were very helpful.
The grant I received, although small, was invaluable as it afforded me some practical help to allow me to market the business. I used the grant money to develop a series of leaflets and posters to promote the shop.

My only other contact was with the local Invest NI team, who I contacted to see if there was any help available to grow the business. Although a retail business, I was advised that this may be possible given that:

1 We are a thriving business, with expertise and a long track record in a niche market

2 The possibilities for expansion of the business are very good, given its nature. Many of our customers are from overseas and we are often asked if  we have a website and if we sell online. The potential for export is huge. This would not only benefit our business, but also the many Irish craft producers whose stock we carry.

In this case, no-one got back to me about this, though I did leave a message to contact me.

Practical help for a business like ours would be invaluable, particularly with regard to web design and develpoment. As a small business, I am a member of the local Women in Enterprise Group and of the Londonderry Chamber of Commerce, and I have heard many horror stories about web design from members. This generally related to the cost of such design and the quality of the work carried out.

I feel that the retail sector in general is constantly undervalued, and given its importance in a city like Derry, where it is probably the chief employer, I find this difficult to understand.

I feel that the present situation re retail is quite unfair. This is especially true in terms of the money spent per job created in many of the other more accepted industries, such as manufacturing. Often companies are given huge incentives, which not only bring in some cases relatively few (fairly low paid) jobs, but also jobs which are not sustainable. Many of these emploters set up, aided by government money only to later move their operations to more affordable countries.

Businesses such as ours, with a proven track record do not seem to be even considered, falling as we do into the murky waters of retail.

I hope my comments have been helpful.

Kind regards,

Eileen Walsh
The Donegal Shop
8 Shipquay Street
Derry
BT48 6DN

