OMAGH DISTRICT COUNCIL
REVIEW OF ECONOMIC POLICY (DETI/INVEST NI) – CALL FOR EVIDENCE

1.0 
Introduction

Omagh District Council welcomes the opportunity to submit evidence on the Independent Review of Economic Development Policy (IREP) which relates to the economic development policies and programmes of the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Investment (DETI) and Invest NI.

The Council would ask that the independent panel considers a sub-regional approach to the delivery of its policies and programmes.  The opportunity for economic growth and wealth generation must be delivered across Northern Ireland in a manner which is balanced and sustainable.  Consideration must be given to innovative approaches that will address existing patterns of economic and social disadvantage, and will appropriately target resources and efforts towards those areas with the greatest needs. 
2.0 
Omagh District Council and Local Economic Development
Omagh District Council has played a definitive role within the local economy over the last decade.  Local economic development has been propelled from a virtually zero base in the early 1990’s to a position where the Council has a highly proactive role in economic development.

The main advantage of local economic development is that it brings to the table local knowledge and information on issues that may not be apparent or available to centrally based policy makers.  Local economic development activities empower local communities with a means to improve their quality of life, orientated first and foremost by local needs.  From experience, local economic development works best when it operates as a bottom-up approach, strategically driven by Councils but embracing the concept and needs for partnership working.

3.0 
How effective DETI/Invest NI Support has been to date

3.1
 Delivery of the EU Building Sustainability Responsibility (EU BSP)
One of the primary problems encountered by Omagh District Council whilst delivering the previous round of EU BSP funding was the issue of duplication of funding.  Over the life of the EU BSP programme it was felt that more and more organisations (including Government Departments) had introduced similar types of programmes to that which we were seeking to deliver.   This had a net effect of producing confusion in the market place and resulting in the duplication of funding of similar programmes.  Going forward, clarity needs to be given in this regard, as a joined up approach to government would deliver better results if programmes were to complement each other as opposed to competing.  
3. 2   Delivery of the Competitive and Employment Programme (2007-2013)

Already in the early stages of the delivery of new programmes there is difficulty/confusion on what DETI/Invest NI/Local Authorities are delivering to local businesses in Northern Ireland. The reality is that each entity can only support a particular number of business entities due to budget restrictions. It is this Council’s view if a business is not an Invest NI client then they should be able to participate on other programmes. At this time if businesses have potential to become Invest NI clients they are not allowed to participate on Council programmes. During the present state of economic fluctuation, businesses must be able to access the most appropriate support immediately and by whatever programme best fits their needs. At this time, in Omagh District Council there are sole traders/partnerships that are falling under the main stream support programmes that would have the opportunity to improve their productivity through project support. They are being neglected because the Council bids to the Competitive and Employment Programme are being rejected. Therefore it is important that the review panel considers actions that will address these difficulties quickly so that as many businesses can benefit from new programmes.
4.0 What Factors have prohibited the Uptake/Draw Down of Support?
4.1
Omagh’s Economic and Social Profile and the East/West Divide
Omagh District Council has historically been neglected in terms of economic growth and infrastructure.  The NISRA statistics confirm that the West is a region of high social deprivation with pockets of high multiple deprivations interspersed throughout the sub-region. The Council urges the independent panel  not to adopt a ‘one size fits all’ approach to the review of policies and programmes as it  will raise issues of inequality and will fail to take into account sub-regional disparities as well as fail to recognise the unique inequalities affecting the economics  in rural Omagh and the wider West region.
The Council therefore requests that future DETI/Invest NI interventions are favourable towards the West and that these are reflected in all plans and policies, that equality issues are adequately addressed, ensuring all of Northern Ireland can get on an even keel and that a true difference can be made to ensuring that “everyone can enjoy a better quality of life now and in years to come.”
The Council asks that the following socio-economic issues are given full consideration:
· Recognise the impact of the well documented East/West split, for eg, areas in the West have higher rates of deprivation, dispersed rural communities, suffer from peripheral location, all of which are compounded by inadequate roads and poor telecommunications infrastructure;
· Omagh District falls within the upper quartile of disadvantage in Northern Ireland (7th most deprived Council area);
· Spatial issues which affect Omagh District within a Northern Ireland, National and European context, which result in reduced  opportunities for individuals in employment, and business development;
· No rail service;
· Little or no foreign direct investment;
· High dependency on small business sector/SMEs;
· Recognition of the high percentage of the Omagh work force in Agriculture and allied industries which are in decline;
· Existence of low incomes in rural communities; 

· The lack of uptake of R&D in the rural areas by virtue of the fact the universities are mainly located in Belfast, Coleraine and Derry;
· The numbers of economically inactive in the rural areas (39% of the Omagh adult population is economically inactive);

· Recognition of the high number of the Omagh work force in the public sector and the specific risk to this sector which may emerge following RPA.

This is not an exhaustive list but rather some of the more prevalent factors to consider.  
In conclusion, we would stress the need for flexibility within current DETI/Invest NI policies and programmes and would strongly urge for a needs-based approach.  Cognisance must be taken of the east-west split in Northern Ireland and the need for an equitable approach to enable this area to catch up with the rest of the Province in terms of productivity improvements and building a larger and more wealth creating private sector.

4.2
Bureaucracy

Councils acknowledge that transparency and accountability measures are of paramount importance in administering any programmes, however, we believe that current levels of bureaucracy are becoming unmanageable and preventing productivity improvements particularly in the private sector.  We would strongly recommend, therefore, that current systems are simplified as a matter of urgency.
One example of this is the Innovation Voucher Scheme and the availability of a stream of risk capital for early stage technology ventures. The Council welcomes this scheme but would expect that the policy should reflect that Invest NI will deliver it with a low level of bureaucracy to ensure it will not stifle much needed entrepreneurship.

5.0 
What Further Steps DETI/Invest NI Could Take to Further Support Business Growth and Productivity Improvements in the Northern Ireland Private Sector
5.1
 Enhanced Roles for Public Authorities:

It is imperative that consideration must be given to an enhanced role for local authorities to give them the opportunity to be the driver for local enterprise, business development, business productivity and economic development.  It is important that the policies and programmes reflect this approach. It is vital that there is a strategic realignment of roles and responsibilities to bolster the performance of the western sub-region, and ensure that research and development, innovative opportunities, etc, are available in the western sub-region to service the economic needs of the businesses located here. The transfer of these functions to local councils must also be supported with adequate budgets.
5.2
Review of Public Administration

Omagh District Council is concerned that the downsizing of the public sector as a result of the Review of Public Administration will have a serious effect on the economy of this district, resulting in job losses and in reductions in spending power in the local economy.  While we acknowledge the Review of Public Administration will open up opportunities for shared-centre provision, we would urge that support is given by DETI/Invest NI to the decentralisation of public sector jobs, particularly to Omagh as proposed in the Bain Report.
5.3         Foreign Direct Investment

Omagh District Council understands the value and significance of Foreign Direct Investment and internationally focused businesses.  However, only 4% of Northern Ireland’s business stock falls within this category (and are currently within the Invest NI client base).  Sufficient investment must be targeted towards the remaining 96% of business stock in Northern Ireland with a view to maximising its productivity and capability, which is more often than not overlooked by Government. It is important that non export growth businesses are recognised by Invest NI and that it is not left to EU monies to support.   Whilst growth export is important there are many companies not benefiting from this, we would contend, however, that such companies require the necessary support to assist their productivity improvement and that this should be recognised in the future policies and programmes.
Omagh District Council would also contend that this district is severely lacking in high-tech purpose built workspace and this not only seriously inhibits the area in attracting FDI but also stifles existing businesses which have the potential and capacity to grow and expand.

There is also a need to ensure that there is a sufficient land bank held in each local authority area.  Such lands should not only be available to inward investment companies or those regarded by Invest NI as high growth/export orientated companies, but should also be made available to indigenous companies to assist them to grow and develop.  Many of this type of company are located in the Omagh District Council area.
The Council considers that there is an unparalleled opportunity to develop land at St Lucia and Lisanelly military sites. The Council in partnership with other key stakeholders has been lobbying for the use of these former military lands to provide real opportunities for infrastructural development for the wider region in terms of Education, Leisure, Economic Development initiatives and Social Housing.  We would contend such land banks should be factored in to the DETI/Invest NI policies and programmes bearing in mind the potential of the 170 acres of land in the heart of Omagh.  

These proposals will provide scope for the redevelopment of vacated sites within Omagh town centre for a range of Economic Initiatives including Hotel, Retail, Office and Financial and Value Added Business Services, providing opportunities for the transformation of the Omagh economy. This would also contribute to the comprehensive regeneration of Omagh in line with the emerging priorities in the Omagh: Towards a City Vision for 2025 and the actions within the Council’s Economic Development Strategy (2006-2010).
5.4 
Omagh and Innovative Pilot Projects
Omagh District Council would welcome the opportunity to be a pilot area for the delivery of any new innovative actions to help reduce economic inactivity and support the improving productivity of the local economy.  The Council has, for example, established itself as an area of expertise in renewable energy and would wish to advance a new frontier technology and Omagh has many examples of best practice to share in urban, rural, community and voluntary development in a range of renewable technologies.  We would, therefore welcome the opportunity to be a pilot area for the delivery of new and innovative sustainable energy actions, to profile its importance to the wider region.  Another area of interest for the Council would be to deliver a pilot on a financial and value added business service involving both business and knowledge institutions.

5.5
Telecommunications Development
While we welcome the DETI priority placed on developing telecommunications, and in particular the delivery of next generation broadband, it should be noted again that there is an inequitable situation in the west of Northern Ireland and in particular the Omagh District Council area.  While we accept that the Government’s goal of 100% broadband coverage for Northern Ireland has been attained, this is not so in this district.  Many deprived communities and businesses in dispersed rural areas are forced to avail of more expensive telecommunications and often unreliable options to obtain broadband. This in terms of equality is clearly identified in a study produced by the Western Region of Councils            (Omagh, Cookstown, Dungannon, Strabane and Fermanagh). The introduction of advanced telecommunications to the West must be reflected in the future programme and policies not only to establish equitability for the businesses in the Western region but as a key tool to assist businesses to improve their productivity.
5.6       Research and Development
While the emphasis of DETI and Invest NI on Research and Development is welcomed, and we agree with the objective of developing/prioritising R&D, although regional disparities must again be addressed.  As stated previously, this district has a high dependence on SMEs which have little or no opportunity to avail of R&D facilities.  It is essential, therefore, that mechanisms are put in place to ensure that R&D is delivered in all sub-regions, particularly in the west of Northern Ireland.  At this time the distance between universities in Belfast/Coleraine/Derry and local businesses in the Omagh district severely curtail research and development opportunities and innovative policies and programmes must be considered to address this gap.

6 .0 Concluding Remarks
As evidenced from the comments made, Omagh District Council generally welcomes the Independent Review of Economic Policy to ensure that DETI/Invest NI policies, programmes and resources are targeted to help achieve the productivity goal as contained within the Programme for Government.  The Council recognises the strategic importance of the review and hopes that the comments made will be given full consideration and will be reflected in the final outcome.

Omagh District Council would welcome the opportunity to meet with the Independent Review Panel to discuss future policies and programmes and their impact on Omagh and the West Sub- Region
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