Newtownabbey Borough Council Response to the Review of Economic Policy
The Northern Ireland Executive has placed the economy at the core of the Programme for Government – this is crucial in light of the current challenges facing the world wide economy and recognition that enterprise is an important driver of productivity.  

Raising productivity, increasing skills and increasing employment are key priorities for the Northern Ireland economy. Promoting the growth of the private sector to make it more dynamic and innovative with a greater capacity to generate wealth and raise living standards will be essential in the current economic climate. While recent economic growth compares favourably with other UK regions, economic prosperity measured by GVA per head remains at approximately 80% of the UK average. Evidence shows that NI’s performance on all four drivers of productivity (enterprise, innovation, skills and infrastructure) is below the UK average.  By tackling underperformance in these key areas, Northern Ireland will begin to make headway in meeting its stated Public Service Agreement (PSA) target.   

The creation of Invest Northern Ireland (INI) in 2002 by the merger of the Industrial Development Board (IDB) and LEDU effectively restructured the support service available to small firms and owner managers. The reorganisation may have affected the perceived quality and range of the support services amongst small business owners with the disappearance of the LEDU ‘brand’ and based on local anecdotal evidence, this perception still maintains. There remains a strong case for a dedicated Small Business Service which the Invest NI Regional Offices can deliver in partnership with local Councils and tailored to local needs as was the case when LEDU was operating. 

The Council’s Corporate Strategy confirms the Council’s commitment to promoting Newtownabbey as an attractive investment location and to supporting local firms to take advantage of business development opportunities. The Councils objectives include creating jobs by supporting local businesses and increasing potential investors exploring opportunities in Newtownabbey.

The Council would note that there has been a lack of engagement between Invest NI’s regional office in Belfast in recent years. As a result, it has been difficult to assess and evaluate the real impact that Invest NI has had on local business development in the Borough other than through the Start a Business Programme that was delivered through Mallusk Enterprise Agency with funding provided from Invest NI and Council. Invest NI has failed to engage with the Council on inward investment opportunities, despite the Council’s proximity to Belfast and the excellent infrastructure system. 
The Council would also note that under the Review of Public Administration (RPA), Newtownabbey Borough Council will merge with Antrim Borough Council. At present both Councils are covered by different Regional Offices of Invest NI therefore it would be advisable that one of these offices should liaise with the two Councils to prepare for the transition. 
Councils have demonstrated their ability to take on more powers and responsibilities in the economic development field and the role of local economic development will be more important post RPA. The Council would call for Invest NI to engage with Councils now to ensure a smooth handover to the Councils of appropriate functions relating to small firms development and to ensure Councils perform their local economic development role optimally.

While much focus is given by Invest NI to large firms in particular sectors, the private sector in Newtownabbey remains essentially locally focused firms, largely family firms or owner managed. The Council provides programmes which targets companies who fall under the threshold for Invest NI support, however with the introduction of the proposed Invest NI Small Business Support Programme a limited level of support will be available to assist locally focused firms with the potential to become VAT registered and ultimately to become Invest NI clients in the future. Core support to firms trading for more than 2 years will take the form of business skills seminars with limited tailored assistance being provided to individual companies. While Council programmes usually address the more specific needs of these firms, the funding for this will be generally levered from the EU Sustainable Competitiveness Programme. Invest NI’s support for these funding applications would be crucial if Councils are to continue supporting local businesses.
Invest NI’s strategic focus is on nurturing growth oriented businesses with a high capacity for export and added value through research, development and innovation. The strategy makes sound economic sense given the scarcity of resources and the need to develop a private sector that is not only self-sustaining but also capable of competing globally against economies where the costs of production are significantly lower. However, in pursuit of its strategy Invest NI is targeting only around 3% of Northern Ireland firms (approximately 2,000 companies) that meet its criteria for direct assistance which means that some 85,000 may be left without access to support. Growth and exporting businesses are vitally important for the Borough’s economy but local services also contribute significantly to the gross domestic product in terms of employment and the multiplier effect of the wages and salaries generated. 

In the recent review of Invest NI ‘Accelerating Entrepreneurship’ strategy it emerged that there was insufficient focus on promoting growth businesses and that a fresh approach was required to build an enterprise culture in Northern Ireland. Given that creating an enterprise culture has been at the centre of economic policy since LEDU was first established in 1971 it is difficult to identify what new interventions can be tried that are genuinely new. DETI is producing a New Enterprise Strategy to supersede the Accelerating Entrepreneurship Strategy which itself was published only 4 years ago. The key drivers of the New Enterprise Strategy are expected to include:     

· Further embedding enterprise in the curriculum 
· Developing stronger links between education and business 

· Increasing female and other under represented groups at start up level
· Raising awareness of enterprise in the public sector (Interchange) – exploring more secondment opportunities with the private sector
It is fair to say that all of these goals have been reflected to a greater or lesser extent in previous strategies which gives rise to the question if the aims are valid or is it the approach and delivery which is found wanting.     

There is a strong case emerging, particularly in the light of the Review of Public Administration for Councils to be given the necessary resources to assist existing businesses that do not qualify for tailored and specialised Invest NI assistance. Substantial EU funds have been invested in building up the capacity of Councils to take direct action in delivering local economic development as is common in the other devolved administrations of Scotland and Wales.   

The rigid application of the Lisbon Agenda targets in allocating the current round of EU Structural Funds to Council through the Sustainable Competitiveness Programme could result in small local companies struggling losing out. The Lisbon Agenda targets are focused on achieving business growth but were set during a period of high economic growth which has since been superseded by the deepest recession experienced for decades.  

There has been limited foreign and direct investment into Newtownabbey recently despite the Borough’s proximity to airports, seaports and universities, the excellent road and rail infrastructure and the establishment of Global Point. In the current economic downturn it is unlikely that inward investment will be significant and therefore the Global Point site could expect to remain empty. Given that Mallusk Enterprise Park is at capacity and there is nowhere for growing companies to relocate to once they have outgrown their workspace accommodation, it would be reasonable to expect that Invest Northern Ireland would reconsider the type and scale of development at the Global Point site and provide appropriate facilities to cater for the needs of local SMEs.
The recent announcement by DETI of ‘Project Kelvin’ and the plans to develop super-fast broadband connectivity based on access to fibre-optic technology which will run through Newtownabbey is to be welcomed. In view of the significant benefits that this new infrastructure will bring to this area in terms of its attractiveness to new investment, the Council would ask DETI to ensure that Newtownabbey is promoted as a suitable area for the relocation of public services out of Belfast as indicated in the Bain Report published last year.      

The lack of joined-up government is causing confusion and inconsistency in the way that economic policy is designed and applied and this is not in the interests of local businesses and employers. A recent audit by DETI identified that there are over 200 public-sector funded organisations offering up to 10 support measures to new and existing businesses each culminating in around 2,000 measures in total. Not only is DETI, and through it Invest NI, responsible for economic development but the remit of both DARD and DEL include support for businesses and it is not always clear if the approach to design and delivery of each department is strategically aligned. For example, Invest NI has moved away from direct grant aid to small firms whereas DARD is actively encouraging it.  The Council would welcome moves to streamline the delivery of economic development support and place Councils at the centre of this locally.
