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NIIRTA Submission to the Independent Review of Economic Policy

The Northern Ireland Independent Retail Trade Association has over a 1000 members from the independent retail sector in Northern Ireland who generate in excess of £1 billion turnover every year and employ over 20,000 staff.  

We very much welcome the opportunity to present our views to the Independent Review of Economic Policy.
Our submission aims to look at the agenda of Northern Ireland’s Economic Policy from an independent retailing point of view.  More specifically, it will look at the situation of Northern Ireland’s economy at present including business support mechanisms (training, advice, finance and regeneration) available to independent retailers and how the Government can improve these methods and systems to improve independent retailing in the Province.  
Furthermore, it is anticipated that it will ultimately boost the economy, especially in the current economic climate.

Northern Ireland Economy

Northern Ireland’s economy, as in western countries, has shifted from traditional heavy industries to the service sector.  Ship building, rope manufacture and textiles have been exported to developing countries. Consequently, service-orientated industries such as tourism and retail have grown in importance within the economy.  
Retail has been growing steadily in Northern Ireland since 1997, and employment within the Northern Ireland retail industry is estimated to be approximately 90,000 people, which equates to around of 10% of all employment.  
In addition, according to Working Futures II, between 2004 and 2014, 14,000 new retail jobs are expected to be created in Northern Ireland through expansion demand and a further 32,000 will need to be filled as a result of people leaving the sector from replacement demand.   
To narrow down this sector further, it must be emphasised that the structure of Northern Ireland’s business in general is small to medium sized enterprises.  In particular the independent retail sector is the biggest sub-sector of that economy and plays a crucial role as the backbone of the private sector.  For example there are 9,000 retail businesses in Northern Ireland and 78% of these employ under 10 people.   
Evidence also shows that there is a high degree of dependence on the independent retail sector which Smith and Sparks (2000) argue as having many essential functions to communities which include:

· Supplying products and services to consumers; 

· Adding diversity and choice to communities and towns; 

· Contributing economic benefits to local and national economies; 

· Providing employment; 

· Creating social and cultural benefits and traditions.  

Current Predicted Decline of Independents in NI Economy

Within the retail literature, various studies have drawn attention to the decline of retailing and more specifically, independent shops (Coca-Stefaniak et al., 2005; Smith and Sparks, 1999). For example, in 1961 there were 116,000 independent stores within the UK; in 2007 these figures have dropped by 71% to 24,526 (Guardian, 2007).  Alarmingly, at this rate of decline, it is estimated that traditional independent retailing could be wiped out within the UK in the next 15 years (New Economics Foundation, 2005).  
Research conducted in mainland UK argues that if independent retailers cease to trade, communities and towns will collapse as a result of the loss of social interaction, diversity and choice (APPSSG, 2006; NEF, 2007).  It is predicted that this in turn can lead to the fragmentation of the traditional character of the high street and the creation of clone towns (APPSSG, 2006).  

Furthermore, a recent report commissioned by NIIRTA (Northern Ireland Independent Retail Trade Association) (based on desktop research), predicts the closure of 700 independent retailers over the next 3 to 5 years causing the potential loss of 7,000 local jobs in Northern Ireland alone  (McFetridge, 2008).  

Proposals

Therefore through the review of economic policy, NIIRTA has put forward 7 main proposals that will aid the survival and growth of independent retailers within the province which in turn will aid the overall Northern Irish economy.  These include:

1. Refocus Invest NI

2. Less outward and more inward investment

3. Revise the Skills and Training Agenda

4. Make government structures more accessible to retailers

5. Revise regeneration policies

6. Publish PPS5
7. Revise Government Departments relating to Economic Development

These proposals will now be discussed in more detail below.

1. Refocus Invest NI
To date Invest NI has given invaluable help, advice, support and training to many sectors of the Northern Ireland economy.  However, it is widely acknowledged that the retail sector in Northern Ireland has been largely ignored from their strategic planning initiatives (FSB, 2008).  Not only is this controversial, it is also putting the biggest sub-sector of our economy at risk.  
Research has produced compelling results highlighting the decline of this sector (McFetridge, 2008; APPSSG, 2006; NEF, 2007) with possible causes including the influx of multiple out-of-town retailing (Guy, 2005), lack of training available (Byrom, 2002), finance not available to keep up-to-date with recent technology (Coca-Stefaniak, 2005) and government policy, such as planning permission not protecting them to the full extent (McFetridge, 2008).  If the help and guidance is not available or accessible to this sector, there is a real threat of the extinction of independent retailers.  
Not only will this have a significant impact on the economy and employment but it will also impact socially (Smith and Sparks, 2000), environmentally (FOE, 2007) and culturally (Broadbridge and Calderwood, 2002).  Therefore for the aforementioned reasons it is imperative that Invest NI refocus their agenda and make independent retailing a top priority.
Having a dynamic, diverse retail sector is a core element in any developing Tourism strategy and essential in promoting short city breaks.  Our town centres should be developed as centres of excellence for independent, niche and multiple retail.

We would therefore recommend that Invest NI include retail as a priority area in its role in developing its support to local indigenous businesses.
2. Less outward and more inward investment
There has been a long standing belief that outward investment has been a key financial generator to the economy.  Essentially it is important to note that inward investment has also played a significant role in the economy.  An illustration of this is the fact that food retailing in Northern Ireland is worth £3.3 million to our economy (Mintel, 2008), with independent retailers contributing a large amount to this.  
Previous research also supports this, highlighting that independent retailers are more likely to produce high employment rates (Smith and Sparks, 2000), higher rates of pay than the minimum wage (Broadbridge and Calderwood, 2002), more innovation within the sector (Independent, 2005) and finally keep up with changes in the wider environment more easily (Cox and Brittain, 2004).  
Therefore, it is safe to say that the government must take a more inward investment approach to support the vital contribution independent retailers are making to the economy.  Additionally, the government must commend, support, advise and aid the independent sector, helping them survive and grow.
3. Revise skills and training agenda
Empirically it has been found that school leavers in Northern Ireland are not equipped with the necessary skills for the world of work.  Retailing literature has identified many shortcomings with the level and standard of employees within the retail sector.  For example, Byrom et al. (2000; 2002) stated that 40% of SMEs have identified skill shortages with three main areas of training required; 
1. Building and sustaining competitive advantage; 
2. E-commerce; 
3. Retail operations.
According to Skillsmart, the Sector Skills Council for retail labour, turnover within this sector is very high with a large part-time workforce also.  This is supported by Hart et al. (2007) who stated that the retail sector is a low skill/low pay sector with a high staff turnover and a higher number of women as sales staff (85%).  He has suggested four recommendations to rectify the skills shortage in this sector:
I. Retail needs to become a government priority

II. Retail needs to become a more appealing career choice

III. Retail needs to close the management gap

IV. Retail needs to employ more student graduates to take advantage of their specialised academic knowledge.

Various reports have highlighted that when employees are trained to a high level the turnover rate decreases as job satisfaction increases (Gray, 2003; Choo and Bowley, 2007).  For that reason, it is suggested that the Skills and Training agenda be revised to tackle the shortcomings of the sector at present.  
Furthermore, reports have also advocated the need for greater publicity of training on offer.  Schmidt et al. (2004) found that retailers did not know the existence of various training course on offer and those retailers who were aware did not believe that they were accessible to them.  
The aforementioned points generally indicate that there is a skills shortage within the retail sector.  Not only is there limited help out there for employees, it is also very hard for retailers to locate what help is available to them (Schmidt et al., 2004).  
4. Make government structures more accessible to retailers
Continuing on the preceding points, it is clear that the retailers in Northern Ireland are not aware of support mechanisms and training available to them.  The devolved government of Northern Ireland has made accessibility to government and business support agencies difficult for retailers.  
Reports have stressed that retailers are confused about where to go for help and support and find themselves being passed through various departments before finding the help they require (Choo and Bowley, 2007; Skillsmart, 2008).  
Therefore this report proposes that government departments and business support agencies should be made more transparent to retailers meaning those in the community with issues will know exactly where to go for help, support or guidance.
5. Revise regeneration policies

It is recognised that regeneration in Northern Ireland is high on the Government agenda.  NIIRTA acknowledges the important contribution being currently made to the town/city regeneration policies already in place (i.e. Belfast, Derry, and Coleraine).  Nevertheless, a more retail led strategy must be incorporated into existing and future regeneration.  
Studies in England show that retail-led regeneration can provide employment and training in deprived areas, offering competitive advantages and in turn attracting more clientele and overall a more diverse communal town (Healey, 2007).  Furthermore, as independent retailers in Northern Ireland already serve the community economically, socially, culturally and environmentally, it is advised that government help these current independent SMEs survive and grow.
6. Publish PPS5
This report has highlighted the benefits independent retailers bring to Northern Ireland.  However it must be emphasised that if PPS5 is not published they may not survive as they do not have a level playing field to compete in the first instance. 

7. Revise Government Departments relating to Economic Development

For a small region of just over 1.7million many in the business and broader civic society believe that we have too many Government Departments which make it harder to get effective policy co-ordination. For instance we have three departments (DSD, DOE & DRD) that are responsible for planning, two for education (DE & DEL) and six (DETI, DFP, DEL, DRD, DARD & OFMDFM) which have economic roles to a small or larger degree.

As a business organisation trying to represent and lobby on behalf of our members we are finding that the current system needs a radical overhaul.

To address key policy areas the current departmental structure results in numerous cross-departmental committees of civil servants which slows down decision making and makes it harder to tackle problems and create effective policy.

This system of departments is also expensive to maintain and at a time when we face a global economic downturn-can it be justified?

NIIRTA would recommend that single government departments be created for the Planning, Economic Development and Education/Skills.
Conclusion

This report has conveyed the message that independent retailers are a vital element in the economic make up of this country.  Despite various reports highlighting the decline of the sector, it is clear through the Government’s Independent Review of Economic Policy that a refocus of their agenda to concentrate on the independent retail sector has many social, cultural, employment and economic benefits to society.  
The seven main proposals of this document will not only benefit independent retailers, but also the whole retail sector in general.  Within the current economic climate, it is imperative that Invest NI recognise the importance of independent retailing and provide greater support and training mechanisms to the sector.  Furthermore, government must examine their current structures to ensure that they are accessible to retailers and ensure that investment within the country is concentrated inward to Northern Ireland as opposed to outward investment.  
Moreover, regeneration and planning policies in the province must be amended and republished to help protect, assist and ultimately support the survival of the independent retail sector.  
Report complied by Donna McGuiness, University of Ulster
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