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Introduction

The Northern Ireland Independent Retail Trade Association has over a 1100 members from the independent retail grocery and food sector in Northern Ireland who generate in excess of £3 billion turnover every year and employ over 20,000 staff.  
We very much welcome the opportunity to submit evidence on this subject. As part of this consultation process, NIIRTA has actively encouraged its members to attend the series of public meetings organised by the Department for Regional Development.
Northern Ireland is a small business economy with 98% of all business classified as ‘small’.  The independent retail sector is the biggest sub-sector of that economy and plays a crucial role as the backbone of the private sector.  
A number of recent decisions have encouraged NIIRTA to believe that the Northern Ireland Executive has recognised the value of the independent retail sector to the local economy. Taking this into consideration, alongside the recently published Social Development Committee report into Town Centre Regeneration, there is a unique opportunity to make a concerted effort to regenerate our existing town and city centres. The creation of an efficient, customer-focused public transport service is an integral part of this wider plan.
In addition, NIIRTA is also a socially responsible organisation who through its members, strives for a sustainable future in terms of social, ethical and environmental factors.
Governing Structure - Departmental Agency Model

NIIRTA agrees with the selected business model of a Departmental Agency with responsibility for public transport.

It accepts the suggested benefits to public transport operators and users.
Departmental Responsibilities 

The reform of public transport must focus upon creating a more effective, integrated range of services which will be attractive to the general public for a range of reasons;

· Those travelling to and from work

· Night time economy

· Shopping

· Leisure travellers

NIIRTA has long campaigned for greater inter departmental co-operation (joined up government) in public policymaking to maximise effectiveness and deliver real solutions. 
The reform of public transport represents an opportunity to make this happen alongside the DSD regeneration agenda and DETI economic development agenda. To make this cooperative concept into a reality, all parties should agree an overarching plan which will take into account the issues which will make these ‘regeneration zones’ a viable proposition.
Northern Ireland is a comparatively small region and it is essential that such a co-ordinated approach be adopted as a matter of urgency. 
Northern Irelands infrastructure is already straining under the sheer levels of private travel, which is set to continue grow year on year. Despite the Executive’s substantial investment levels through the Investment Strategy, the problem could be helped by improving the attractiveness of public transport to user groups, principally workers.
There are three key ‘asks’ which should be met if a newly transformed system is to be embraced by consumers. Public transport must be; 
· Facilities must be clean and comfortable

· Travelling journeys must be cost effective

· Time frequency to meet customer needs

Town Centre Regeneration

Northern Ireland’s towns and cities have suffered from significant decline over many years, principally due to the increased presence of out of town retail developments. This is supplemented by lack of parking, high rates etc.
The Social Development inquiry into town centre regeneration published in November 2009 recognises the difficulties incurred by the independent retail sector. It suggests a much greater strategic approach be taken to improve the viability of existing town centres.

NIIRTA recommends that as part of this new strategic approach public transport planning must be an integral part. Consumers will always be attracted to those destinations where they travel to and from easiest and the large free parking facilities at out of town centres will always be most attractive but if effective public transport services are put in place it be a significant step forward. These services must be;
Elements that make public transport successful are bus lanes, well designated bus stops with sufficient shelters, good travel information, clean and efficient services that run on time.

There is a consensus amongst business and commerce organisations that public transport must be more effectively marketed as an alternative to the car.

Recommendation 1: The Committee strongly recommends that an overarching strategic framework for town centre regeneration be developed and put in place before the transfer of responsibilities under the Reform of Public Administration. The Committee further recommends that the Department should also develop proposals either for improved cross-departmental co-operation or alternative governance arrangements for town centre regeneration.

Recommendation 3: The Committee recommends that the Department reconstitutes its town centre regeneration policies in the form of a hierarchy of interlinked plans – from regional development strategies through to master plans and operational plans.

Recommendation 7: The Committee recommends that the Department develop town centre regeneration KPIs which include a balanced range of indicators relating to: economic activity; community cohesion; poverty; disadvantage and disability access.

Recommendation 12: The Committee recommends that the Department (with other departments) clarifies the roles and responsibilities in relation to the provision of car parking capacity and the control of car parking charges. The Committee further recommends that car parking capacity and related charges be developed in sympathy with town centre and/or edge-of-town regeneration activities.

Recommendation 13: The Committee recommends that the Department (with other departments) clarify roles and responsibilities in relation to pedestrianisation and that any plans for further (or partial) pedestrianisation of town centres be carefully reviewed in terms of the impact on all stakeholders including the visually impaired.

The benefits of developing integrated transport plans at a local level can best respond to local needs and concerns, devolving decision making to those closest to the ‘ground’ and therefore building into the community planning process.

Rural Transport issues
There are a number of transport related issues which contribute to the wider difficulties in rural communities in Northern Ireland. At the heart is the decline of commerce within these communities, principally the closure of small shops as the vast majority of residents choose to travel to the large supermarkets by car. 

There is a perception of public transport as providing poor, irregular services at present – effectively cutting off travel for those without any form of transport. 
NIIRTA welcomes the recent positive announcements from the DRD and DARD Ministers of two new rural transport schemes - the Dial-a-Lift service and Assisted Rural Transport Scheme. Both these schemes will significantly address the needs of many rural dwellers, particularly elderly and disabled people, who do not have access to public transport services at present. 
These schemes demonstrate what can be achieved when departments co-ordinate their efforts effectively with the community and voluntary sector, in this case delivering very real and practical assistance which will go some way towards sustaining our rural communities. This type of positive activity, in contrast to negative actions in recent years such as the mass closure of post offices and the decline of village retailers, can only be viewed positively. 
Clearly there is a role in Northern Ireland for a revitalised rail service for both commuter use and commercial transportation needs. The current lack of railway services through many of our rural communities is one of Northern Ireland’s major infrastructure weaknesses. However NIIRTA also recognises that despite the commercial sense, the tightening of public financial budgets for foreseeable future makes this an impossible dream.
Free travel 
The introduction of free travel for pensioners is one of the Executives biggest successes to date and must be safeguarded through the period of departmental spending cuts.

This provision has provided a significant boost to older travellers, both to their local town centres and the ability to travel further afield in Northern Ireland, with a consequential boost on trade.
Those pensioners who reside in rural areas continue to face significant difficulties but this is addressed later in this document.
Fare Structure
NIIRTA welcomes the move towards establishing an integrated fare structure for public transport services, as a cornerstone of a more effectively integrated network. 
The principle benefit of creating an overall integrated system, covering the service network, fares and ticketing and providing up to date services information is to raise consumer confidence in the service and consequently increase usage. 
It is essential that when considering fare levels, value-for-money must be at the heart of considerations. There is little point in designing a slick system if cost prohibits target groups from using services

Role of Statutory Consultee

NIIRTA agrees that the new agency should be a statutory consultee in future land use planning applications. 
The ability to provide suitable public transport facilities should be a principle concern, for example in the regeneration process. However, further consideration needs to be given to the issue of developer contributions for public transport. There are clear examples of where this is desirable, such as stadium developments
Private Operators 

NIIRTA believes there is a role for private sector role in transport services in Northern Ireland. Such operators provide services in countries throughout the world efficiently and with the effect of improving customer services through competition. 

Northern Ireland cannot afford to exclude any options as it seeks to grow its economy and rebalance it through sustained growth in the private sector.
Whilst accepting that Translink should continue to take the lead role in providing services, including many areas (particularly rural) which would not make economic sense for private operators to run a viable service, there is room for properly regulated, private operators to build on the already limited amount of services they are tasked with providing in Northern Ireland. 
Foreign Language Provision
NIIRTA agrees that public transport documentation such as timetables etc should be made available in languages other than English where it can demonstrated there is a clear demand. There is a considerable, and growing, migrant population in Northern Ireland who contribute significantly to the local economy and culture. In return, within reasonable boundaries, there is an onus on local service providers to encourage integration and information in an easily accessible format. One option is to introduce alternative language material available principally through online resources.
If printed formats are deemed most appropriate, it should be remembered that this is a potentially costly exercise and therefore it is essential that a value-for-money ethos is maintained.
Future Role of the Consumer Council

NIIRTA welcomes the continuing role for the Consumer Council in undertaking a consumer representation role in respect to public transport. It is important that the consumer voice is taken into account during issues such as dispute resolution and fare charging. 
It is also important that the governing authorities meet regularly with, and take into account the views of, the business community. This can be achieved by close contact with local traders associations and chambers of commerce, for example, who reflect the views of the vast majority of those businesses trading in areas where public transport is a major concern, and will reflect these views accurately. 
Conclusion 

NIIRTA strongly supports this reform of public transport in Northern Ireland.
Public transport forms an important part of the wider economic development strategy for Northern Ireland, and is a key component in aiding the regeneration process of towns and cities. 

It is essential that a modern structure be implemented to maximise efficiency and be responsive to customer needs, in both the rural and urban contexts. It is important that the community to which it serves, has a prominent role in shaping transport policies, and we are encouraged by the pro-active approach adopted by the relevent Ministers to date. 
Building on this work, NIIRTA looks forward to contributing to working with those charged with taking these proposals forward.
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