An unsolicited response from Northern Ireland Science Park Foundation to the Independent Review of Economic Policy in Northern Ireland

Northern Ireland Science Park Foundation Ltd

The Northern Ireland Science Park Foundation Ltd. welcomes the review of Economic Policy initiated by Minister Foster and welcomes also the opportunity to contribute to the debate.

Northern Ireland Science Park Foundation was established in 1999 by DED (the forerunner of DETI) to take forward the government’s vision for a Knowledge Economy by creating in Greater Belfast (and in time elsewhere in NI) a science park of international quality. In a quality campus environment, NISP has created agile and connected accommodation, suitable for wet or dry science, which may be rented for profit. NISP property has been fully occupied shortly after construction, even despite the high churn expected with young volatile companies. There are some 1,500 people on site in some 40 knowledge based companies, with a salary total of £60m or so. NISP turns over some £2m, profitably.

Profit so created goes not only to create new facilities but also to help create its own market. A prototype mentoring and support programme (NISP CONNECT) is offered to new and putative knowledge based companies, with permission of, the now famous, San Diego programme of that name, endorsed by such as Michael Porter of Harvard Business School and advocated as one way forward in “the Race to the Top” by Lord Sainsbury. NISP CONNECT is a joint venture between NISP, both universities and the Agri-Food Bio-science Institute. It is funded by the partners, by sponsorship, by grant and by contract and depends entirely on pro bono support from successful business people as role models and mentors and from business professional for expert advice and sponsorship. There is an associated Business Angel Club, halo, funded by NISP, Invest NI and InterTradeIreland to introduce angels to companies needing early capital.

NISP CONNECT has a portfolio in 2008-9 of 
· 200 early stage companies and wantrepreneurs engaged

· 71 proposals from the research base (25K)

· 26 Venture capital funds

· 23 Professional service firms engaged

· 23 Entrepreneurs in Residence pledged with 6 engaged 
· 28 events and forums in 2008 / 2009

· 1100 attendees at events; high exit poll ratings are obtained and many events are “sold out” days before the close
halo has some 40 interested angels with a notional pot of over £10m. Since it began a few years ago and despite a funding hiatus, they have invested some £1.1m to date in knowledge based companies, so levering £5m. The angel base and likely investments are both growing strongly in 2009.

The NISP model is due for major review in 2009-10 and if assessed to be successful, then some or all elements could be expanded or cloned across Northern Ireland geographically.

Comments on Present Policies & Programmes

The Programme for Government is ambitious and success would be life changing for every citizen of Northern Ireland.  It will need nothing less than a total cultural change in every aspect of life and NISP is pleased to put its shoulder to the wheel. It is in that spirit that the following comments are made.

(a)  Effectiveness of existing strategies, policies, programmes and resource allocations to help deliver the productivity goal.

The current basket of measures ranges from excellent to bad. 

A quick process to review all major projects and their post hoc cost effectiveness would reveal the effective and the ineffective objectively with the aim of re-enforcing the good by removing the bad. Here follows some perceptions: -

· Current measures have begun to produce some of the best support for R&D (up front grants etc and post hoc tax credits). DETI/INI should be commended for their efforts (in concert with ROI) to achieve this result and the simplifications in the operation of the schemes.

· Current measures have produced an excellent record of FDI. The focus has been in professional services. High tech and innovative manufacturing should also be included to match the achievement above. FDI is changing globally towards partnership with local industry (several NISP clients and contacts are finding success by such means) and INI should be encouraged to expand their budget in this direction.

· There is a perception of lack of support for local indigenous industry, despite the fact that 53% of Invest NI’s budget is devoted to the support of local industry.  This perception perhaps indicates a need for Invest NI to market its services more aggressively and to celebrate its own successes – particularly as regards locally-owned industry. It is possibly also due to a reluctance of the (mainly private) owners of such businesses to embrace modern management techniques.

(b) Possible new policies.

The headline economic figures for GDP/head and productivity have stubbornly remained at about 80% of UK and the only change ever modelled to change it towards 100% was the ill fated bid for a lower Corporation Tax. Since no obvious policy exists to make the change, an innovation approach of an open call for suggestions with a process of trial, measure and invest in the effective might work.

One feature of many European regions missing in NI is a co-investment fund in which the government invests alongside private funds from individuals (angels) or groups. The key feature is that government does not control the fund. That and some other rules ensure state-aid legality. Co-investment funds are claimed to have helped Scotland’s rise towards the top of the enterprise cultures, though the GDP is yet to follow. 

It should be possible, quickly and proactively, to review measures taken in other regions of Europe, deemed state-aid free, and then to produce a priority list that might work in NI and to trial such measures.

(c) Risks linked to other departments, for example DEL and DRD.

The biggest barrier is the rigid silo mentality that exists in the twelve departments and the different political policies that guide them. Every effort must be made to get multi party and multi department agreement on interacting policies. Some topics are as follows:

· The economy cannot carry the very proportion of economically inactive. The only measure proposed (removal of the 11+) cannot be effective on its own (see Kent for example). Other measures such as opening schools from dawn to dusk and offering a programme of study, homework and hobby activity to engender self respect such as has been used in the sink estates of the USA and UK must be tried. 
· STEM: the work of the cross sector teams from Government, the professions, business and industry must be implemented to reverse the mixed messages being transmitted to our children about science in business.

· High value, traceable Agri-food must be considered an economic driver as well as a matter for the CAP implementation.

· Procurement: Those departments that are real customers (rather than those like DETI, which is mainly a customer-by-proxy and hence heavily state-aid controlled) must be encouraged to find innovative ways to use their budgets to promote innovation that can go on to make global sales. Effectively this means looking ahead in the areas of medicine, transport, waste removal/recycling, energy and the environment generally and signalling well in advance that certain requirements will be forthcoming. Once procurement actually begins, then open competitive processes will need to be employed but up to that point open information systems will encourage researchers, entrepreneurs and capital providers to take the risk. It is essential that pro-active programmes are put in place to prepare local companies to take full advantage of local procurement exercises.
· The Small Business Research and Innovation (SBRI) scheme well employed in the USA and being trialled by NHS and MOD in GB, should be encouraged in spending Departments and in Councils.

· The Appointment of a cross-cutting Chief Scientist, whose activity should mirror the Technology Strategy Board in London. The CS should be concerned with all science and technology programmes, their commercial and economic exploitation, the supply of an adequately trained and motivated work force and an electorate sufficiently versed in science matters to make a considered contribution and decision. 

· The Northern Ireland Science Park believes that the Matrix exercise, also initiated by Minister Foster, also presents a unique opportunity to identify and to exploit areas of technology in which Northern Ireland can justifiably claim to be world-class, and in which we can differentiate Northern Ireland from our international competition. Matrix must, however, be regarded only as a first step in the process of changing Northern Ireland into a region driven forward by its R&D capability. NISP would urge Professor Barnett and his team to ensure that the momentum of Matrix is not lost through reiteration and consultation about consultation. NISP believes that it is necessary to develop a comprehensive ‘map’ of  Northern Ireland showing the R&D ‘hot-spots’ in academia, the private sector and the public sector. Such a ‘map’ would not only be a considerable selling aid to Invest NI in approaching potential high-technology investors. It would also enable us, as a scientific community, to concentrate on those areas in which we have special expertise. Finally it would enable potential investors – both locally owned and international – to identify all the areas of research and development which relate, or could relate, to their investment plans.

Suggestions for the Future 

(a) The current and forecasted performance of the Northern Ireland economy, relative to other regions with access to similar policy instruments, programmes and resources;

NISP has no informed comment.

(b) Current DETI/Invest NI policies and programmes, with an assessment of their effectiveness in stimulating productivity improvements, particularly within manufacturing and private services;

Policies are all laudable but effectiveness is limited by slow implementation and even slower take-up. Process for the NISPO fund (a replacement for the university challenge fund) began in 2002/3; it still awaits implementation.

Pre-implementation much more effort should be made to ensure early agreement and hence rapid passage through statutory processes of appraisal, planning consents etc. 

Implementation should be accompanied by effective communication, marketing if you will, not by advertising hoarding, but by informing in depth the client executives and others involved with the target audience.

(c) Policy options to stimulate economic growth / productivity and build a larger and more wealth creating private sector, particularly in financial and value added business services;

Serious attention should be given to creating all aspects of an effective innovation landscape. It must be R&D friendly with open dissemination and easy insertion into complementary markets and industries. CONNECT or another process should be deployed to engage the community as a whole, aided by grant but governed by the community. There should be maximum use of all legal stimulus allowed, grant, procurement, teaching, voluntary sector and philanthropy.

(d) How NI can further attract value added FDI and promote domestic investment;

NI should aim for differentiation by all means affordable. The collection of R&D measures above should be broadcast and to it added all superlatives as an attractive place to live e.g. land for recreation per person, soft non-extreme climate, no shortage of water/ building materials (other achievable desires might be Greenest energy; most recycling; lowest carbon emissions per mile of car journey; traceable food chain; cleanest environment). Investment should follow to make the most cost effective true. 

One differentiator actually being tested is the centre of excellence model e.g. European Centre/Campus for Connected Health. There are 2 thrusts to this, 1 is the pure centre of excellent like connected health, however the other is the use of NI as a site for a major trial. This is playing on our tight regional boundary, typical demographics and ability with our own regional government just to do things. 

(e) Review and advise on the structure and remit of Invest NI and the existing governance arrangements between DETI, DFP and Invest NI;

The current arrangements whereby every official in every one of the three organisations seems to check personally every document and every spreadsheet must give way to a team approach and collective responsibility (and reward) for the outcome.

Speed of decision and implementation is paramount. The current impression, despite hard work and intense effort by all, is of laissez faire and of infinite time available. Programmes are debated endlessly and in theory beforehand as to effectiveness; post hoc investigations are so long after the event (e.g. Valence batteries) as to be totally ineffective as to lessons learned. A no fault, try it and see, with rapid light footed behaviour should be encouraged.

Post hoc investigations should be quick and first produce and implement the learning. Then, and only where serious fraud or negligence is prime facie, should come retribution.

(f) Identify any issues which may inhibit the delivery of the productivity goals which fall to other Departments in the NI Executive, particularly DEL (in relation to skills) and DRD (in relation to regional planning and infrastructure investment);

As above, policies, like the departments themselves, appear un-connected and un-coordinated. Overall strategic leadership is missing.

(g) Consider the optimal way by which the Minister of Enterprise, Trade and Investment engages with key stakeholders on economic development issues;

Open fora, perhaps moderated by an academic institution or the ERINI, should be preferred over closed binary discussions without public minutes. There is still a feeling of “those in the know” influencing policies and decisions.

(h) Consider whether any improvements could be made to DETI and Invest NI’s working links within the NI Executive and on an east/west and north/south basis

There needs to be much more communication, explanation and open policies developed between experts, the executive and the administrators. Policies should certain of agreement before publication. The recent public debate and lack of common purpose over low carbon and telecommunication policies are being used by our international competitors to belittle us (see the recent Boston Journal articles for example). This may well take away our business.
(i) The sub-regional distribution of inward investment and other support measures to indigenous businesses, and the effectiveness of policy in encouraging the location of investment.

Sub-regional specialisms matched to the local resource should be encouraged and supported by vehicles such as the science park when possible. Business that can be conducted by means of telecommunication technology from home or from local business park should be encouraged for economic and for environmental reasons. The Irish concept of the e-village should be re-examined for implementation in the North, West and South. The e-village concept would marry well with the aspiration to enhance tourism. It must, however, be recognised that the final decision on location will always be taken by client companies themselves and the considerations regarding the overall viability of a project must take precedence over pressure in favour of one location.
(j) Assess the challenging nature of the economic goals/targets contained in the Programme for Government and, where appropriate, recommend any change. 

Given current economic conditions, the targets are challenging to say the least. They may, however, still be achievable – just - if the nation as a whole, leaders and followers, understands that it is nothing less than a complete cultural change to work that is required.

