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1.0

Purpose of Report

1.1

To update members on the Department for the Economy’s recently published Sub-
Regional Economic Plan.

2.0

Background

2.1

Department for the Economy — Sub-Regional Economic Plan

In October 2024, the Department for the Economy (DfE) published proposals to
establish a new Sub-Regional Economic Plan for Northern Ireland. The proposals
describe a locally-led approach to deliver regional balance based on partnership
working across each of the council areas. It sets out a series of indicators and
ranks each council area from 1 to 11 in terms of how they sit against each of these.
Metrics include labour productivity, median wages, greenhouse emissions and
sub-regional employment rate.

Councils will be required to establish new Local Economic Partnerships (LEPs)
involving central government, Invest NI, Councils and local stakeholders. The
Department will provide financial resources for locally based initiatives and Invest
NI will be reorientated towards developing local economies. Invest NI's Regional
Offices are to work with Councils at local level and take on more functions and
additional staff.

3.0

Main Report

3.1

Department for the Economy — Sub-Regional Economic Plan

The proposals (appended to this report) articulate an Economic Vision and funding
opportunities based on four key priorities: Increased Productivity, More Good Jobs,
Regional Balance and Decarbonisation.

Economic indicators associated with these four areas of focus place only two
Council areas - Antrim & Newtownabbey and Lisburn & Castlereagh — as showing




strong to fair performance across all main priorities. Mid Ulster performs well on
productivity, employment and median wages although its proportional greenhouse
gas emissions are significantly higher than other Council areas.

The new Economic Plan will have three delivery strands:
e Formation of new Local Economic Partnerships (LEPs) with dedicated DfE
funding over 3 years of £45m for Northern Ireland.
e Enhanced Invest NI sub-regional role with local targets.
¢ Realignment of Departmental policies and programmes to drive local
growth.

The Economy Minister, Conor Murphy has outlined that Invest NI will put a new
focus on regional balance and will be a driving force within Local Economic
Partnerships (LEPs). The Minister’s plans include increasing staffing levels in
Invest NI Regional offices and directing 65% of its investments outside Greater
Belfast area. The inclusion of this target could have the potential to direct Invest NI
activity in terms of Investment and FDI projects to Mid Ulster (Mid Ulster has had
the lowest rate of new jobs from FDI over the period 2015-22). Invest NI will
implement its new strategic approach from now, with the new structure to be fully
operational by April 2025. In addition, the Department for Economy (DfE) will be
restructuring and a new regional balance unit established.

As a means of tackling imbalance, the Minister proposes to support the
establishment of Local Economic Partnerships (LEPs) in each council area. These
partnerships will be able to access funding from the Department — an indicative
three-year budget of £45million has been identified but it is understood that this
funding has not yet been secured. DfE officials have recently shared the guidance
and a series of options around the funding formula for the partnerships. The
funding formulas focus on two key metrics, namely productivity — as measured by
output per job — and peripherality. There is also a variable allocation for “base”
costs (i.e. staff overheads). Based on the draft formulas presented, Mid Ulster
Council would access an annual budget of either £1.24m or £1.28m for LEP
activity.

The LEPs are to focus on improving productivity, enterprise, raising median wages,
increasing the employment rate, supporting clusters and taking steps towards
delivering net zero and industrial decarbonisation. Invest NI and the DfE will
support the LEPs in the identification of suitable projects and in developing
proposals that access dedicated funding. There will also be the opportunity to
utilise the services of Ulster University Economic Policy Centre (UUEPC).

DfE has now provided high level guidance for councils relating to the
establishment, composition and governance of LEPs. With regard to the structure,
this includes the following: Councils will determine what format the LEP will
undertake to ensure flexibility and to meet local needs. This can be a new
standalone body or integrated with an existing structure such as a Labour Market
Partnership (LMP) or a Community Planning Partnership (CPP). Councils may
merge LEPs to work across a neighbouring council area within an Invest NI region.
Regarding membership of the partnership, the Department advises that this is for
each council area to decide. However, it notes that there are a number of
mandatory partners including FE Representative(s), Local Enterprise Agency




representative(s) and Local business representative(s)/Chamber of Commerce
representative.

The indicative timelines in the plan are that the LEPs should be formed by the end
of the calendar year and that projects to be funded should be finalised by end
March 2025 with a view to delivery starting from April 2025.

Early indications from engagement across council areas is that most intend to use
existing partnerships as a structure around which they will base their LEP. In
reality, this means using either Labour Market Partnership (LMP) or Community
Planning structures or, alternatively, establishing a new structure to take forward
this work. The feedback from most councils to date is that there are already too
many partnerships in existence and that it can be difficult to secure representation
given the draw on people’s time. This is likely to be the case in Mid Ulster as well.
As noted above, the same organisations tend to be involved in most partnerships.
Not only does this place pressure on resources, but it also means that activities
move forward in a stand-alone manner with limited opportunities for engagement
outside of the remit of the specific partnership.

Following engagement with DfE and Invest NI officials, it is considered that based
on its current structure, governance and membership, that the most appropriate,
expedient and effective conduit to act as the local LEP is the Mid Ulster Labour
Market Partnership (LMP). It is our understanding that this approach is to be used
in a number of councils. If this is agreed, officers will work with both DfE and DfC
to consider how the partnerships can align most effectively and also to ensure that
the governance requirements for both funders can be met.

The industry-led Mid Ulster LMP is representative of key partners and stakeholders
and has a strong track record in the delivery of initiatives and programmes. The
partnership was established by Council in October 2021 and oversees the
development of an annual Action Plan and the associated resource allocation for
priority activities. The Mid Ulster LMP reports directly to the Council’s Development
committee and current membership includes: Council, Industry representatives,
DfC, DfE, Invest NI, DfE, NRC, CAFRE, MEGA, STEP, Area Learning Partnerships
and Trade Union representation. The group meets six times a year and there is
generally good attendance and participation from all members.

As previously noted, DfE have confirmed that there are a number of mandatory
representatives — namely the FE sector, the LEA network, local business
representation and Chamber of Commerce. Thus, we would be required to add a
Chamber of Commerce representative as they are currently not represented on the
Mid Ulster LMP. Based on discussions with DfE and Invest NI officials, it is
recommended that the LEP would comprise the following partners drawn from the
LMP:-

Industry/Business Engineering, Construction and Agri-food
Representatives business representatives, Workspace (LEA)
and Dungannon & South Tyrone Chamber of
Commerce & Industry

Colleges SWC, NRC and CAFRE

Council Elected Members (who sit on the LMP) and
designated officers




Department for the Economy DfE Strategic Advisor

Invest NI Regional Office Manager
Trade Union Trade Union representative

It is important to note that membership will be kept under review in order to ensure
that it remains appropriate for the priority work areas agreed. It is the intention to
report on a regular basis to Council on the work of the LEP and a Terms of
Reference for the partnership will be brought to a future committee meeting.

4.0 | Other Considerations

4.1 | Financial
No specific financial implications at this point. A number of options for the LEP
funding formula have been circulated for discussion but these have not yet been
finalised. All options include an element of staff resources to manage the programme
of work.
Human
Officer time.
Risk Management
Consideration in line with relevant policies and procedures.

4.2 | Screening & Impact Assessments
Equality & Good Relations Implications:
All activities to be undertaken will be subject to equality screening. This funding
formula will be determined by the Department for the Economy.
Rural Need Implications
All activities to be undertaken will be subject to equality screening. This funding
formula will be determined by the Department for the Economy.

5.0 | Recommendation(s)
It is recommended that Members:-

5.1 | Department for the Economy - Sub-Regional Economic Plan

5.1.1 Note content of the report.

5.1.2 Approve the Mid Ulster Labour Market Partnership as the delivery
vehicle/structure to base the Local Economic Partnership (LEP).

5.1.2 Approve the proposed LEP membership as detailed in the report noting that
membership will be kept under review to ensure that it remains appropriate for the
priority work areas agreed.




6.0

Documents Attached & References

Appendix 1 — DfE & Invest NI Sub Regional Economic Plan
Appendix 2 — DfE & Invest NI Sub Regional Economic Plan — Technical Annex




