Bruce Robinson, Permanent Secretary, Dept of Finance and Personnel
I'd like to thank the Lord Mayor and the Minister for their introduction and Peter McNaney for his very kind words earlier on in. It's a very good opportunity for me, and I want to thank the Lord Mayor and the City Council for inviting me along to speak today.  And in speaking to you today, there are really two related issues that I'd like to address. One is at the macro level and, as Sir Reg has indicated, highlight the significance the Executive Programme for Government is putting on economic development, while at the micro level, I'll make a few observations on the challenges we face and the work progressed by the OECD team led by Deborah Mountford on behalf of the City Council.  
I think everybody gathered here today in this room is well aware that the Programme for Government which was published in January of this year sets central focus on growing the economy.  And this prioritisation, I believe, is really very, very important to us, and I think we shouldn't underestimate that in getting all the four political parties and the Executive to endorse economic development as a first priority, the extent of that achievement, it really is a major achievement, and it marks a very clear break with the previous direct rule approach to things.  The Programme for Government, in emphasising that, is really acknowledging promoting wealth and prosperity for all of us, is the key to enhancing social cohesion and promoting a sustainable environment here in Northern Ireland.  And the development of Northern Ireland as a place to live and work is now clearly in the charge of the Executive.  
In recent months, as most of us are aware, the Executive has been pressing the UK government for fiscal assistance to stimulate economic development, but the two Varney reports confirm that the Treasury view is that Northern Ireland's economic destiny very definitely resides with the Executive.  So the Executive will now need to take strategic decisions on delivering the Programme for Government objectives for the economy.  The headline target is particularly ambitious, it is to have the productivity gap with the UK average excluding the London region.  I can't emphasise too much that this is an exceptionally ambitious target, and, while it's acknowledged that improving regional productivity is the key to transforming our economy, let me give you some statistics which show just the magnitude of this challenge that the Executive has taken on.  In the last decade Northern Ireland has created employment at a faster rate than any other UK region and so we now find ourselves with an unemployment rate well below the UK average.  
I have spent a great many years working in economic development, some people in here know me well enough to suggest that I've probably spent too many years working in economic development, but in all of that time the key policy objective was to reduce unemployment and we've done that, but I still find us with a very major hurdle to clear, and that was the one that Sir Reg mentioned, which is achieving much higher productivity.  Despite this exceptionally good performance in job creation, Northern Ireland still lags twenty percentage points behind the UK average in terms of GVA per capita.  I think we must be realistic.  De facto, there has been no meaningful convergence with the UK over the last two decades in GVA.  Now the reason why our solid job creating performance has not led to a convergence on GVA is reasonably straightforward.  
Too much of the employment that we've created is reliant solely on the domestic market or is low value added.  We need to create employment in sectors that offer significant value added in terms of export potential.  Northern Ireland cannot create a vibrant dynamic private sector focused only on a market of 1.75 million people or even a market of 6 million people as on this island.  We need to see firms being created here that can trade successfully right across the globe, and that is not an easy task.  The key will be in creating a competitive edge.  In our case, I believe, the edge will only be found through our people.  
We need to compete in sectors such as financial and business services, in IT and science-based research.  These are the areas that are generating enduring commercial returns and investment, and I don't need to tell people here that in those sectors physical location isn't an important factor any more.  As long as you have a modern IT and transport infrastructure then you can compete on the global stage.  The key is to have the right people with the right skills.  Ensuring that we have the right people is at the core of the Executive's programme, with the objective of developing the skill base, and Sir Reg has outlined that in considerable detail to us here this morning.  
There is also a need for us to promote innovation and science in our economy so that we are an even more attractive location for international investment which is seeking to develop.  It is interesting to note that the second Varney report presented Northern Ireland in quite a favourable light.  The region has a lot going for it in terms of economic potential, we use the English language, we're located in the EU single market, we are an integral part of the well-established UK regulatory and legal systems, we are positioned next to the Republic, with scope for mutually beneficial economic cooperation, we have relatively high standards of educational attainment and we have good and steadily improving infrastructure networks underpinned by the investment strategy of the Executive for the next ten years.  These are strong and positive selling points, but in today's highly competitive world, complacency is not going to help us, we know that.  
Varney also highlighted a number of policy areas that he believes the Executive needs to address to improve the region as an investment location.  Issues such as planning consent for business development and, as Sir Reg has outlined, the skills deficit in key business functions, all of these do need to be addressed as matters of urgency.  The second Varney report made a number of recommendations relating to the role of the public sector in Northern Ireland, and it is evident that the Executive is determined to address these issues.  
The recent budget was agreed on the basis that all departments have to deliver on challenging efficiency targets, these targets are significant financial limits imposed on all departments.  In setting out to meet these ambitious targets, we are building on a very firm foundation.  
Over the last three years the central government has exceeded the targets that were set by Gershon, we have seen a reduction in 2,300 in the number of full-time equivalent posts in central government, that's a reduction of some 9%, and we have achieved over £250m worth of savings in procurement as VFM savings.  So the new set of efficiency plans are building on success that we've had and they are one key element in delivering more and better frontline public services.  
We have also set out an extensive range of reform initiatives which we're rolling out across the Northern Ireland Civil Service.  These reforms will transform the way in which we do business, the way in which we do business with you as a citizen here, with the launch of Northern Ireland Direct at the end of the year, but also we're transforming how we do business with ourselves, with shared services across all eleven departments at the core of this.  
Quite simply, we do not believe that we can invest and have the IT systems, the support networks for the 21st century, in what is, we must remind ourselves, a very small region, only 1.75 million people, effectively the size of a city almost anywhere else in the world, we cannot afford to have high quality services by having those distributed and disaggregated across small units, and I think there's a key challenge there, as we move forward also, under the review of public administration, as to how we provide those services within local government.  Central government has made very significant strides in that direction, but central government can only take economic development so far.  Other important stakeholders have a key strategic role to play as well, and undoubtedly Belfast City Council is at the core of that and is an absolutely key stakeholder in all of this, in meeting this challenge, and Northern Ireland also meeting effectively the challenges of developing and meeting the targets on GVA. 
As our capital city, Belfast needs to be the leader, needs to be absolutely at the forefront of Northern Ireland's economic development.  This is where the OECD team study into the Belfast economy will prove invaluable to us.  Over recent months Deborah and her team have met with Peter Robinson, the Finance Minister, to discuss the project remit and to review progress.  This recognises the Minister's belief very firmly that Belfast is very much the catalyst for economic transformation in Northern Ireland, having an objective assessment of Belfast's role in how it can develop will be exceptionally helpful.  
It is clear that there are some key dynamic questions that do need to be addressed.  The obvious key challenge is the need to ensure that economic investment is balanced, by that I mean dispersed in a manner that minimises what economists refer to as externalities.  In this case the key is minimising costs attributable to factors such as congestion.  I appreciate that it is very difficult to achieve this balance.  There is also a need to ensure that Belfast, as a place to invest and do business, continues to be competitive, this does mean investing, as I said earlier, in infrastructure, in roads, in water, in IT networks, in housing, in health and education, and, as I have emphasised, particularly in people.  These are difficult challenges and that's why I am looking forward to the presentations, the OECD report and presentations, and, more importantly, as to how we take those forward.  
Clearly, Belfast itself still has some significant socio-economic challenges that do need to be addressed, when looking at the labour market in the Belfast City Council area, the statistics point to some of these challenges, claimant count unemployment in Belfast is somewhat higher than Northern Ireland's average, and a higher proportion of claimants in the Belfast City Council area have been claiming for more than one year.  Belfast also accommodates a number of the most deprived electoral wards in Northern Ireland, some twenty-one of the fifty most deprived electoral wards are situated here in the Belfast City Council area.  And economic activity in Belfast City Council is, at 70%, slightly below the Northern Ireland average.  
Since 2003 growth in employee jobs within Belfast is just over 1% and that has been slower than the overall 4% growth registered in Northern Ireland.  We also need to appreciate the distinction between Belfast as a place of employment and Belfast as a place to live.  Despite the labour market challenges, which I've just outlined, people who commute to work in the city earn on average considerably more than workers elsewhere in Northern Ireland and, furthermore, just underscore the importance of Belfast, it makes a vital contribution to Northern Ireland's overall productivity.  
Belfast's GVA per head is double that of any other Northern Ireland region and, at almost £27,000.00, is over £12,000.00 higher than the Northern Ireland average.  This really does graphically illustrate the importance of Belfast as the region's wealth generator.  
The dynamic growth of Belfast in recent years is clear to see and certainly the Lord Mayor outlined many elements of that earlier on.  As I noted earlier, the Executive has set driving forward economic growth and investment as its top priority, achieving these objectives requires the implementation of the investment strategy for Northern Ireland as well.  This will have important implications for Belfast, for instance, the opening of the M1 Westlink and the M2 upgrades next year and the commencement on work for the first rapid transit line in Belfast by 2011 will ensure that Belfast will have the transport infrastructure in place to allow it to continue to develop as a prosperous and competitive capital city.  
In conclusion, I'd just like to reiterate the importance that economic growth has in securing a better future for Belfast.  It is the Executive's key priority and, as our capital city, Belfast needs to be leading, needs to be at the very forefront of Northern Ireland's economic development.  The Executive is playing its part through investing in key areas that will enhance productivity, areas such as skills and infrastructure.  But if we in Northern Ireland, if we here in Belfast, are to achieve the challenging economic targets, then the public and private sector need to work together to maximise private sector growth.  It is only by maximising private sector growth that we will see the changes that we all desire, both those set out in the Programme for Government by the Executive and those that I know you in Belfast City Council have at the heart of your objectives.  
I look forward to hearing the report of the OECD and I look forward to us all working together to respond to these significant challenges as we seek to take Belfast forward at the start of the 21st century.  Thank you very much indeed.

