Review of Economic Policy (DETI / INVEST NI)
Call for Evidence

Respondent: 

Prince’s Trust Northern Ireland

The Prince’s Trust is one of the UK’s largest youth charities helping over 40,000 young people a year to realise their potential. In Northern Ireland The Trust supports over 3000 Young People through its wide range of programmes.   

Prince’s Trust Northern Ireland has received support from Invest NI over a number of years to run the Business Programme, throughout the country. This experience has informed the following response. 

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

The current economic downturn serves to illustrate the crucial role that DETI/Invest NI have in supporting business growth and productivity improvements across the country. DETI/Invest NI are in the unique position that they can offer targeted support to those who need it most, when they need it most. 

In the present economic climate, Prince’s Trust target groups (unemployed, care leavers, offenders, educational underachievers) are at an even greater disadvantage as employment opportunities shrink and competition for those that do exist is intensified. It is at these times that we see increased demand for self-employment support through our Business Programme. 

Support from DETI/Invest NI enables organisations such as The Prince's Trust to continue supporting young people in enterprise when all other options have been closed off to them. In continuing to develop this role, DETI/Invest NI could further support business growth amongst some of Northern Ireland’s most disadvantaged groups. There is considerable evidence to show that government intervention adds significant value to supporting people through the transition from unemployment to self-employment (Metcalf and Benson, Oct 2000). The unemployed face numerous barriers (e.g. lack of savings, poor credit history) in accessing finance to turn their business ideas and plans into reality. DETI/Invest NI can play a key role in investing in these ideas, where the private sector is unable to take on the risk.
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; 

Invest NI’s support has helped to engender a greater ethos of entrepreneurship and encouraged more young people to embrace self employment as a career option. The policy decision by Invest NI to support The Prince’s Trust Business Programme has enabled approximately 200 Businesses to be started every year by disadvantaged young people in Northern Ireland. After 12 months over 90% of those supported through the Business Programme are still trading or in alternative employment, education or training thanks to the support of Invest NI.  

All of these individuals have come from a background of unemployment so the decision by Invest NI to stimulate entrepreneurship amongst the economically inactive should be commended and the benefit to the Northern Ireland economy is massive. A recent report based on research by the London School of Economics (Cost of Exclusion, 2007) serves to illustrate this. It valued the cost of youth unemployment in the UK at £90 million per week. The cost to the UK tax payers for Job Seeker’s allowance to Unemployed youth is estimated at £20 million per week but this is dwarfed by the productivity loss to the economy of foregone earnings which is estimated at £70 million per week. 

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

The Prince’s Trust welcomes this review, as in the past we have experienced delay in the uptake of financial support from Invest NI directly as a result of the governance structure between itself, DETI and DFP. 
A contract awarded for the period April 2007 to March 2010 was not approved by DFP until August 2007. Whilst the responsibility for these delays rests partly with The Trust, the fact the proposal had to be approved by no fewer than 5 separate bodies (including: Invest Casework Advisory Committee; Invest NI Board; DETI Economists; DETI Casework Advisory Branch; and DFP) before final Ministerial approval added at least 6 weeks to the timeline for receiving a signed contract. 

Further to this time delay, the queries arising from each review stage result in a considerable amount of time and effort from the Director and Senior Management to prepare responses. This is a significant cost to an organisation and as such, The Trust would welcome a more streamline approach to approval of funding contracts.   

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

Demand for Prince’s Trust services is high. Across Northern Ireland, 34,000 16 – 24 year olds are classified as NEET (not in education, employment or training). This represents 15% of all young people in that age range, with the majority aged over 18. The Prince's Trust has the resources to support around 200 young people a year with start up loans, whereas we receive at least 120 enquiries to the Business Programme every month. DETI/Invest NI can help to reduce such gaps in supply, thus boosting business growth.

In the longer term, with the move to establishing devolved institutions, DETI/Invest NI will have a further role in providing national support and encouraging economies of scale in support for business growth through working in partnership with organisations that work across local authority boundaries. This will also promote equality of access to provision in geographical terms as DETI/Invest NI will be able to direct support where it is not available locally.
If you require any further information on any of these points please contact me on 02890 745454. 
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Director

