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Introduction

The Northern Ireland Independent Retail Trade Association is the representative body for the independent retail sector in Northern Ireland. 

It represents the interests of over 1,300 independent retail members throughout the Province. Our collective membership employs more than 30,000 staff and has an annual turnover of over £3 billion to the Northern Ireland economy.

NIIRTA membership includes wholesalers, independent retailers of all kinds, suppliers to the sector and affiliated traders groups.

Member stores are generally owned and managed by local families rather than large multi-national companies with shareholders. These member stores are absolutely vital in providing local employment as well as a strong focal point within the local community. 

Northern Ireland is a small business economy - with 98% of all businesses 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.  

Future Economic Direction and Challenges
NIIRTA welcomes the publishing of the Northern Ireland Economic Strategy consultation as a welcome step towards finally defining the future direction of the local economy and setting out clearly the key steps that need to be taken to rebalance and grow it in the face of monstrous public finance pressures and fast moving global competition.
There is a need for a well thought plan to rebalance away from the traditional reliance on the public sector, and encourage entrepreneurship and enterprise.

Whilst the content of the strategy is welcome, NIIRTA is disappointed that the retail sector has not been recognised for the important contribution to providing employment and serving the local economy. 

As recently as this month, the DETI Minister, Arlene Foster MLA, recognised the value of the retail sector in Northern Ireland, when, responding to a question from Stephen Moutray MLA on the implications of the rise in VAT to 20%, she said;
“There are currently around 122,000 people working in the retail sector in Northern Ireland with retail employment increasing by 35,000 over the last 15 years. The sector has therefore been the main driver of employment growth in the overall services sector, accounting for nearly a quarter of the increase in service sector jobs over this period...”

Vision 2020 – as stated at the outset, NIIRTA recognises that the factors as outlined will transform the local economy, and this is reflected by the participation in the recently published Jobs Plan Manifesto, produced by the seven leading business organisations in Northern Ireland.

NIIRTA agrees with the economic challenges. Northern Ireland has number of inherent weaknesses which must be addressed – something that will require cultural as well as physical change. Given the size of the domestic market there is no doubt that focus should be place upon export, clearly many companies, particularly in areas such as green technology, advanced manufacturing and specialist food retailers, require strong export capabilities and businesses such as these will lead the way in producing the STEM-focused jobs of the future.
However there are many businesses whose focus will be on the domestic market, particularly in the independent retail sector. There role will be crucial not only to serve the indigenous population but a key plank within urban regeneration programmes and the growth of the tourist industry, based on the principles of the ‘Campaigning for Tourism – One Voice, One Team’

Recognition should be afforded in this strategy to these businesses who will continue to generate significant value, and provide employment for many, especially from those who choose not to pursue academic further education. Many will be employed by independent retailers and provided with quality training and development opportunities.
The more innovative of these businesses should be encouraged to pursue sales through internet and social media channels – thus technically becoming ‘exporters’ in their own right.

Threat of Job Displacement
There is an understandable need to focus on some short term measure to ensure that Northern Ireland meets immediate threats to the economy. However NIIRTA would urge that this does not mean a relaxation of rules to encourage greater opportunities for the large retail multiples. 

Northern Ireland is already are past the point of superstore saturation in Northern Ireland. Indeed many of these applications are more about which UK multiple supermarkets can monopolise the grocery market rather than offer consumer choice.

NIIRTA believes that if a rush of out of town multiple applications were to be granted, many town centres and the independent retail sector as a whole would be devastated. Research has shown that out of town developments actually result in a net loss of jobs but if we had Planning Policy Statement 5 in place and indeed a cap on the size of out of town development, these job losses could be avoided as well as the threat to our town centres.

Again referring to the Minister’s statement, she noted that ‘employment in the retail sector has decreased by over 3,000 or 2.6% in the last three years. While this is not as large as the decline in total employment experienced in Northern Ireland since 2007, it is larger than for the service sector as a whole’. 

The vast majority of these losses have come from the closure of independent retailers, unable to continue in the face of rising costs and ruthless competition. 
Therefore NIIRTA would argue that there should be greater efforts to attract other operations such as call centres, which are job intensive and in particularly in relation to youth employment, better placed to ensure that the lesser skilled proportion of the unemployment market does not rise dramatically. It is our understanding that this view would be shared by other business organisations.
Themes

The themes combined provide a clear framework towards economic growth and if forced to choose the single most important would be Innovation/Research and Development, based on its necessity to sustained economic development. All businesses have the capacity to innovate, and there is a need for greater embracing of R&D.
Likewise, the Cross cutting themes should be at the heart of promoting equality of opportunities for all. There has arguably a concentration on development in the Greater Belfast area, traditionally, and to an extent this is understandable given its geographical location and infrastructure. However with improvements in communication and transport links, it is important that economic prosperity is better dispersed across Northern Ireland. 
Role of Government
The Executive must demonstrate the will to implement a radical programme of economic development initiatives, and install confidence that it can raise standards for the community. However NIIRTA has long pointed out that this means joined up government must be at the core of decision making. The distractions of the past hopefully have been overcome and new chance to embrace public-private partnership should underpin the Economic Strategy. The injection of private sector expertise is required as much as funding to improve delivery mechanisms and administrative structures.

NIIRTA would caution that any working groups or forums that develop in relation to this strategy must be small, focused groups. Too often forums grow too big to be effective and quickly lose the enthusiasm of the business community.

There will always be a ‘need to go further’ as long as the Northern Ireland remains in its current shape. 
Delivery Agents
Northern Ireland has a huge number of business groups, forums etc all of which are capable of implementing relevant economic policies. For example, Town Centre Partnerships/Managers are ideally placed to be considered as delivery agents, if sufficient resources are made available. 
The key must be to examine what already exists, and with these groups, doing things better rather than duplicating what good work is already ongoing with resultant duplicate costs. Similarly, the community and voluntary sector is well placed to collaborate with businesses and business organisations to create an effective, enterprise-led infrastructure, taking in both locally and export focused businesses.
Greater use of online resources can also improve services to businesses and these must be embraced.
Conclusion

The publishing of this document is a welcome step forward – however it is disappointing that retail is not recognised for the importance it brings to the local economy, in terms of job creation, community activity and as a source of innovation. NIIRTA would welcome the opportunity to meet with policymakers and elected representatives to address this issue.

NIIRTA accepts the focus on export given the size of the Northern Ireland economy. The Jobs Plan offers a road map which reflects this direction and this should be given serious consideration by those who have inputted to this Economic Strategy document.

NIIRTA has also published a number of policy documents relevant to the future of the Northern Ireland economy. These can be downloaded at www.niirta.com
The time has come for Northern Ireland to finally lay to rest the baggage and burdens of the past. There is a real opportunity for local businesses to both sell their products on a global stage, and build a vibrant local economy offering choice and quality service. The Northern Ireland Executive, with its partners in the private sector, can make this happen. 
However, the will to deliver must match the words on the page.
� www.nitb.com
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