27 February 2009

Professor Richard Barnett

1st Floor Waterfront Plaza

8 Laganbank Road

Belfast

BT1 3BS

Dear Professor Barnett

Independent Review of Economic Policy (Department of Enterprise, Trade and Investment/Invest Northern Ireland)

We welcome the opportunity to respond to this review. 

 The Council area can be characterised as follows:
· It is the largest local government district in terms of area but with 34 people per square km it is the second most sparsely populated

· Whilst unemployment is on the rise, at 3.5%, it is still below the Northern Ireland average of 3.6%
· There is a proportionately high number of people employed in lower paid sectors such as manufacturing, hospitality and agriculture
· Fermanagh has the third highest number of VAT registered businesses in Northern Ireland; however 85% of these businesses employ less than 5 employees compared to a Northern Ireland average of 70%.  Furthermore it is recognised many of them do not any employees at all

· Fermanagh has consistently has one of the highest rates of business start-ups, however only a low proportion of these experience significant growth and significant job creation.

It is against this background that the following comments are made.  The Council has had a close working relationship with the Department of Enterprise Trade and Investment in terms of the delivery of a range of European programmes. This has resulted in some very considerable achievements within the county.  During the roll-out of the Building Sustainable Prosperity programme, 2001-2005, 60,000 square ft of workspace was developed, over 500 new businesses and an estimated 800 jobs were created.   However the delivery of the new Competitiveness programme has proved to be more challenging for local Councils.  The reason for this is the narrow remit of the programme, particularly with the new Small Business programme which is due to be launched by Invest Northern Ireland very shortly.  The Small Business Programme has a very broad remit and targets pre business starts, business starts and business growth clients.  As a result it is proving very difficult for Fermanagh District Council to develop programmes, designed to meet the needs of local businesses, which fall outside of the criteria for the Small Business Programme.  The evidence for this can be seen in the relatively small number of actual projects that have been approved by DETI to date under the Competitiveness Programme
In terms of Telecommunications the Council is working very closely, and actively, with DETI Telecommunications Policy Unit to meet the very specific problems the County faces in terms of telecommunications.  We are very pleased to be involved in a number of pilot projects which are in the process of being rolled out in the district.

The Council has also been involved in the past with Invest Northern Ireland in the delivery of the Start a Business programme.  Local government provided match funding for this programme through the Building Sustainable Prosperity programme.  Fermanagh District Council area has consistently had one of the highest rates of business start-up in Northern Ireland, however only a small proportion of them experience significant growth and significant job creation.  During the period 2002 to 2005 only 4% of the offers made by Invest Northern Ireland to Northern Ireland companies went to Fermanagh companies compared to 16% for Belfast.  When you look at the assistance offered, Fermanagh companies received only 2.5% of the total amount, compared to Belfast which received 34%.  In terms of inward investment by District Council area 4% of the offers were for Fermanagh compared to 41% for Belfast.  During this period there were two visits to Fermanagh by potential inward investors out of a total of 446; Belfast had 239 visits.  Although the Council is aware there may be potential issues in terms of attracting inward investors to the county the evidence presented does demonstrate the fact that Invest Northern Ireland does support only a small number of businesses in County Fermanagh relative to other parts of Northern Ireland.
In light of the difficulties experienced in Fermanagh in attracting inward investment, the Council believes that there needs to be a more integrated approach to the support of small business growth.  Agencies should work together to develop specific local strategies to meet local needs.  Areas like County Fermanagh with a small business culture, very little foreign direct investment and poor infrastructure requires different interventions from areas such as Belfast.  Invest Northern Ireland should be working with Fermanagh District Council to develop solutions to such problems and better working relationships needs to be  developed in order to progress such matters.
We would like to thank-you for the opportunity to respond to this review, we look forward to reading its findings.

Yours sincerely

Brendan Hegarty
Director of Finance and Information Technology
