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Dear Sirs,

The Presidents’ Club welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the Independent Review of Economic Policy (hereinafter referred to as the IREP or the Review) and programmes of the Department for Enterprise Trade & Investment (DETI) and Invest Northern Ireland (Invest NI).

Background – The Presidents’ Club
The Presidents' Club (PC) is established as a not-for-profit organisation and has a facility in Belfast’s Cathedral Quarter that was opened in May 2008 during the US:NI Investment Conference (US:NI) by Junior Minister Donaldson and Comptroller Thomas Di Napoli of New York State.

The PC is for people interested in business; in promoting the 'island-economy'; in forming collaborative networks; and in forging links between the United States of America, Ireland and Europe.

The PC has Trustees drawn from across the island of Ireland and the United States of America. Its members include significant entrepreneurs and corporate leaders from a variety of sectors and from the worlds of business, trade, industry, engineering, culture and civic society. The individuals in question can legitimately be considered Ambassadors for Northern Ireland, whether or not they are natives of, or resident in, the Province.
In fact, with so many members based beyond Northern Ireland and these shores, the perspective and experience of the PC provides useful evidence of performance in foreign markets of Invest NI, NI Screen, the NI Bureau and other agencies in seeking to attract FDI and cultivate opportunities for trade, outsourcing and partnership. The PC is particularly well represented in New York, Washington, Virginia, Boston, Florida, California/Silicon Valley and the Pacific North West (USA & Canada). 
The PC Vision is of an Ireland whose people are reconciled and enjoy a unity of purpose – to see the island recognised for its young, well educated, creative and determined people; and a society known to value all and to care for its neighbour.

The PC is a private sector initiative, born out of relationships north and south and across the Atlantic and its aim is to bring about economic and social regeneration and through it to promote reconciliation across the island. Its stated objectives are:
· Facilitate a network of members in accessing market opportunities between the USA and Ireland.

· Support the network by providing practical assistance, facilities and resources.

· Connect people, nurture relationships and promote productive collaboration.

· Create quality jobs and see companies, north and south, extend their worldwide reach.

· Provide a first class environment for business and social events.

The PC is particularly interested in economic development with special reference to:-

1. the Attraction of Foreign Direct Investment (FDI); 

2. the promotion of productive partnership arrangements, including trade representation, outsourcing, joint venture and other forms of collaboration; 

3. and frontline Public/Private Sector Interface in seeking to fulfil 1 & 2. 

The Review
Without wishing to cast aspersions, we recall with fondness the ‘Yes Minister’ episode when Sir Humphrey calls for the instigation of a Public Inquiry, which he deems is the perfect mechanism to cover-up the truth!  

We engage in a true spirit of positive cooperation and believe the IREP Panel and the Department share our determination to shape and improve structures and yield enhanced performance for the NI economy.

We note the terms of Reference (ToR) and that the IREP is working to 
analyse and, where appropriate, make recommendations in each of the areas 

outlined below: 

1. The current and forecasted performance of the Northern Ireland economy, relative to other regions with access to similar policy instruments, programmes and resources

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

3. 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

4. How NI can further attract value added FDI and promote domestic investment
5. Review and advise on the structure and remit of Invest NI and the existing governance arrangements between DETI, DFP and Invest NI
6. Identify any issues which may inhibit the delivery of the productivity goal 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)

7. Consider the optimal way by which the Minister of Enterprise, Trade and Investment engages with key stakeholders on economic development issues

8. 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
9. 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

10. Assess the challenging nature of the economic goals/targets contained in the Programme for Government and, where appropriate, recommend any change.

We seek to addresses these areas/issues/questions but do not wish to be constrained by the structure adopted. Towards the end of this document we respond briefly to the questions as posed. We would however ask you to ponder the earlier part of this submission that faithfully reflects the responses on many of our member respondents from across the island and North America.

The Common Goal:

The PC Vision, Aims and Objectives have been stated above. It is our members’ common goal to bring about Economic regeneration of the island of Ireland with special focus on Northern Ireland and in particular the areas most affected by the conflict. We are determined to see created a positive atmosphere leading to a positive attitude resulting in positive actions that lead to inward investment, collaboration and job creation.

The Various Players:

We identify that there are various players on the field

· DETI

· Invest NI, Screen NI
· NITB / Tourism Ireland

· Inter-Trade Ireland
· Local and Regional Enterprise Agencies

· The Presidents’ Club

· Non Government Enterprise Development Companies: e.g. Tangible Ireland, Barnabas Ventures, Etc.

· Private Property & Economic Development Companies: Titanic Quarter, Barnabas Ventures, New Ireland Capital Partners etc.
· Belfast City Council / WTC
· Local Chambers of Commerce and Industry

· Irish Technology Leadership Group
· Irish Chamber USA in New York and New England, USA

· Ireland-US Council, USA and Ireland

· US-Ireland Alliance 

· Amcham in Dublin

· US Commercial Department

· Ireland Funds, Global

· Individual Enthusiasts and Encouragers

· Etc. etc.

An Agreed Set of Protocols and Rules of Etiquette

Our members and contacts have cited experiences of Private Sector Agents being (or perceiving they are being) mishandled /misinterpreted/sidelined by personnel from the Semi State Agencies in frontline promotion of Foreign Direct Investment and Enterprise development. 
We do not want to focus on the failings of individuals of particular agencies, rather we would wish to paint a picture of how an international support sales agency should look and be perceived in the field.

However we feel it does the IREP process a disservice to withhold the honest responses, particularly of our North American and RoI based members. Terms used to describe impressions of front line operations include clumsy, lacking in direction, too structured, one dimensional, not what you would call a salesforce, dull, lacking in passion, not Irish! 

NI based members who have attended conventions, trade missions, etc have commented that few Public Sector operatives appear confident and perform as professional sales people. The collective view is that there is insufficient focus on empathising with targets, engaging on a human level, on ‘schmoozing’, on nuturing relationships, on team selling (specifically in including the private sector in the team). The format of delivery and sales message is too structured. Targets know they are being ‘sold’ but don’t want to feel like they are being sold. Methods of presentation taught are often very structured and constrain passion. An experienced executive will ‘smell’ a structured sales pitch from a mile away. 

A recurring theme is that our Public Sector people have a lack of understanding and appreciation of Irish America and what makes it tick. A term often used by US born ‘Irish’, when referring to Irish/Northern Irish people in the US, is the ‘FBI’ – being Foreign Born Irish! The Irish Diaspora is a mighty force to be harnessed and it is open and willing to help. (We must be direct here, NOT political – once we leave the shores of Ireland we are all Irish) The Private Sector is DEEPLY imbedded in the hundreds of distinct groups that make up this ‘over generalized’ collective – from the AOH Manhattan Branch to the Scots Irish Association, from the Ireland Chamber of Commerce USA to Ireland-US Council, to the Friends of Belfast Association. 

World-wide NI Ambassadors, whether Public Sector officials, professional agents, private sector sales people, or individual entrepreneurs should never have to cold call anyone in seeking to make a sale. Many of our members have been specifically requested by IDA/Enterprise Ireland and other agencies to make initial connections, provide testimonial or, perhaps most important, make the follow-up call and/or close the deal. 

Whilst some of our members where peripherally involved in the US:NI process, most have proffered that it was too ‘exclusive’ and many long term Ambassadors, Advocates and Promoters ‘didn't make the cut’ and were sidelined or weren’t afforded an opportunity to engage during the high profile no costs spared events of last May. Significant and influential individuals felt they had been personally invited by OFMDFM and other Ministers only to be snubbed.

Once a speech has been delivered, by the FM or dFM to an influential gathering in New York, or a casual conversation engaged during a coffee break at such an event, when US:NI is ‘launched’ and calls for support are uttered, an invitation has been extended. To then seek to retract it is unacceptable.

We do not wish to focus on US:NI other than to illustrate the cultural gap that has to be bridged.  No doubt DETI and Invest NI can point to statistical success for this initiative however we would contend, a more impactful event could have been delivered bringing long term benefits at little, if anymore, cost and without negatively affecting the experience of those who attended.  

Members observations and experiences:

· From a female senior executive in North America – “Invest NI moved from courtship to rape in two meetings!”

· Many have stated that there is a fixation on getting a business plan too early. Entrepreneurs and innovators typically are creative people. The successful ones are backed up by great CFOs and Administrators. The IDA approach is to eulogize with the target about the proposal and to drop in, down the line, at the appropriate juncture, ‘you appreciate some of our people will have to speak to some of your people about numbers and projections’.

· Members have discerned that a KPI ‘deliverable’ must be to generate an ‘inward investment visit’. Naturally it is good to achieve this however, as with business plans, it should be allowed to ‘happen’. It is more important to nurture the relationship, whether that is over golf or on the factory floor.

· Members have reported that agencies have been dismissive. One well-connected business delegation recently complained that overhead that the group was referred to a ‘bunch of tyre kickers’ by an official. All investors are tyre kickers as some point in the process. In categorising the group a massive opportunity was squandered and worse still has become folklore in bars and social circles back in North America.

· Another group was annoyed that one member of their delegation was singled out by Invest NI and spirited away whilst the rest of the group was ignored. This illustrates a general lack of appreciation, a lack of finesse and game-time.

· US based members have said that NI and RoI officials are tripping over each other. The issue of competition –v- collaboration is a thorny and complex one, but we must accept that RoI is more effectively engaged within the Irish Diaspora and is not going to ‘clear the field’. New tactics of engagement will have to be employed.

· A significant number of respondents have said that Public Sector officials on the ground appear to be low-level operatives with little experience and are lacking in direction. Others have noted an improvement in this area in recent times, but have still expressed frustration at the disconnect, ‘them and us’ rather than ‘same team’ attitude. 

What are we selling?

1. Already we have mentioned FDI – seeking to attract companies across a range of target sectors to locate in NI, as opposed to another region of UK, Ireland or EMEA. It is acknowledged that this has always been a competitive arena and that NI has for many years had to overcome the hurdle created by the troubles. Just as our competitive advantage has been restored to us the arena has become more competitive as corporations have sought to cut back and retrench to their ‘home’ areas of operation, and governments have de facto become more protectionist in practice and policy. 

2. We are seeking to promote Regional and International Trade and encourage NI businesses to sell products and services to a wider world and/or to collaborate with out of region partners to meet these objectives.

We believe Invest NI is not tasked/incentivised to seek to encourage investment funds to come in to NI (that is not to say, it does not recognise the significance of such funds) to be invested in businesses, emerging technologies, partnerships, etc. 

Our members have identified the shortage of early stage seed and angel funding and later stage VC and equity funding is one of the greatest impediments to economic growth and the development of an entrepreneurial and innovative society.

There are recent examples of vehicles established to manage and direct international funds to be invested in businesses and projects. PC members are professional involved in this sector, have established contacts, are encouraging international VCs and Angel groups to invest and are working with the RoI Government at the highest levels in seeking to stimulate investment and activity across the island.

NI agencies and their political masters have welcomed recent investment but have done little to attract it. By way of illustration, officials must be guided by Private Sector players and provide unequivocal support when called for. It has been mentioned that Invest NI did not immediately appreciate the need to invite all of the key Trustees of New York City Pension Funds to attend the US:NI despite the pre-conference commitment by Comptroller Thompson of $75M.

The link was not made between the availability of funds and economic development. 

Now, if the individuals in question had been going to directly employ and put ‘bums on seats’ the response would have been altogether different.

Our members can testify, post 9/11, the NYFD is revered in the US in general and by Irish American society in particular. 

Not wishing to focus on one group, other than it does provide a great illustration, the reality is the fire fighters (prospective investors) were the key influencers of the pension fund (NYC Comptrollers Office) who swayed the investment decision in NI’s favour. The availability of any other private (or Institutional) equity funds will have a massive positive economic impact on the region. 

Significantly, the investors in question were going on from Belfast to Las Vegas to address thousands of US Fire Fighters at an Annual Convention where they were scheduled to speak about the attractions of and need to invest in NI. As such they are Ambassadors for the NI economy.

This leads us neatly on.       
 
Proven Sales Methodology – Channel Management 

The development of enterprise (chiefly creating the atmosphere, attitudes and actions) is predominantly generated by the Private Sector and often facilitated by the Public sector. This is akin to a Major Vendor like IBM or Siemens who develop technology and provide systems for delivery. In the computer systems' world there are many types of Channel management from Spotters, Agents, Developers, Customisers, Distributors, Collaborators and Sales and Marketing Personnel employed directly by the System Manufacturers.

 

How these various individuals, companies, brokers etc. interact with the System Manufacturer is well developed and documented and there are clear protocols of how leads and enquiries are handled.  Any company that mistreats its various Channels to market eventually loses market share as well as the extensive body of knowledge accumulated by the various people in the field.

 

To assist in promoting the various products available in NI we need to have a frank and open conversation, on a parity of esteem basis, on how these protocols can be modified for the activities we all are enthusiastically keen to perform. How do Private Individuals interact with Government and Semi-Sate Agencies in the marketplace?
 

We are all on the same team and none are more equal than others except the Initiator of any lead or prospect.
There is a perception that Public Sector agencies are reticent about cooperating in the field with private sector ‘free spirits’ because they cannot control the engagement or what might be said. The simple fact that must be grasped is that in the sales arena there are more open and well-connected private sector channels than the Public Sector can ever hope to deploy in the field and the Private Sector is experienced and professional in making sales and is not constrained by the PAC.

 

Hybrid Investments Straddling the adjoining Jurisdictions.

Enhanced flexibility and openness to facilitating hybrid investments in Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland maximising the benefits from/to both adjoining jurisdictions to/from the Investor and in turn improving our global competitive advantage is a goal worth considering. 

Collaboration Workshop involving all the relevant Stakeholders:

As a matter of urgency The Presidents’ Club is happy to convene a Collaborative Workshop involving all the players involved. The creation and encouragement of enterprise is best done by example and not by dictat thus we believe that the private sector should lead this initiative and the Public sector should support and not challenge the private sector’s role in Free Enterprise. The need for the State and its agencies to control this aspect of society as distinct from encourage, monitor and regulate has no basis in a democracy. To achieve less reliance of the Northern Economy on the British Exchequer, the Private sector needs to be given its head and encouraged more and not less.
Returning to the IREP questions posed.

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

The PC does not hold data on relative performance of countries and regions, however we can compare and contrast the effectiveness of the agencies involved in attracting FDI and promoting trade. 

We recognise that other regions have had fewer hurdles to overcome, however few have had anything like the same level of positive press and goodwill of recent years.

Our experience is that other regions are more sales focused, more business oriented and are more inclined to support and cooperate with Private sector assets in the field. We suggest maximum benefit is not being extracted and is likely to be derived as things are currently constituted.     

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

Policies need to address:-

· Up-Skilling the NI workforce. 

· Providing an attractive business environment.

· Creating a can-do culture.

· Making NI the most investment friendly region in the British/Irish Isles.

· Facilitating trade and collaboration on and from the island of Ireland.

The impact of separation of functions across government departments must be addressed. Better communication of PfG goals and Economic Policy must be promoted. Departments and Agencies need direction of what is required. 

Some of our members have advocated the immediate instigation of Economic Testing of all policies (existing and proposed) to ascertain if the economy is truly at the heart of the Programme for Government. Such procedure should determine if the policy is good enough when looked at in terms of the needs of the economy.  
There is a strongly held view that the policies and application (interpretation) of policies of agencies such as Planning Service and the NI Environment Agency are a block on investment and growth. 
The DETI and Invest NI do not fulfil the role of Statutory Consultee in the planning process. Members have advanced evidence that the DOE agencies pays lip service to the economic imperative. 

On the subject of the planning regime – we should have as a stated goal, with the necessary adjustment of resources and policies, to have the most efficient, economy friendly Planning System in Western Europe. 

  
DEL and DE have pivotal roles to play in upskilling the existing and future workforce. Closer liaison is required with DETI, Private Sector representatives and the Academic and training providers to ensure better alignment. Incentives should be provided to SMEs in particular to support training and maintenance and development of staff.   
Steady investment and delivery of public infrastructure is essential. This will facilitate in resourcing, planning and retention of staff teams. Merger of functions or realignment of DRD, DOE and DSD should be considered.
Additional resources need to be identified or targeted for R&D, innovation and training.

How NI can further attract value added FDI and promote domestic investment
NI should focus on its areas of strength – ICT in general and business applications in particular, creative industry, digital content, mobile technology, medical devices, advanced materials technology, professional services, engineering, environmental technology (including energy) and services.
Invest NI can call upon PC members who are leaders in these fields with world-class experiences and connections. It is imperative that the Public Sector draws upon the Private Sector sharing market information, collaboratively analysing opportunities and adopting an open rolodex policy. 
Fresh initiatives have to be instigated to promote collaboration and trade on the island and in particular collaboration in R&D. Opportunities for island collaboratives to export beyond the island should be encouraged. 

Promoting outsourcing, ideally as a precursor to FDI, should be a priority. The role of SMEs cannot be underestimated in this regard.

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

Invest NI needs to be independent of government influence and free to collaborate and flexibile in how it engages with the Private Sector.


Too much emphasis is placed on attracting large scale FDI projects and on low level start a business style programs. More must be done to encourage the vast majority of NI businesses including SMEs with potential to trade and innovate for local and nearshore markets. 

More emphasis must be placed on the potential to collaborate on the island of Ireland (including with the academic sector) with the aim of selling more to UK and European and US markets. The potential to maximise innovation and R&D by harnessing capabilities and resources across the island is clear.

More should be done to attract funding – from angel / early stage funding to VC equity and later stage financing.

Invest NI should be sales driven and not business plan obsessed. 
There are too many Departments and agencies involved DETI, DCAL, DEL, DFP, OFMDFM, Invest NI, Screen NI, NITB, local Government, etc. These have a role to play in encouraging economic activity and growth but there needs to be greater clarity as to which is responsible for economic policy and ‘economic testing’ or policy proofing.  
Meantime, it appears at times as if Invest NI feels it is custodian or gate-keeper of the economy and that the private sector has to check-in or seek approval to operate in regional and particularly international markets.
Given the importance of the economy in the PfG, it is suggested by many members that OFMDFM be given a greater role in approving policy and driving delivery.
Identify any issues which may inhibit the delivery of the productivity goal 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)

We reiterate, planning and environmental matters are the most regularly mentioned impediments to delivery and block on investment.  
OFMDFM must ensure that DOE Planning Service looks first to the economic implications and considerations of development proposals and that an Economic Tsar is appointed to lead a panel of private sector experts to fulfil the role a Statutory Consultee on planning matters.

RPA may improve performance however our members are concerned that by 2011 the window of opportunity will have passed, meantime we will not be prepared for economic recovery, we will not be competitive as a region and, post 2011, the capacity building learning curve may be too steep for our Councils to climb.
DEL, the industry sectoral groups and academic and training providers have to focus on emerging skills needs. Resources have to be bolstered for advanced learning, research and technical excellence from PhD and post-grads to business-needs centred apprenticeships. Concentration on STEM subjects is also essential. 

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

We do not need committees to run the economy. 

The Economy Minister/OFMDFM should focus on policy proofing (economic testing of policy) and policing of implementation and application across all Departments.

Regular liaison with the private sector and good two-way communication is to be encouraged.
Many opportunities for engagement are afforded to a few established private sector organisations. Whilst these contain much collective wisdom and strong local experience, consideration should be given as to how best to involve groups such as PC, ITLG, ICCUSA, Friends of Belfast, Ireland-US Council, etc which bring added value of experience beyond NI and the British & Irish Isles.   
We have already mentioned the potential for an Economic Tsar to help coordinate the role as Statutory Consultee in Planning. Perhaps the role might be wider and involve coordination of efforts of Special Advisors and Permanent Secretaries Group to ensure joined-up cross Departmental efforts and implementation of Economic tested/proofed policies.

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
The PC Vision, Aims and Objectives detailed above identify the importance of the single island economy and the opportunity this presents to increase cross border trade, trade between the islands and trade together with USA and EMEA and beyond.

The PC is a non-politically affiliated organisation. We believes that NI civic society (including business and economic interests) would be well served by closer cooperation between Assembly/Executive structures and the Oireachtas as well as the UK Regional Assemblies and the UK Parliament.

The RoI NDP and the NI Regional Development Strategy should be aligned. Infrastructure to serve business should be promoted. Efficiencies should be extracted by cooperation.

Departmental Plans and Agency Business Plans, including DETI and Invest NI, should reflect the refreshed RDS (which relates to a refreshed NDP).

More should be done to attract investment funds to be spent in NI. The likelihood is these will be all-island funds. This is to be encouraged as it exposes NI companies to a larger number of funding opportunities and brings economies of scale. DETI/OFMDFM should consider opportunities to co-invest in these venture funds alongside RoI and international investors.

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

We refer to our suggestion that RDS and NDP be aligned in terms of the delivery of a modern infrastructure for business across the region and the island.

Policies should be implemented that lead to the development of an attractive business environment across the region. 

Thereafter, having provided for a range and choice of business space and development opportunity, it is up to the businesses whether local, partnerships or FDI corporations to identify and chose where they wish to locate

Assess the challenging nature of the economic goals/targets contained in the PfG and, where appropriate, recommend any change.

PC members think the broad thrust of the PfG remains valid but feels that the Executive should consider whether short-term initiatives are necessary to address the economic downturn.

Raymond Sexton, Trustee and Company Secretary

The Presidents’ Club, Belfast

8th April 2009

The Presidents’ Club
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