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Introduction

The Ulster Society of Chartered Accountants represents some 2,800 chartered accountants in industry, practice and in the public and voluntary sectors.  The Society welcomes this opportunity to contribute its views on the Department’s draft corporate plan.

COMMENTS

First, the Ulster Society welcomes the Corporate Plan as further evidence that the Executive is determined to place the economy at the heart of its priorities.  We believe that the present imbalance of 65% public sector dependent against a 35% private sector contribution has become dangerously unsustainable given the uncertainties in the global economy and the increasingly severe tightening of UK public expenditure.

In broad terms the Ulster Society supports the thrust and content of the strategy.  We will have more to say about Invest Northern Ireland in a separate document although we note that Invest NI is the Executive’s main instrument for delivery of the DETI strategy and some of the comments that follow relate to its role.

Policy Cohesion

We remain concerned that the Executive should be able to pursue the priority which it has given the economy in its Programme for Government.  DETI is but one partner – working with DFP in its responsibility for economic delivery.  We would seek reassurance that all Government Departments – DARD with its responsibility for primary food producers; DoE with responsibility for planning; DRD with its responsibility for roads, transport infrastructure and the Ports; DEL (and to a lesser extent DE) for skills training and DSD responsible for neighbourhood regeneration – are all able to work together cohesively and with a common understanding of priorities.  

The continued existence of ten departments may be a political imperative outside our professional purview but clearly the number of departments can raise issues of co-ordination and delivery on even agreed policy issues.  We would look to see evidence that nothing obstructs the pursuit of the economy as a priority through individual departmental shortcomings.

Similarly DETI is in the same position as the Executive with its ten constituent departments albeit with more direct authority relative to co-ordinating and driving the work of its agencies.  As well as Invest NI, reference is made to three other agencies which can directly boost the economy:  IntertradeIreland; Enterprise Northern Ireland, and the NI Tourist Board.  Furthermore, originally lurking in the background but now gaining more shape is the decision on the number of local councils, a decision which now offers the opportunity to define how or what contribution the Councils can make with other stakeholders to economic growth.

Economic Development Priorities

The USCA supports DETI’s identified development priorities of more business starts; more firms active in R&D; improving skills supply; strengthening economic infrastructure; increasing productivity; and increasing global exports and growth.

We agree that increasing private sector productivity is a key challenge for the Northern Ireland economy and can help to deliver major improvements in other areas of life in Northern Ireland such as health, housing, education and social benefits.

Northern Ireland Tourist Board

We have commented in other consultation responses on the contribution that the Tourist Board can make.  Its economic potential is enormous but depends on the necessary tourist infrastructure being put in place. We note that progress on the development of the signature projects remains uneven.

Sectoral Focus
We believe that the sector focus of the strategy is correct – FDI especially ICT, Financial and Business Services.

Skills Deficit
We also support the need to develop skills to a higher level and the need to ensure that Northern Ireland has the right skills for the targeted sectors. In looking at the factors which impact on the Northern Ireland economy it is clear from recent debate that improving the tax regime is outside the gift of the Executive.  But what can be addressed by the Executive is the skills deficit currently the responsibility of DEL and DE. We believe that a bold, indeed, speculative approach has to be taken to identifying the shortfall in ICT and finance and investment skills to be addressed through training. Like all businesses these knowledge industries also have their cycles but a longer term view must be taken if the efforts of Invest NI to secure inward investment in these sectors are to be rewarded. As a strategic objective we should be seeking to offer the most responsive and adaptive skills delivery system in Europe.

Risk Taking

The private sector is by definition prepared to take business risk.  However, because of the close linkage between departmental agencies and private companies it is essential that the public support mechanisms are not constrained in their risk-taking.  This is not to encourage them to be reckless in their support but judgements by officials taken in good faith in the light of known circumstances of the time should not be revisited later in the event of collapse by a vengeful audit commission.  If we are to encourage risk-taking in the private sector, if we are to accept that occasional business failure is statistically inevitable, then we cannot operate a double standard with the public sector enabling agencies. Risk also needs to be tolerated in Research and development work which takes longer to generate commercial reward and is particularly burdensome but essential for SMEs to undertake if they are to stay competitive.

Increasing the size of the Private Sector

We believe that as many services as possible currently delivered by the public sector should be contracted to the private sector.  Outsourcing will strengthen the viability of the private sector, bring efficiencies and increase its size.  

We believe that great effort should be directed towards scaling our best existing businesses which have greater potential, or to identify products and services within our top companies which have not been developed due to a lack of resource, or the fact that these products and services fall outside of the company’s core business. Identifying local companies with the best potential and providing enhanced support to these targeted businesses can provide a strong boost to the private sector.
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