¥ Centre for
Cross Border Cooperation

11.02.25

CCBC response to Sinead McLaughlin MLA Private Members Bill on
Regional Economic Imbalance

The Centre for Cross Border Cooperation,’ established in 1999, is an independent think
tank with charitable status, based in Armagh, Northern Ireland. The Centre’s work is
framed by the commitment to cross-border cooperation that is integral to the
Belfast/Good Friday Agreement, and as a result the Centre has a specific and unique
role in contributing to the increased social, economic and territorial cohesion of the
island of Ireland.

We welcome the opportunity to comment on the proposals underpinning the Private
Member’s Bill on Regional Economic Imbalance. Our comments follow in three
sections:

First some reflections and issues relating to how economic imbalance in Northern
Ireland is to be defined.

Secondly, comments on measurement of regional economic imbalance and potential
indicators.

Thirdly, general comments on implementation, Departmental responsibilities and
accountability.

1 This Bill would seek to define regional economic imbalance in Northern Ireland as
the difference in economic performance and living standards between geographic
regions. Do you agree with this definition?

CCBC broadly welcomes the initiative to bring forward legislation to address regional
economic imbalance in Northern Ireland in a more systematic way, and that economic
imbalance should be broadly understood as the result of both economic
underperformance and lower living standards. CCBC believes that any such legislation,
informed by similar initiatives in other legislatures, should carefully define how it
approaches the concept of economic imbalance and the differences in economic
performance and living standards between geographic regions within Northern Ireland.

" Originally established as the Centre for Cross Border Studies, but now operating as the Centre for Cross
Border Cooperation.



Whilst the simplest approach may be to aim to fully close the gap between peripheral
regions and the more prosperous centre this may result in an unachievable goal being
set. [t may also ignore the agglomeration and other economic advantages that more
central regions possess and will continue to benefit from in future, as well as the
functional linkages that cross administrative boundaries, whether at the Local
Government District level or at jurisdictional level. Legislation aimed at building
balanced regional development needs to encourage the optimum use of capabilities
and resources throughout and across regions, including on a trans-boundary basis
where relevant, focusing investment in physical infrastructure, regional sectoral
clustering and human capital, proportionate to their roles and potential within the
spatial hierarchy.?

CCBC recommends that the proposed legislation recognises the reality that the Belfast
Metropolitan Area will, as the main city, remain as a key economic driver for the region
as awhole. This complements and can assist the acceleration of growth of the North
West region and West of the Bann. The key is a deeper understanding of the sub-
regions and urban/rural settlements within global sectoral value changes and the global
spatial hierarchy.® It follows that the legislation should be developed with an
understanding of where various regions within Northern Ireland sit in terms of economic
imbalance, and the extent to which imbalances are the result of specific regions’ lack of
adequate connections across local and/or jurisdictional boundaries. Three key
questions that should be asked when seeking to develop legislation to address
economic imbalance and grow the economy are:

e What are the global sectoral value chains that various regions are part of and
how can that sectoral presence be strengthened to sustain and grow incomes
and jobs in those regions?

e Where do our regions sit in the global spatial hierarchy and how can we leverage
their position?

e What are the strategic practical actions our regions need to progress and what
agency do we have to make that happen?

2See presentation to the Nevin Economic Research Institute by Niall O’Donnellan (CCBC Senior
Research Associate), entitled “Regional aspects of sectoral clustering and innovation development
across the island of Ireland” (November 2024), available at
https://www.nerinstitute.net/events/2024/presentation-video-neri-seminar-regional-aspects-sectoral-
clustering-innovation.

3 See Cities and the Wealth of Nations, Principles of Economic Life, 1985, by Jane Jacobs and
“Accelerating Growth: Progressing Globally Ambitious Sectoral Clusters on the Island of Ireland”, 2023,
by Niall O'Donnellan (CCBC Senior Research Associate) available at https://crossborder.ie/newsite/wp-
content/uploads/2023/11/2023-Accelerating-Growth-Donnellan.pdf; “Accelerating Growth: Towards an
All-Island Perspective on Regional Development, A Discussion Paper”, 2022, by Niall O'Donnellan and
Brendan McCormick available at https://crossborder.ie/newsite/wp-
content/uploads/2022/05/Accelerating-Growth-FINAL.pdf



We also propose that such legislation consider a phased approach to closing gaps in
regional economic imbalance based on the potential regions have to grow sustainable
employment in sectors and clusters where they already have an advantage to develop
more ‘good jobs’ and take action to address economic inactivity.

2 What metrics are most important when measuring regional economic
imbalances?

CCBC is of the view that different rates of economic inactivity, differences in levels of
disposable income, differences in the levels of qualifications, and differences between
median wages may be the most important indicators out of the list presented in the
questionnaire.

Another useful indicator may be the levels of Greenhouse Gas per capita emitted in a
region which would aim to address net zero emissions targets that have been set by the
Climate Change Act to be achieved in Northern Ireland by 2045.4

The choice of indicators needs to be made with an awareness of what official statistics
exist to measure them, and the lag that may exist between their release and what period
the data refers to.

The draft proposals for legislation focus on outcome and output indicators,(e.g. relative
unemployment rates), which bring together the laudable aim of achieving regional
balance, as well as, but beyond regional development. Such outcome/output
indicators are lagging indicators and so not guides to action to address
underperformance. Closer to such actions are activities and inputs indicators (e.g. the
% of Invest NI approvals or roads or other critical infrastructure investments) that are
leading indicators that can be used to guide and measure the progress of actions to
address imbalances.

Implementation, Departmental Responsibilities and Accountability.

CCBC acknowledges the intent of the proposals to legislatively mandate all
Departments to have due regard to achieving regional economic balance, to report
annually on the same and for the Department for the Economy to publish a statement
on its approach to addressing economic imbalance at the start of a mandate and report
on progress at the end. However, without further clarity, we would be concerned that
this approach may resultin:

e Unambitious targets being set which do little to address the issues across
various regions of NI

4This indicator is already included as a headline indicator in the Department for Economy’s Sub Regional
Economic Plan, published Oct. 2024, available at https://www.economy-
ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/publications/economy/subregional-economic-plan.pdf



e Reports by departments on their contributions to addressing regional economic
imbalance not being sufficiently meaningful.

e Without independent assessment, reporting by the Department for the Economy
on progress made could lack the required robustness and buy-in from the public.

The difficulty in achieving cross departmental working on a range of complex and
interdependent issues which, although led by the Department for the Economy, will
require significant joint working with, in particular, the Department of Education,
Department for Communities, Department of Health and Department of infrastructure
is not to be under-estimated.

Legislation simply ‘to mandate all departments to have due regard to regional economic
balance when developing, adopting, implementing or revising policies, strategies and
plans and designing and delivering public services’ may not ensure the required whole
of government response to the issue. The “due regard” requirement should lead to
business cases/economic impact assessments undertaken by Departments when
developing policies, strategies and plans showing whether and to what extent they will
contribute to the key indicators selected by the Department for the Economy and
agreed by the Executive to measure progress towards achieving regional economic
balance. If Departments indicate that they will be contributing to these key indicators,
they must be part of the reporting process within Departments. It should be the
responsibility of the Department of the Economy to collate the relevant internal reports
from other departments to assess collective progress towards regional economic
balance.

The value of the requirement for the Department for the Economy to make a statement
at the start of an Assembly mandate on its intended approach to improving regional
economic balance may be more in relation to making a general long-term commitment
to this issue, rather than in providing any substantive detail. However, as new strategies
and policies are developed and implemented, itis essential that the Department
provide a report on progress at the end of an Assembly mandate.

Crucially, the proposed role of the Department for the Economy and the identified need
for awhole of government approach raises the central question of what is the
underlying issue the proposed legislation would be addressing. Would it result in a
medium-term whole of government framework that could effectively address regional
economic imbalance beyond an Assembly mandate? It could be the case that the core
of the proposed legislation should be to establish a process that would:

e Leadto a framework for balanced regional development;

e Involve all Departments as well as business, social and related stakeholders;
and relevant external expertise;

e Take a sub-regional, Northern Ireland, all-island, UK, EU and global perspective;



e Facilitate the emergence of regular three to five-year strategies; and
e Provide critical support and commentary on its implementation.

An example of the framework being considered here is Ireland’s Project 2040 and its
National Planning Framework, while existing examples of sources of critical support and
commentary include the National Competitiveness and Productivity Council, Northern
Ireland’s Matrix process for sectoral development, and the Northern Ireland Fiscal
Council. If, as is being suggested here, the primary purpose of the legislation should be
to bring about a step-change in the process of inclusive policy development and
implementation leadership on regional balance and development, then consideration
could be given to the establishment of a body — a Northern Ireland Regional Balancing
Commission —to act as the source of critical support and commentary to that process.

The proposed legislation should acknowledge the role of local Councils and Local
Economic Partnerships as important actors in their regions which can make an
important contribution to addressing regional economic imbalance.

The contribution of remote working to the more balanced distribution of high quality
jobs across the region should also be considered. Remote work can reduce commuting
costs and emissions so making higher paid jobs in the centre more viable for workers
from peripheral areas.

The legislation should also include wording which allows Local authorities and LEPs to
work with DE and Invest NI in defining the extent of their local economic region/labour
markets in seeking to address economic imbalance, acknowledging that these are likely
to cross local and jurisdictional boundaries.



