Belfast: State of the City V (May 2008) 
Conference report – Where now for Belfast?
Conference background
May 2008 saw the fifth Belfast: State of the City Conference at the Waterfront Hall.  The main focus of this year’s conference was the economic review of Belfast carried out by the world-renowned Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development (OECD) and its Local Economic and Employment Development Programme (LEED). The methodology behind the review of Belfast was the standard OECD peer review approach with an expert team having access to key documentation and engaging in substantial discussion with politicians, policymakers, civil society, business, trade unions and other stakeholders.   
The first half of the conference focused on (1) presentations by government and (2) issues facing the Belfast economy and on key findings from the OECD’s study on Belfast. On the government side the audience was addressed by Sir Reg Empey, Minister for the Department for Employment and Learning, who focussed on the importance of skills for growing the local economy and on some of the skills initiatives that DEL are currently undertaking. Bruce Robinson, Permanent Secretary at the Department of Finance and Personnel, overviewed the Executive’s Programme for Government along with the Executive’s multi-billion pound Investment highlighting the key issues for Belfast. Professor Peter Tyler then presented the ‘why now’ case for Belfast and findings from the OECD research.

The second half of the conference consisted of a panel discussion chaired by Greg Clark, who is currently Chairman of the Forum of Cities and Regions within the OECD’s Local Economic and Employment Development (LEED) programme. The discussion focused on: 
· How the competitiveness of Belfast can be enhanced by coordinating the actions of all the relevant organisations driving change; and 
· Panel members responding to thought-provoking questions raised by the audience. 
The session was then completed with lessons from South Africa’s local government transition, presented by Andrew Boraine, Chief Executive of Cape Town Partnership and finally by a concluding message for Belfast, delivered by Sergio Arzeni, Director of the Centre for Entrepreneurship and Head of the OECD LEED programme. 

Why now for Belfast … view from OECD LEED
One of the key issues of the conference was ‘why now for Belfast?’ This was in terms of why undertake this research, why stock take economic development issues facing Belfast and how best to move forward. Professor Peter Tyler, Director of Studies in Land Economy at St Catherine’s College in the University of Cambridge, presented key findings for Belfast from the OECD study, highlighting now as the time for Belfast to change. Some of the key points raised by Professor Tyler included:
· The success of Northern Ireland and quality of life for all citizens over the next 25 years will crucially depend upon the success of Belfast. (This echoes the message of previous State of the City conferences which showed Belfast to be NI’s regional driver like other cities in other GB regions) Belfast is a major hub for both business and employment. If Belfast fails, or does not fully exploit its potential, this will negatively impact on surrounding areas. 

· Belfast should not be perceived to be in competition with other parts of Northern Ireland but rather as a gateway for trade, employment, services and visitors and as a magnet for private sector investment.

· The recent Programme for Government embraces the twin objectives of securing enhanced economic growth, whilst at the same time promoting social inclusion and equality across the region and its individual parts. These are consistent with Belfast’s own objectives.  

· Many OECD-member and non-member countries are interested in learning from Belfast’s experience. For example: How Belfast recovered from lack of political stability during its 30 years of the Troubles? And how Belfast has made the transformation from heavy industry to a knowledge-based, service-led, lower carbon economy?  
Professor Tyler also highlighted that cities need to be attractive to both people and businesses if they are to rejuvenate themselves following extensive deindustrialisation.  The key to success is to build Belfast as a city that is recognised internationally as being both business and investment-friendly. There must be decisive leadership to ensure that business, investment and jobs are attracted, welcomed and retained and a can-do attitude is required to underpin this economic transformation. 

Why now for Belfast … view from government

Sir Reg Empey, Minister for the Department for Employment and Learning (DEL) and Bruce Robinson, Permanent Secretary of the Department of Finance and Personnel (DFP), were the key representatives of central government at the conference. Sir Reg reiterated the importance of skills to the local economy and outlined some of the work being undertaken by DEL which will filter through to improving skills in Belfast. 

Bruce Robinson reminded the audience of the Northern Ireland Executive’s Programme for Government (which sets out the Government’s strategic priorities and key plans for 2008 – 2011) along with the Executive’s multi-million pound Investment Strategy. Perhaps for the first time, central government acknowledged the special economic role Belfast plays in the Northern Ireland economy and the need to specifically promote Belfast for the good of the entire regional economy. This view was echoed by the wider audience as well. 

Recommendations from OECD research … where now for Belfast?
The ‘headline’ recommendation from the research, and the focus of much of the panel discussion, was the suggestion to establish a Belfast Investment and Development Agency (BIDA) as the catalytic delivery mechanism for change. In order to address economic leadership challenges, the OECD LEED team considers it necessary to have a delivery vehicle that can bring together the required partners in order to overcome the highly fragmented and somewhat confused position that currently exists. Professor Tyler noted international examples have shown that very few cities are able to drive forward their economic agendas without creating some kind of regeneration body that represents a partnership of key players from across all sectors.  Economic development agencies are being created across the UK with responsibility for economic development being placed firmly in the hands of local government, a way of thinking that Northern Ireland must follow.  
The key objectives of the Development Agency would be to:

1. Increase the economic growth of Belfast and to contribute to the economic growth targets for Northern Ireland as a whole

2. To ensure that all of Belfast’s residents share in the benefits of economic growth

With regards the possible shape or form that that the Development Agency in Belfast should take, the OECD recommends that it should not just be another Quango. Instead by bringing together expertise from diverse organisations, this consolidation of existing public bodies would be in line with the Review of Public Administration (RPA). The core activities for a BIDA are categorised under ‘Place and Inclusion’, ‘Strategic Investment’ and ‘Enterprise Skills and Knowledge’.
· Place and inclusion: Planning; strategic land use; City Centre Management; social infrastructure; local area regeneration
· Strategic investment: Securing strategic investment in a variety of ways – inward investment, built environment and communication infrastructure through inter-facing with OFMDFM and SIB

· Enterprise, skills and knowledge: New approaches to labour market attachment, innovation and knowledge transfer securing key linkages between activities of knowledge-based institutions, governments and the business community and other partners

The setting up of a new delivery mechanism could be the catalyst that brings together local and nationally elected leaders, the business community and the voluntary sector to deliver the vision for Belfast, allowing the integration and implementation of local strategies and projects linked into actions at the national level.  It could be the mechanism to implement the Reform of Public Administration.  It would be crucial that the Agency has access to OFMDFM experience in the area of strategic investment and that the formulation of the Development Agency provides the opportunity to bring together expertise from existing organisations.  

Alongside BIDA, the OECD team recognised that some new instruments and approaches are needed to deliver the next phase of regeneration and economic success in Belfast.  These included:
· An integrated city centre development strategy should be developed and a capable implementation vehicle for integrated city centre management. Consideration should be given to putting a Business Improvement District in place for the City Centre.  There should also be a more explicit commitment to improving public transport;
· Establishing with local and national government a single and integrated joint venture between the key universities/ colleges/ institutes to promote and develop the ‘Belfast Knowledge Economy’;
· A city-wide full employment promotion strategy and an innovative programme for social inclusion. Tackling the twin objectives of raising competitiveness and reducing inactivity requires new approaches to designing and implementing employment strategies; and
· A ‘Belfast Investment Strategy’, based on the Northern Ireland Investment Strategy (NIIS) prepared by SIB.  The new agency should work with SIB, local and national governments, Invest NI and business partners to prepare and implement a plan for optimising the impact of NIIS, ensure greater leverage from private sector land assets and provide support for greater speed and certainty in facilitating foreign and corporate investment; and
Panel discussions
Panel participants on the day included:

· Dr Brendan Murtagh, Reader in the Institute of Spatial and Environmental Planning, School of Planning, Architecture and Civil Engineering (SPACE) at Queen’s University Belfast

· David Gavaghan, Chief Executive of the Strategic Investment Board (SIB) 
· Debra Mountford, Manager of the OECD LEED Forum on Development Agencies and Investment Strategies

· Professor Peter Tyler, Director of Studies in Land Economy at St. Catharine’s College and a Professor in the University of Cambridge

· Andrew Boraine, Chief Executive of the Cape Town Partnership

· Paul Sweeney, economic consultant and economic advisor to the Irish Congress of Trade Unions

· Marie-Thérèse McGivern, Director of Development Belfast City Council

· Councillor Michael Browne, Chair of the Development Committee Belfast City Council

· Councillor Diane Dodds, Chair of Strategic Policy and Resources Committee Belfast City Council

The panel had both an opportunity to air their views on earlier presentations and to take part in the lively debate with the audience. Some of the emerging views and questions included: 
· Balancing economic growth with sustainability

· Belfast needing to ‘gear up’ for future customers including residents, investors and commuters

· Emerging physical disconnection within Belfast and a new type of segregation between rich and poor

· How the role of a BIDA would fit in alongside the Council and InvestNI, to justify creating another agency?
· Who would govern a Belfast Development Agency and who would sit on its board to provide executive oversight?
International lesson from South Africa
One of the final presentations at the conference was made by Andrew Boraine, Chief Executive of Cape Town Partnership. Andrew presented an overview of South Africa and Cape Town’s emergence from the end of Apartheid-rule from the highly relevant perspective of local government given the ongoing reform of local government in Northern Ireland.

Andrew explained how the local sphere of government in South Africa consists of municipalities, each of which has the right to govern the local affairs of its own community and which national or provincial government cannot impede.  Local government is not referred to as a ‘third tier’ but rather as an equal sphere of government which receives its mandate, powers and functions directly from the South African Constitution.  National and provincial governments must assign to a municipality by agreement a power or function if that matter would most effectively be administered locally.  
The process of establishing a new system of local government in South Africa has seen a simultaneous devolution of powers and functions to local level and a significant rationalisation of the total number of municipalities (1,100 in 1993 to 264 in 2001) in order to improve local financial sustainability. The new system also resulted in the establishment of a specific category of metropolitan government to express recognition of the national economic role played by cities as well as the need to reduce the possibility of destructive, cross-boundary competition between the local municipalities within a multi-nodal metropolitan area. Consequently, six single-tier metropolitan authorities have been established with areas of jurisdiction that correspond approximately to that of the functional economic area, something that did not happen in NI for a Greater Belfast local authority.
What next for Belfast? 

The emerging theme from the 2008 State of the City Conference was that Belfast’s success is fundamental to NI plc’s performance and that it was time for action to provide the supportive governance structure and leadership necessary to help the city continue its economic growth.  As Peter Tyler highlighted, the growth of the Greater Belfast economy is crucial.  Recognition that that NI’s future economic success and well-being depends significantly on Belfast, particularly at a ministerial and senior civil servant level, was a notable outcome of the conference and points towards a more formal urban policy than has previously existed in Northern Ireland. This acceptance could not come at a better time as after a decade of urban renaissance in the city there are a number of emerging risks to Belfast’s future development and threats to its ability to compete globally.  
The credit crunch will hit some cities hard in the second half of 2008 and 2009, one of which could be Belfast in its role as NI’s financial centre. With location competition intensifying for the fewer yet highly sought after professional service jobs, the housing market remaining flat or in continued decline and a tightening of public expenditure, flagship projects such as the Titanic Quarter, both the office and apartment developments, could struggle to take off in their early life. This would be a far cry from the roaring early success of other recent regeneration developments, which many people may unrealistically expect to be all too easily repeated. Urban development in a more challenging economic environment will need more decisive leadership and vision and the next 24-36 months are likely to be particularly testing.  

Even if demand to locate and live in Belfast remains high, this is no guarantee that Belfast will realise its potential and bring people and jobs to Northern Ireland. Skills shortages, growth bypassing many of the more deprived areas and creaking infrastructure struggling to cope with the ever growing commuting flow could all reduce Belfast’s competitiveness and stymie its growth. The issue of skills was raised in the conference and rightly remains top of the agenda, a city can only expand if it has the raw materials, most notably skills and infrastructure. From the floor the call was one of action. Whilst supportive of the State of the City Agenda, the audience felt that now was the time to move forward with action and initiatives to overcome obstacles of planning policy, speed of response and lack of clarity in responsibility. 

It is no criticism of current institutions that these complex challenges could prove to be overwhelming. This is to be expected given the lack of powers for local government, NI’s lack of a formal urban policy and the lack of strategic planning and decision-making at metropolitan level. The evidence presented at the conference and the primary recommendation emanating from the OECD work was the need for a new type of delivery mechanism, possibly a Belfast Development Agency. This, it was suggested, was a critical priority to allow Belfast to have greater leadership over its economic destiny. Belfast may have enjoyed success without such a delivery mechanism over the past decade but with more challenging economic conditions ahead and growing competition among cities at UK, ROI and global level, now is not the time to be complacent. Now is the time for change, a time for leadership and most importantly a time for action.  
Scope of OECD research 


The OECD Local Economic and Employment Development (LEED) Programme was formed in 1982 to identify, analyse and disseminate innovative ideas on entrepreneurship, local development and social economy.   LEED is there to provide its member countries with the advice they need to help promote social and economic development in an effective and sustainable way through comprehensive and cross-cutting strategies involving all relevant actors.  





When the OECD were asked to carry out a review on Belfast, explicit research questions were asked relating to the key development themes of ‘Leadership’, ‘Economic Growth’, ‘Economic Inclusion’ and ‘Quality of Life’.  





Leadership – how can local and regional leadership ensure both economic growth and economic inclusion? What mechanisms are required to encourage public/ private partnerships to make the private sector stronger, more dynamic and risk taking?


Economic growth – how to foster wealth creation for the city in spite of low levels of R&D?  What are the city’s main assets and how can they be used to enhance economic growth?  What can be done to increase innovation and financial investment into Belfast?  


Economic inclusion – how to ensure there is better economic inclusion in Belfast so that all communities have the opportunity to benefit from economic growth?


Quality of life/ place – how to increase quality of life to support economic growth and ensure the place is attractive to its people and investors?


Economic development delivery mechanism – what are the best organisational and delivery mechanisms to support economic growth in Belfast and what are the benefits of creating appropriate delivery mechanisms?   





The conference summarised the main findings and recommendations that will help address challenges and opportunities under each of these themes, providing Belfast with a better foundation upon which to build its economic development strategy.  





Findings from OECD research


The main findings of the OECD research, under the key development themes of ‘Leadership’, ‘Economic Growth’, ‘Economic Inclusion’ and ‘Quality of Life’, are summarised below:  





Leadership: Belfast and Northern Ireland face a leadership challenge to make the necessary transition to a healthy balance between the public and private sector to secure long term job and income opportunities for people. There is currently a heavy dependence upon central government departments and poor linkages between local and the regional government.  According to the OECD, the transition will have to be led, planned and implemented by leaders with conviction and belief in the economic potential of the city.  To improve decision-making performance, Belfast needs to create deeper levels of trust between institutions, communities, people, places and parties than those that currently exist.  





Economic growth:  Belfast has changed remarkably over the past 10 years with various new developments such as the Laganside Area, Victoria Square, Cathedral Quarter and the Odyssey.  However Belfast still faces some structural weaknesses.  





Economic inclusion: Besides identifying actions required to enhance the competitiveness and growth of the Greater Belfast Area a strategy would also need to identify how the process can be managed to ensure that all its residents share in the benefits of economic growth.  





Quality of life:  Public realm programmes are beginning to have a positive impact on the city. However it was highlighted from the OECD’s research that Belfast still has challenges with regards the quality of life it offers its citizens.  An under-developed evening economy, shortage of green space, insufficient residential mix and a high number of deprived communities living in the periphery of the city centre were all cited. These weaknesses are all despite a wide range of public, private and community organisations involved to a greater or lesser extent in the regeneration of the City Centre.
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