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This is the second paper produced by Unite which seeks to initiate discussion on alternatives for an 
effective enterprise and employment strategy for Northern Ireland. 

Employment and enterprise creation is a social and collective activity requiring substantial  
public intervention, expansionary economic policies, rising wages and living standards.  
Central to this is widening and deepening stakeholder participation. Since we launched 
our initial discussion paper ‘Growing the Economy’ in November 2013, our economy has 
continued to experience inadequate job creation rates, low output growth and diminishing 
productivity. The scale of the current challenges necessitates a fundamental re-think of our strategies 
for indigenous and public enterprise development.

This paper places a central emphasis on the NI Executive making the most of its limited fiscal powers 
to drive investment with the goal of expanding the economy, providing employment and raising living 
standards. 

We make innovative proposals which can help build a strong domestic enterprise base and a strong 
outward-looking economy capable of competing internationally. Our goal is to achieve a full-employment 
economy offering decent wages and working conditions for all workers.

Unite welcomes this opportunity to present our alternatives to both political representatives and civil 
society groups. 

Our goal is to initiate a broader, consensual discussion among wider civil society by raising some 
proposals for wider consideration and discussion by those who share our desire for progressive 
outcomes. We plan to follow up the launch of this publication with a series of engagements to take 
forward discussions with those sharing our agenda in the hope of raising them as essential components 
to a successful economic development strategy

I look forward to a further engagement with our partners and public agencies to discuss our vision of 
a substantial and sustained investment strategy to future-proof a transition to a sustainable economy, 
to promote a wage-led recovery and to facilitate innovative partnerships to deliver real public sector 
efficiency gains and ensure world-class public services. Such a course would unleash the potential of 
Northern Ireland’s people and open the door to a productive, sustainable, prosperous economy in 
which no one is left behind.

Sincerely,

JIMMY KELLY 
Ireland Secretary 
Unite the Union

Introduction from 
Ireland Secretary of Unite, 
Jimmy Kelly
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Northern Ireland’s economy stands at a crossroads.  The spurt of investment-led growth attracted 
in the aftermath of the Good Friday Agreement and which led to a rise in living standards has been 
replaced by a deep and prolonged economic depression made worse by austerity policies sucking 
further demand from the economy.

1.  Northern Ireland remains in a recession with current economic output significantly 
below its 2007 peak:

1. Facing up to the challenges in our economy

The recession has hit the vital Manufacturing & Construction sectors 
particularly hard:

 •  Manufacturing sales are worth £18bn a year, of which £14.3bn are 
external to Northern Ireland but growth in export sales (outside UK) 
was only 6.7%, or about one percent a year, from 2008/09 to 2013/14.

 •  The value of new contract work, 
both public and private, in the 
Construction sector in Northern 
Ireland has fallen from a peak of 
£2.7bn in 2007 to £1.5bn  in 2014 
(almost 45%). The collapse in new 
private sector contracts has been 
even more dramatic at 61%.
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2.  The economy has experienced the deepest and most prolonged recession of 
any UK region:

3. Investment in Northern Ireland’s economy has stagnated
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4.  Private Sector R&D has increased substantially in last six years but Government and 
Higher Education R&D is falling

5.  Due to regulations restricting grant-aid support to jobs-related R&D rather than 
capital – capital R&D expenditure has collapsed.
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6.  As a result, Northern Ireland’s productivity has fallen even further behind that of the 
UK which itself has stagnated

7.  Northern Ireland’s declining productivity has led to the weak recovery in employment 
growth having little to no impact on workers’ wages:
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As indicated in the previous section, simply relying on facilitating market-led development is not 
delivering for Northern Ireland. 

The approach is leading to a growing gap between rural and urban centres reflected in growing 
regionalisation of investment, employment and pay trends. It is exacerbating a widening gap in 
incomes and outcomes for those living in deprived or disadvantaged communities1.

All communities in Northern Ireland need to experience 
the benefit of peace. It is vital to recognise that we are 
not in fact a post-conflict society but a society emerging 
from conflict. As such, the NI Executive must adopt 
a proactive, interventionist approach to development 
that will contribute to reversing the negative trends and 
deliver long-term growth.

Alternative Opportunities

Many argue that there is no alternative to the current approach given the constraints on the 
funding under the Barnett Formula and EU and UK regulations; that the NI Executive cannot effectively 
intervene in the economy and deliver growth. 

We disagree. We do not deny or ignore those limits and constraints but want to explore areas where 
we believe the opportunity exists to take forward action that will address the scale of the challenges 
we face.

Our proposals can be divided into four main priorities:

 • Addressing the Infrastructural Investment Shortfall;

 • A New Approach to Growing the Business Economy; 

 • Promoting Wage-led Economic Growth; and,

 • Addressing the Funding Shortfall.

Within each of these four categories, a series of proposals are brought forward for further consideration 
as opportunities for an alternative course. The status-quo is not working and we cannot afford to 
simply continue with ‘more of the same’. 

1 The impact of economic differentials has dramatic effects on all outcomes – a September 2015 DHSSPS report ‘NI Health & Social Care 
Inequalities Monitoring System’ identified that the life expectancy gap between least and most deprived in Northern Ireland was 7.3 years for 
men and 4.3 years for women in 2010-2012.

2. We can do better – there is an alternative!
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Northern Ireland has suffered more than any other region in the United Kingdom from the decline 
in infrastructural public investment since the crisis began.2 At a time when private sector investment 
consumption is falling, this has prolonged the recession and lead to a very weak recovery. 

Equipping Northern Ireland with a dynamic productive economic base that will increase employment 
and domestic economic activity will require sustained and substantial infrastructural investment. There 
are four key opportunity area for infrastructural investment:

 (a) Upgrade our Energy Infrastructure and Renewables Capacity

Northern Ireland is in the peculiar situation of having a 
privatised (largely) monopoly electricity market dominated 
by an external public entity (the ESB). In effect, due to the 
ESB’s non-profit status our consumers are subsidising those 
in the Republic of Ireland. The mechanisms of North-South 
cooperation may offer opportunities to bring forward a 
significant investment upgrading and an alternative 
approach to accommodating increased capacity and 
lowering energy costs in Northern Ireland (a major concern 
for the manufacturing sector here).

Northern Ireland has an unsustainable reliance on fossil fuels for its energy needs (in excess of 95%) 
with development of renewable generating capacity largely unplanned and sporadic; however we 
could become a world leader in renewable energy technologies given the immense potential of 
off-shore and on-shore renewables here. 

A necessary condition to achieving this potential is to upgrade our aging electricity network to 
accommodate for future renewable energy generation. The scale of investment needed to upgrade the 
grid capacity alone is estimated by NIE at approximately £1 billion).  

Proposal:  Negotiate a cross-border investment programme to upgrade our electricity grid 
infrastructure and renewables supply capacity - through reviewing the current 
market pricing arrangements and public investment programmes. 

 (b) Upgrade Northern Ireland Water’s Infrastructure

Our water infrastructure is a key economic asset for both our high-end manufacturing and 
agri-food sectors; an efficient water and waste system is crucial to business competitiveness and a 
reduced cost base.  

The capital investment required to modernise our water infrastructure has been forecast at £1.3 billion 
over the ten years to 2021.  

Proposal:  Ring-fence a proportion of council tax receipts to dedicated to fund NI Water; 
this would provide a revenue stream to allow the company to borrow towards 
an infrastructural programme.

3. Addressing the Infrastructural Investment Shortfall

2  Eurostat:  http://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?dataset=nama_r_e2gfcfr2&lang=en
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 (c) Retrofitting the Northern Ireland Housing Stock

Northern Ireland has a high proportion of older housing stock which suffers from poor energy efficiency 
and is substandard.

As well as reducing our external energy-dependency, a major programme of retrofitting Northern 
Ireland’s built environment would provide savings for businesses and households, reduce demand 
leaking out of our economy,  reduce the costs of poor housing on illness and absenteeism and diminish 
the level of investment necessary in renewables to meet domestic needs.

A large-scale retrofitting programme would stimulate employment in our distressed construction 
industry, a sector which is labour-dense and has a higher economic 
multiplier-benefit.

Proposal:   Establish a new Housing Executive of Northern 
Ireland with a remit including the retrofitting 
of all public housing. This could be financed 
through the issuance of its own bonds (HENI 
bonds) – which would facilitate ‘off-balance 
sheet’ borrowing 

 (d)  Strategic Investment in a Rail Infrastructure Expansion 
programme 

The decision in the late 1950s to dismantle Northern Ireland’s rail infrastructure resulted in regional 
underdevelopment. Dependency on cars as the primary mode of transport is unsustainable in the 
medium to long-term and has resulted in unacceptable pollution levels and huge infrastructural 
maintenance costs.

Northern Ireland Rail, which still retains all aspects of our rail service, is a publicly-owned subsidiary of 
Translink and offers the NI Executive with an unconstrained opportunity to direct a state-led investment 
programme developing rail connectivity and coverage.

Developing a better rail system, and one which services areas outside the metropolitan hubs, will 
help integrate the NI economy, reduce operating costs for businesses and stimulate job creation and 
investment in more peripheral areas. 

A large-scale rail expansion programme would recover much of the initial investment costs through 
higher and wider economic growth and reduced roads maintenance costs. It would also represent a 
job creation stimulus, particularly benefiting the construction sector.

Proposal:  Bring forward legislation to provide 
Translink with an extended borrowing 
power to enable them to bring forward 
a comprehensive rail expansion plan; 
confirm Translink’s status as the 
provider of all public transport services, 
an adequate public transport subvention 
and funding to expand rail and bus 
coverage and connectivity.
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Creating a strong indigenous enterprise capable of competing internationally should be the 
overriding goal; resourcing and sustaining viable local companies is the best guarantee of exploiting our 
productive capacity.

We identify three mechanisms to do this: planning, enterprise reform, and promotion of alternative 
ownership models.

 (a) An Economic Planning Framework

Planning institutions should be created at the sectoral level to bring together public agencies and 
stakeholders’ representatives from the relevant enterprises. These institutions should conduct 
rigorous sectoral performance audits, including benchmarking with similar sectors in other countries and 
regions. This would not only identify weaknesses; it would also identify best practice and provide a 
basis on which coordinated action between state agencies and the stakeholders can be taken.

This audit would then inform Sectoral Strategic 
Development Plans which would bring forward 
SMART sectoral objectives, identify mechanisms to 
overcome barriers to growth (e.g. skills shortfalls, 
difficulties obtaining finance or planning restrictions), 
improve inter-linkages between local companies 
(developing supply-chains and reducing dependency 
on imports) and provide a framework for the growth 
of key target sectors. 

Given the need to prioritise investment, Unite recommends focusing initially on five key growth sectors 
which reflect Northern Ireland’s inherent strengths and opportunity sectors, some examples might be:

 • Agri-Food and Food Processing;

 • Renewable Energy Technologies and Energy Efficiency;

 • Precision and High-Technology Manufacturing;

 • Tourism and Eco-Tourism; and,

 • 21st Century Services – Financial, ICT, Health, etc

This approach could be extended over time to produce strategic frameworks for sub-sectors 
within each of the main sectors. This would provide a mechanism to strategically manage economic 
development in a proactive manner.

One of the aims of this sectoral-level co-ordination would be the establishment of Companies of 
Excellence – high-road companies that adopt the best practices in terms of R&D, innovation and 
training, market strategies and new participatory structures for all employees.  

Proposal:  Identify sectors with growth potential, establish sectoral committees to conduct a 
comprehensive Sectoral Performance Audit and Benchmark and develop Sectoral 
Strategic Development Plans. 

4. Growing Domestic Enterprise:  A New Approach
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 (b) Developing Stakeholder Partnership and Participation

Central to the expansion of the indigenous sector is a transformation of our business model – 
a transformation that places stakeholders in a new democratic dynamic. Greater stakeholder 
participation creates a more competitive business base and underpins improvements to productivity, 
pay and working conditions – adding to economy-wide prosperity.

A first step in this transformative process would be the establishment of what Unite terms Companies 
of Excellence which would be characterised by trade unions and employers agreeing to accept:

 • co-responsibility as the fundamental principle of managing the company;

 •  trade unions’ responsibility to work together to improve the business’ commercial performance;

 •  employers responsibility to facilitate employees to play an equal role in the company’s 
strategic discussions and policy-making, to accept the centrality of employment security and 
enhancement and the right of employees to share in the financial success of the company.

These principles would transform industrial relations 
and economic practice in society and would result in 
a proliferation of high-road businesses: indigenous 
enterprises capable of competing internationally and 
modernising the very way of doing business.  

Promoting Companies of Excellence will require a 
range of strategies. The NI Executive can start this 
process by ensuring that the enterprise-support 
agencies tailor specialised and targeted aid and 
supports for such companies.  This would not only 
increase the prospect for success (unsurprisingly, such 

companies tend to be business leaders) but would act as a demonstration effect for other Northern 
Ireland companies.

Proposal:  Initiate a consultation with employers’ and employees’ representative groups 
on the development and support of Companies of Excellence through 
specialised and targeted state assistance.

 (c) Supporting Alternative Enterprise Models

The development of an indigenous enterprise base should not solely be associated with private 
enterprise, whether domestic or multi-national. This limits the capacity of the economy to generate 
growth and promote entrepreneurship.  A pluralist approach should be taken, helping a number of 
different models to flourish.

While public enterprise is usually associated with utilities or infrastructure, alternative models that 
share equity between public and private enterprises can be developed. There is potential for the 
NI Housing Executive, Northern Ireland Water and Translink to develop and expand their enterprise 
potential and, so, expand the range of commercial activities whether they are stand-alone or in 
partnering private enterprise.  The full potential of these enterprise models should be explored.
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There is further potential in developing what could be called ‘public-led enterprise’ or ‘community-led 
enterprise’, with the support of public agencies.

Consideration should be given to the development of municipal enterprises, similar to those found 
elsewhere within the EU, and other enterprise forms which would allow local/regional governments 
to become direct participants in enterprise development.  This could include: Municipal Enterprise, 
Community Enterprises and Cooperatives and Worker-Managed firms and Management-Worker 
owned firms.

The range of activities, in particular for municipal enterprise, should not be limited to traditional ‘utility’ 
activities.  Examples of activity could include:  childcare centres, local public transport and specialised 
transport, micro green initiatives, niche food products, fertilizer and soil enhancer production, venture 
capital provision, methane recovery/energy production, equity investment in commercial development, 
local banks, vehicle-towing, community food outlets such as coffee shops, bakeries and butchers, 
local and specialist shops, cinemas, sporting clubs, estate agents, rental housing, sporting activities, 
retailing, training and consulting, etc.

Public entrepreneurialism can become a vital source of economic activity – especially in depressed 
regions where there is a shortage of domestic and foreign capital.

Proposal:  Draft guidelines for the establishment of alternative business models with 
proposed statutory supports and capital access facilities. This should be 
integrated into the sectoral planning framework and performance audits.

 (d) Increasing Public Sector Productivity

Unite recognises that the efficiencies of our public services transport could, and should, be improved; 
however, the usual magic bullet solution offered by consultants and mainstream economists – 
privatisation and opening public services to profit – is not the answer. Experience shows that 
privatisation usually leads to poor investment, corner-cutting performance and low wages as profits 
are prioritised over performance; indeed, in many regions and sectors, there are currently moves to 
reverse privatisation and take vital services such as public transport back into the public sector.

Little better is the approach where senior management 
within public services seek to reduce operating costs 
within our public services by slashing frontline services, 
reducing frontline staff or lowering standards. Often 
the first thing targeted for ‘cost-savings’ are frontline 
service – which are the easiest to cut – while layers of 
unproductive management remain in place (often made 
necessary by the need to provide oversight to external 
outsourcing to the private sector). Such cost reductions 
do not represent a real efficiency gain but a reduction 
in the quality of the public service offered.

Instead of deregulating and privatising public services or stripping frontline services to reduce operating 
costs, we believe productivity gains can be best achieved by tapping the expertise of the frontline 
workers who know what the real problems – and real solutions - are. Rather than hiring well-paid 
consultants who offer solutions to problems we don’t face, we should give a voice to workers who 
understand the reality on the ground.
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In July 2015, Unite took the lead in attempting to identify off-setting savings within Translink that 
would mean that the worst impacts of the public transport subvention cuts on front-line services and 
closures of bus stations could be avoided. The process of reform that this has opened up draws its 
inspiration and strength from the day-to-day experience of drivers and engineers who for years have 
had no opportunity to challenge management decisions that often cost more and deliver less. 

This is one example showing how employees could driving innovation and efficiencies through greater 
participation in the operation and management of services.  Empowering frontline workers is the 
route to sustainable and meaningful efficiency gains - not deregulation, outsourcing or the wholesale 
transfer of public service delivery to profit-only oriented companies in a market-led free-for-all.

Proposal:   Take forward an employee-driven innovation initiative across all public services 
in a context of guarantees that services will not be privatised.

(e) Supporting the new approach to Enterprise Development

While we should avoid a proliferation of institutions, relying instead on integrated and streamlined 
support mechanisms, specialist support should be put in place for each aspect of a comprehensive 
enterprise strategy.  For discussion we propose three institution types:

 •  An Institute of Enterprise, modelled on the Technical Research Institute of Finland (VTT), 
highlighted by the Independent Review of Economic Policy, could act as a vital link between 
business and research, helping enterprises to access new product and process innovation. 

 •  An Enterprise Skills Academy (or technological university) could directly link management and 
workers with the needs of an expanding enterprise base. 

 •  A Centre for Co-Operative Innovation to be established to (a) research new labour-management 
practices at firm level to embed a democratic culture enterprise, and (b) provide practical support 
for new enterprise models at local and regional level. 

Proposal:  Establish an Institute of Enterprise, an Enterprise Skills Academy and a Centre for 
Co-operative Innovation.

(JN7181) A4 Growing The Economy & Living Standards Booklet.indd   14 13/10/2015   11:32



15

Northern Ireland needs a more sustainable economic growth model: one where private consumption 
is wage-led rather than being underpinned by unsustainable borrowing. 

Necessary to this end will be transitioning towards a higher-wage economy and key to that is reversing 
our declining productivity rates. This will have to occur in tandem with a step-change in productive 
investment and with the new enterprise strategies discussed previously but higher wages and 
increased employment are core to this three-part strategy.

Average annual incomes in Northern Ireland 
are below the UK average, which in turn, are 
below those in the Republic and other western EU 
economies. The largest gap with the rest of the UK 
is among full-time male employees (21.1% below 
the UK) – a statistic that has grown considerably in 
the last few years. 

The reasons for this are complex and involve a  
long-term investment decline in the economy 
which, in turn, has resulted in lagging business 
competitiveness and productivity in key sectors 
and regions.  Another element has been the ongoing assault on workers’ labour rights, workplace 
bargaining and wage levels (based on the misguided and discredited notion that reduced wages add 
to business competitiveness).  

Strengthening workers’ rights and improving working conditions is necessary to maximise wage levels, 
to increase consumer activity, to stimulate enterprise start-ups and expansion as well as business 
investment. These will also stimulate economic investment to reduce operating costs and encourage 
an increase in wider economic productivity.

 (a) Collective Bargaining at the Sectoral Level

In many European countries, collective bargaining is conducted on a sectoral basis.  This helps prevent 
wage competition and ‘race-to-the-bottom’ labour markets.  This is vital for sectors characterised by 
a predominance of micro-enterprises where union densities are lower and workers struggle to achieve 
higher wages and salaries.  

NI Executive should establish sectoral bargaining boards with a statutory authority to determine wages 
and working conditions in their respective sectors; an example of such a body is the NI Agricultural 
Wages Board. At present such structures exist for many trades and the construction but have only a 
voluntary remit – meaning that the larger employers who participate face competition from low-cost 
competitors who undercut them by paying poverty wages to their workers. In addition to enabling 
a transition to a higher-wage economy, such bodies would avoid the threat of unnecessary industrial 
disputes which can have a crippling impact on smaller enterprises.

5. Promoting Wage-Led Economic Growth
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The Northern Ireland Executive should engage with both employers’ and employees’ representative 
organisations to agree the sectors where this could be piloted. Unite believes there is a strong 
argument for the following sectors being covered:

• Agriculture and farm workers (extended across the sector);
• Retail sector;
• Hospitality sector, including hotels, restaurants and pubs;
• Private security services;
• Contract cleaning; and,
• Hairdressing and related services.

There is also an argument for facilitating the transition of voluntary Joint-Industrial Boards to a statutory 
footing, with the agreement of both sides. Opportunities may exist to establish sectoral bargaining for 
administrative and clerical staff – especially in small firms.  Employers’ and employees’ organisations 
should further agree the conditions that will be covered (e.g. overtime, Sunday premium, etc.) under 
these new bargaining structures; and provide independent arbitration where agreement cannot be 
reached.

Proposal:  Establish a sectoral bargaining framework in low-pay sectors to facilitate collective 
bargaining between employers and trade unions which would be binding on all 
businesses in that sector.

 (b) Promote Adoption of the Living Wage

There is growing support throughout Europe for 
a Living Wage – income from employment that 
can provide an adequate living standard, avoid 
in-work poverty, deprivation and precariousness.  
Addressing the low-pay challenge will bring 
substantial economic benefits and increase 
domestic-demand activity.  

Northern Ireland suffers the highest level of workers 
earning below the living wage. The KPMG 
survey uses the Centre for Research in Social 
Policy at Loughborough University threshold of 
£7.85 per hour for regions outside London.3  

The NI Executive can take the lead in increasing living standards by taking action to secure the 
roll-out and adoption of the LWF’s formal ‘Living Wage’ – as opposed to the limited ‘living wage’ being 
adopted by the Westminster Government in its emergency budget of July 2015.  This would require a 
staged approach to roll out a Living Wage throughout the economy on a voluntary basis.

3 KPMG research for Living Wage Foundation, 2014:  https://www.kpmg.com/UK/en/IssuesAndInsights/ArticlesPublications/Documents/PDF/
Latest%20News/living-wage-research-october-2014.pdf

Proposal:  Mandate all public sector authorities and bodies to become Living Wage employers. 
Pass legislation requiring that any contractor seeking to win public procurement 
would be a Living Wage employer and placing a responsibility on any successful 
tenderer to ensure that any work sub-contracted was only subcontracted to 
Living Wage employers. 
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Northern Ireland’s funding under the Barnett formula has been reduced by £1.1 billion over the past 
five years (about 10%). Funding for capital expenditure has also reduced substantially – in 2015 capital 
DEL has reduced more than 20% from the level anticipated in the 2011-15 budget. 

The fiscal policies adopted by the current UK Government are likely to mean that a similar reduction in 
funding will be experienced over the next four years. This threatens to devastate our economy and further 
extend the recession. Coming on the back of the continued legacy of conflict and division, this has the 
potential to undermine the stability of our peace process.

 (a) Additional Exchequer Funding – A Real Peace Dividend

There is an urgent imperative that the current Westminster Government deliver on those 
commitments made by previous Governments to provide special support for Northern Ireland. This 
support should come through mechanisms that 
will increase investment, economic productivity, 
employment and enterprise creation. We are 
suggesting the following mechanisms to facilitate 
such an approach:

 •  Establish an Infrastructural and Enterprise 
Development Bank to provide capital at 
the lowest commercial cost on a long-term 
basis. This could be a spur for public 
companies providing infrastructural 
investment, as discussed previously, as 
well as start-up and expanding enterprises, 
whether Companies of Excellence or public-led 
enterprises.

 •  Provide medium-term funding for New Enterprise and Efficiency Institutions that could provide 
enterprise and labour market supports:  an Institute of Enterprise, an Enterprise Skills Academy, 
and a Centre for Partnership-based Innovation. 

 •  Provide legacy funding for Infrastructural Investment. Funding for Northern Ireland’s 
infrastructure has been inadequate for many decades now. The UK Government must recognise 
it carries part of the responsibility for the cost of its upgrading. Providing capital expenditure 
funding will help address the specific challenges facing the NI economy.

Proposal:  Seek UK Exchequer funding for the development of growth and productivity 
platforms: an infrastructural bank, medium-term funding for institutional 
supports, and a legacy contribution for infrastructural investment programme.

6. Meeting the challenges of the Funding Gap
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 (b)  Fully exploit existing financial opportunities and prioritise expenditure to 
fund an Investment Stimulus

The NI Executive has considerable unused borrowing powers which could help fund a public sector 
investment stimulus programme, and potentially leverage UK exchequer and EU funding in the process. 
At April 2015, total net RRI borrowing by the Northern Ireland Executive was £1.834 billion, with a 
legislative upper limit of £3 billion, allowing considerable flexibility for borrowing in the short-term.

There are also opportunities that the NI Executive have yet to fully investigate or exploit to source 
finance e.g. through the issuance of bonds or further off-balance sheet borrowing facilitated through 
arms-length public sector bodies as discussed previously.

Proposal:  Bring forward a strategy to maximise finance to sustain higher strategic 
investment and capital expenditure – including fully utilising existing 
borrowing facilities open to the NI Executive, opportunities for bond 
issuance and off- balance sheet public sector borrowing.

 (c) Review Expenditure Priorities and Opportunity Costs

The NI budget allocates funding on the basis of existing and historic expenditure programmes. 
There is a need to review all public sector expenditures to assess the relative opportunity costs of 
decisions to ensure their alignment with overarching economic priorities. At a time when we are cutting 
funding for STEM educational programmes and vital vocational training provision, is it right that the NI 
Executive are subsidising the most wealthy through a £400,000 rates cap.

Proposals such as that of reducing corporation tax to compete with that in the Republic of Ireland 
should be subject to a more thoroughgoing scrutiny against alternative mechanisms to support 
economic development. Unite believes reducing corporation taxes will yield relatively few economic 
benefits at the price of huge social costs, exacerbate both regional and sectoral inequalities, and act to 
accelerate our transition to a low-wage economy.

Proposal:      Conduct a thoroughgoing analysis of expenditure priorities to ensure opportunity 
costs are minimised and conduct a rigorous re-examination of progressive 
alternatives to support economic development.

 (d) A New Approach to the Strategic Investment Board

The Strategic Investment Board of Northern Ireland has failed to deliver on its potential. The SIB should 
be mandated to bring forward a comprehensive infrastructural investment plan, which could potentially 
include the proposals included in this document. To this end, the body should be reformed to include 
representatives of economic partnership stakeholders.

The body’s remit should specifically include oversight of 
investment programmes across government to maximise 
the leveraging of co-funding from EU programmes, e.g. the 
European Investment Bank and the UK exchequer.

Proposal:  Bring forward legislation to reconstitute 
the Strategic Investment Board on an 
economic partnership basis with a remit to 
bring forward a comprehensive long-term 
infrastructural investment plan, financial 
plans and oversight of leverage 
opportunities.
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7. Summary of Unite Proposals

Priority Objective Proposal

Addressing the 
Infrastructural 
Investment 
Shortfall

A New Approach 
to Growing the 
Business Economy

Promoting 
Wage-led 
Economic 
Growth

Addressing the 
Funding Shortfall

Upgrade our Energy 
Infrastructure and 
Renewables Capacity

Upgrade Northern Ireland 
Water’s Infrastructure

Retrofitting the Northern 
Ireland Housing Stock

Strategic Investment in 
a Rail Infrastructure 
Expansion programme

An Economic Planning 
Framework

Developing Stakeholder 
Partnership and 
Participation

Supporting Alternative 
Enterprise Models

Increasing Public 
Sector Productivity

Supporting the new approach 
to Enterprise Development

Promote Adoption of 
the Living Wage

Collective Bargaining 
at the Sectoral Level

Additional Exchequer 
Funding – A Real 
Peace Dividend

Fully exploit existing financial 
opportunities and prioritise 
expenditure to fund an 
Investment Stimulus

Review Expenditure Priorities 
and Opportunity Costs

A New Approach to the 
Strategic Investment 
Board

Negotiate a cross-border investment programme to upgrade our electricity grid 
infrastructure and renewables supply capacity - through reviewing the current 
market pricing arrangements and public investment programmes.

Ring-fence a proportion of council tax receipts as a ‘water charge’ to be paid 
over to NI Water; this would provide a revenue stream to allow the company 
to borrow towards an infrastructural programme.

Establish a new Housing Executive of Northern Ireland with a remit including 
the retrofitting of all public housing. This could be financed through the 
issuance of its own bonds (HENI bonds) – which would allow ‘off-balance 
sheet’ borrowing.

Bring forward legislation to provide Translink with an extended borrowing 
power to enable them to bring forward a comprehensive rail expansion plan; 
confirm Translink’s status as the provider of all public transport services, an 
adequate public transport subvention and funding to expand rail and bus 
coverage and connectivity.

Identify sectors with growth potential, establish sectoral committees to 
conduct a comprehensive Sectoral Performance Audit and Benchmark and 
develop Sectoral Strategic Development Plans.

Initiate a consultation with employers’ and employees’ representative groups 
on the development and support of Companies of Excellence through 
specialised and targeted state assistance.

Draft guidelines for the establishment of alternative business models with 
proposed statutory supports and capital access facilities.  This should be 
integrated into the sectoral planning framework and performance audits.  

Take forward an employee-driven innovation initiative across all public services 
in a context of guarantees that services will not be privatised.

Establish an Institute of Enterprise, an Enterprise Skills Academy and a Centre 
for Partnership-based Innovation.

Mandate all public sector authorities and bodies to become Living Wage 
employers. Pass legislation requiring that any contractor seeking to win public 
procurement would be a Living Wage employer and placing a responsibility 
on any successful tenderer to ensure that any work sub-contracted was only 
subcontracted to Living Wage employers.

Establish a sectoral bargaining framework in low-pay sectors to facilitate 
collective bargaining between employers and trade unions which would be 
binding on all businesses in that sector.

Seek UK Exchequer funding for the development of growth and productivity 
platforms:  an infrastructural bank, medium-term funding for institutional 
supports, and a legacy contribution for infrastructural investment programme.

Bring forward a strategy to maximise finance to sustain higher strategic 
investment and capital expenditure – including fully utilising existing 
borrowing facilities open to the NI Executive, opportunities for bond 
issuance and off-balance sheet public sector borrowing.

Conduct a thoroughgoing analysis of expenditure priorities to ensure 
opportunity costs are minimised and conduct a rigorous re-examination of 
progressive alternatives to support economic development.

Bring forward legislation to reconstitute the Strategic Investment Board on 
an economic partnership basis with a remit to bring forward a comprehensive 
long-term infrastructural investment plan, financial plans and oversight of 
leverage opportunities.
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