Re: Call for evidence – review of economic policy

This submission is being made on behalf of Women in Enterprise, a network organisation based in the North West and managing the Business Women’s Networks NI project funded by Invest NI.

Women in Enterprise has been working with women in or considering going into business in the North West for over 10 years. The organisation aim is to “support women in and into business”.

Over these years we have worked with women from across the North West and in the last 3 years we have led the work across NI with our partners in the networks covering West, North East and South East regions.

Women in Enterprise was set up in response to the low number of women starting up in business with initial set up work being supported by LEDU NW Regional Office. 

This submission takes into account our own experience and that of our members that numbers up to 500 women across Northern Ireland.

Issues:

· Lack of support after start up

Invest NI start a business programme seems to encourage high numbers to enquire but once established the support mechanisms for non core Invest NI clients is not clear. Start up clients are left to deal with the first most difficult years without support.  We have found that women want to access support when they need it and not necessarily when a specific programme is being run.  Women’s programmes have been intermittent and are often geographically bound.  In addition our women members place a high value on mentoring and one to one support.  

· Invest NI Client base

Our networks benefit women form all sizes of businesses and we are aware that there are women owned businesses with whom we do not interact. We have asked Invest NI to identify the number of female owned businesses among its 2000 clients but we have had no clarity on this to date and find it hard to understand why this is a difficult exercise.

· Lack of joined up thinking 

Through the DEL Advancement for Women ESF funding, that ended in May 2008, the networks stimulated an increase in membership, increased the networks profile and enabled the networks to deliver high profile events over a two year period.  This funding was match funded by Invest NI and at the same time Invest NI itself under Investing for Women was running Pathways to Entrepreneurship so there was a clear focus on women entrepreneurs. During this two year period we were all working together and were very much involved in stimulating the market.  We were aware that the next round of funding would not fit our aims or target market and were reliant on Invest NI to continue however the current level of funding is severely lacking and restricts the activities of each network. Various strategies for women entrepreneurship have been developed but there is still a lack of continuity with no guarantee of funding year on year. 

Our concern is that the type of support mechanism offered by women’s networks is not funded to anywhere near the right level and the majority of work is being done on a voluntary basis by committee members who are often also business owners. Each network works independently with little administration support and no provision for project management and no guarantee of continuation in funding. The danger is that members do not know if the network will continue after being encoutaged to join and pay their subscription.

· Mixed messages

Invest NI  branding is to the fore in the Go for it Programme however we are aware that realistically Invest NI want to concentrate on the core growth/export focused clients but there are many businesses and entrepreneurs that fall outside the criteria who cannot access support. Our members who have come through the Start a Business programme will state that they are Invest NI clients but in actual fact they are not core clients.  We believe this has created confusion in the marketplace. It is also clear from speaking with our members that Invest NI is less flexible in its approach than its predecessor LEDU and there appears to be less delegated authority to the regional offices and therefore a less innovative approach to dealing with clients.

· Balanced regional development

This term is mentioned in policies across the board in an effort to ensure development takes place equally and fairly across NI, however Women in Enterprise manage the project for 4 networks, as mentioned above, for the same amount of funding given to the one greater Belfast network (Women in Business).  The BWN NI networks deliver a much higher number of events yet get the same amount of funding to pay for 4 networks. This is judged to be unfair leaving the networks in areas outside Belfast at a disadvantage and therefore being contradictory to the balanced regional development policy.

· Marketing

Much funding is expended on marketing of the Invest NI Brand yet many women owned businesses cannot access support or funding and do not meet the criteria for many of its programmes. It therefore seems that while business owners recognise the Invest NI brand they cannot see where they fit in DETI or Invest NI.

In addition much funding is spent advertising Go for It so it appears to be a lot of work being carried out in stimulating start up yet there is no support afterwards and then we have to question the amount of start up that fail in the first year.

· Women specific interventions

We may have hoped after 10 years that the gender gap would have closed but we still need the interventions provided by the networks. Our own evidence and that gathered under Pathclearing funded by Invest NI shows that there is still a great need for women specific interventions, signposting and opportunities for networking yet funding for women owned businesses is still limited and funding for the networks is minimal. Women from areas of social need are clearly being disadvantaged.

The business womens networks are valued highly by their members, much work has been done by largely voluntarily committees. We acknowledge that we cannot rely solely on public sector funding but the work contributes to the economic development of Northern Ireland and works with women from all areas and socio-economic backgrounds and yet the work we do is being undervalued by the department particularly in comparison to other programmes.

Submitted by Toni Forrester, Network Co-ordinator, Women in Enterprise.
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