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Introduction
The Ulster Society of Chartered Accountants which represents some 2,800 Chartered Accountants in industry, practice and in the voluntary and public sectors welcomes this opportunity to comment on the draft Corporate Plan of Invest NI.

We have confined our comments to a few points as we are in general agreement with the overall content of the plan.

First we want to comment on the overall operational context in which Invest NI acts as an economic instrument of Government policy.  Building the economy requires the cohesive co-operation of several Government departments and their agencies – DETI, DEL, DoE, DRD, DSD for policy and infrastructure and then for delivery of policy -their agencies, Northern Ireland Tourist Board, the inter-government agency, Intertrade Ireland, Enterprise NI which responds to Invest NI and by 2011 the eleven new councils will have an economic development role.

Inevitably such a variety of contributors to economic policy and its delivery runs considerable risk of disconnect between policy priorities, execution and cohesion among departmental officials and among agency staff.  The opportunity to physically reduce the number of departments or in some other way reduce the scope for policy and delivery mismatch should be taken as soon as (politically) possible.

We believe that the size of Northern Ireland and the potential for flexibility and responsiveness should be a key advantage in terms of planning economic development. To achieve this however, a greater focus on cohesion and co-operation is required.

Targets
We agree with the challenge as set out by Invest Northern Ireland in terms of structural weaknesses; a lack of scale and sophistication within the private sector; low levels of innovation; a need for skills which meet the requirements of the private sector; and high levels of economic activity.

The business entity profile of Northern Ireland is not a conducive platform for stimulating organic growth.  Out of the 58,000 VAT businesses in Northern Ireland only 2,500 are Invest NI clients; some of those are dormant for acceptable reasons.  We have too few large firms; only 2,400 have 50 employees or more.  We suggest that Invest NI should seek to encourage companies to merge or to be acquired if it is in the long term interest of their industry sector.  We suspect it probably is.  
Northern Ireland has a preponderance of family firms who are notoriously reluctant to move beyond being lifestyle businesses.  Many of our member firms offer specialist advice to family firms, both with a view to succession and to encouraging growth.  We would therefore suggest that the USCA should have further discussions with Invest NI with the view to examining existing companies and identifying potential opportunities for restructuring, merger or co-operative working.

Risk taking
Given the emphasis that is rightly placed on technology and innovation the Ulster Society would suggest that the risk taking required by the private sector needs to be supported by a similar attitude within the public service.  Technology and innovation requires often extensive R&D; the lead time to pre-production and market entry is lengthy, expensive and accompanied by frequent failure. The internal monitoring systems of the public service seem less than sympathetic because of their case by case approach to public expenditure.  This approach is inappropriate to R&D business development.  The public sector should have a venture capital attitude whereby investments are made in good faith in the light of known facts and intuitive experience.  It is the performance of the overall portfolio of such investments which is the indicator of success.  A case by case approach inevitably discourages the public sector appetite to take risk.

We would also suggest that there is anecdotal evidence that business support staff are more concerned in some cases with minimising the public cost of a company’s proposal than with maximising the prospects of the proposal going ahead.  We are not suggesting that rules should be broken but certainly in terms of what constitutes additionality or displacement, a generous interpretation in favour of the investment should always be made.

Similarly the budget of Invest NI is in discrete programmes.  This may make for transparency in how money is allocated and to what priority but that should not be at the expense of working flexibly with budgets in the dynamic of an economy seeking maximum stimulus. Money should be readily re-allocated between programmes as need shifts.

RPA

Post 2011 the new eleven Councils will have a role in economic development.  While this increases the number of players able to contribute to economic thinking and delivery we believe that careful definition of the council role should bring advantages.  The Councils should not become involved in attracting FDI beyond helping companies bed into a local area through working with Invest NI and the FE college network.

Councils have also expressed an interest in the Invest NI landbank.  We believe that interest should be resisted as it is likely to lead to a flurry of politically demanded advance factory building which may bear no relation to the anticipated investment intentions of either indigenous or incoming companies.

Councils could have a role in filling the current gap in moving from new start-ups to qualifying as client companies of Invest NI.  The number of companies starting up is second lowest in the UK.  Equally disappointing is the number of companies able or willing to grow to the next level.  A council may be able to get ‘closer’ to the fledgling businesses and encourage them to see growth not only as highly desirable but the best way of ensuring their commercial future.
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