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Introduction

The Northern Ireland Independent Retail Trade Association has over 1300 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 30,000 staff. 

NIIRTA welcomes the opportunity to contribute to this review – as it will have a direct impact on the majority of members, and consequently suppliers and those employed – and have actively encouraged members to complete the on-line questionnaire on an individual basis to ensure this source of statistics is fully representative.

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.

Comments
NIIRTA welcomes this consultation as a step forward in the improvement of links between the community (including the business sector) and statutory partnerships. There is a need for greater engagement which this new structure should deliver. 

Most importantly, this new partnership should enable greater streamlining, avoiding duplication and make it possible to co-ordinate activities better.
There is no dispute with the overall lines taken in these proposals; however there are a number of specific points to be made;

· It is disappointing that within this document there is no specific reference to engaging with the business community, especially in light of the progress has been made through the Northern Ireland Business Crime Strategy. Within this context there is a general feeling that it does need to be rejuvenated, with a greater focus on local results, and it would seem that this new vehicle is ideally placed to lead this rejuvenation. No reference to business crime strategy throughout this consultation, has it been taken into account?

· In order to maximise participation from the business community, there should be a commitment to using innovative approaches, for example, meetings could be combined with meetings with local Chambers of Commerce, Trade Associations etc. 
· With regard to aspects being left to the discretion of councils, NIIRTA would like to clarify the implications with regards to the Review of Public Administration. If new changes are implemented, there must be certainty that it isn’t going to be disrupted by further reorganisation when RPA decisions are finally implemented.
· The code of practice must ensure that clear objectives are identifiable, and engage with issues on the ground. Crime patterns impact on economic development activity, therefore specific problems hampering the latter should be deemed a priority and targeted. Too often businesses complain that statutory authorities overlook commercial needs through a lack of understanding of their impact. This needs to change.
· In respect to the designation of organisations to participate in individual PCSP’s, the overall numbers needs to be kept relatively small in order to maintain purpose and efficiency. Northern Ireland is littered with examples of how forums are formed, huge steering groups assembled and almost immediately they become little more than ‘talking shops’ and inevitably those with most to contribute walk away in frustration. There is no reason why some groups cannot be invited to participate on a need-only basis without full membership. This is especially true in respect to the multitude of public sector agencies and departments which might expect to play a role.
· With respect to encouraging individuals to apply for membership, there are a large number of business associations, groups etc, many of whom have direct local links, and whilst many do not have an interest in participating on internal committees, the new PCSPs should consider them a resource to tap into. Generally these individuals are competent, good communicators and have an interest in their local communities.

In conclusion, NIIRTA believes that this is a positive step in terms of providing coherent structures which will improve community confidence. 
However no matter what is implemented, in practice it will only make a difference if both members and the wider community feel a connection. The lack of explicit reference to working with the business community has already been commented, and NIIRTA would urge those charged with implementing these new structures to ensure that business concerns are recognised at an early stage and relationships built.
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