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The Northern Ireland 2009 Policy Year – Highlights
November 2008 - Our oral evidence to the Assembly on Access to Public Procurement opportunities for small businesses inspired the initiation of a full-scale Assembly Inquiry – but as they say on Newsnight, more on that story later...
We also made a submission to the Department of Education telling them that small businesses need employees entering the workforce to be competent in essential skills (readin’, writin’, ‘rithmetic and surfin’).

December 2008 - We made a major submission to the Minister for Finance and Personnel (Nigel Dodds at the time) making the case for a Small Business Rates Relief for Northern Ireland, and roundly rejecting the recommendations of the government’s own economic advisory body, the Economic Research Institute for Northern Ireland.

January 2009 – Gave oral evidence to the Employment and Learning Assembly Committee, calling for the repeal of the current 3-step grievance and disciplinary procedures – which formalise and legalise workplace disputes that could be more easily sorted out over a cup of tea and a biscuit – or at least by talking to a neutral mediator.
February 2009 – We lobbied Professor Richard Barnett during his Independent Review of Economic Policy as launched by the Minister for Enterprise, Trade and Investment in January (then Arlene Foster – and still Arlene Foster), to tell him exactly how much use Invest NI is to small businesses (not a lot!) and calling for an end to “client” elitism.

March 2009 – Remember what we did in December? In March, the man in Finance said yes! The Minister announced that Small Business Rates Relief is to be introduced in April 2010. All small businesses with an NAV of £5000 or less will automatically get a discount – no application required - no red tape.

This was also the month we took FSB members to Stormont for the Treasury Select Committee’s visit. Business owners from Ballymena, Carrickfergus, and Magherafelt got to tell their story of applying for the much-lauded Enterprise Finance Guarantee Scheme, or how their bank  rates had suddenly rocketed. But it seems that the banks still have short arms and long pockets... and your local FSB Policy Unit is still nagging them to do better...
April 2009 – we wrote to DETI about the Government’s response to the ‘economic downturn’ (not good enough!), joined the Better Regulation Board in order to influence environmental red tape, and represented the small business sector on the First and Deputy First Minister’s new Cross Sector Advisory Forum on what to do about the recession.
May 2009 – We met Professor Barnett (see Feb) – told him again that we need better support programmes for small businesses; and had another one of our series of meetings with the banks – making sure they know the devastating impact of soaring bank charges and their decisions to make getting a loan really difficult.
June 2009 – We were getting geared up for the elusive consultation on planning reform by telling Minister Poots (or was it Minister Wilson?) how slow approvals and complex forms hold up economic expansion in NI’s biggest and most important sector –yes, small business!
July 2009 – Did you go on holiday? The FSB didn’t. We were providing key input to the PSNI’s Business Crime Strategy – the first in the UK and created as a direct result of FSB member survey results – ensuring that crime against businesses is recorded separately and formulating a new Retail Crime Watch Strategy.
August 2009 – The Planning Reform proposals were finally published at the end of July (we think they must have sent new starter Poots to the DOE store room for a long weight...). So August was busy ploughing through the 83 questions in the 200-odd page consultation document. And as a result of our input to yet another Inquiry, the Assembly told DEL it must talk to us about making it easier for small businesses to take on apprentices.
September 2009 – The Dispute Resolution consultation closed, and quel surprise, a mixed bag of responses at either end of the scale. Minister Empey is currently considering what to do next, but it looks like the 3-step procedure is history! Watch this space.
October 2009 – We launched our Public Procurement Survey Report the same day as the Assembly’s conference on the subject, and obtained a commitment from DFP to consider our recommendations – which include ending frameworks, giving better feedback on tenders submitted, and making bidding simpler. Huge thanks to Michelle Lestas for conducting the survey, writing the report, and acting as FSB Member Spokesperson.
November 2009 – More employment proposals to comment on: more of the FSB saying enough is enough, and thanks but no thanks, to extending Flexible Working and introducing Time to Train; and 3 Ministerial Forums attended where we put our case for a better deal for Members to accelerate economic recovery.
And that’s only about the half of it! 

If you have any (polite!) suggestions you would like us to communicate to the Assembly, let us know at info.nireland@fsb.org.uk
And sign up for the FSB e-Newsletter for regular updates - contact your Regional Organiser for further details.
Brought to you by the FSB NI Policy Unit 
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