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Thank Sponsors Diamond Recruitment and Mintel Ireland.
First Minister, Ministers, MLA’s, honoured guests and of course, NIFDA members, you are all very welcome to this the 13th NIFDA Annual Dinner.
From its foundation in 1996, NIFDA has striven to represent Northern Ireland’s biggest export industry.  Thank you to the members of the Northern Ireland Assembly for coming to discuss the significant potential that is within Northern Ireland Food and Drink.. Our hope is that we can work much closer together for the mutual benefit of this industry and consequently for the economy.

Tonight I want to outline the benefits of the local food and drink industry to our economy, the environment, our local communities, and the health and enjoyment of our customers.  We are an association of some 100  private sector businesses, from small artisan food producers to large scale processors; from locally owned, co-operatively owned to foreign owned; from those selling only local products in the local market to those assembling products from afar and exporting globally: This diversity is both our strength and our weakness. It is a huge challenge to adequately represent all members’ interests. 

We make things happen – every one of our members.  
We feed many thousands  of people every day. On that note, congratulations to one of our members who have just reached 1 million meals donated to Christian Aid through their products this year.

Our industry today is turning over more than  £2.7bn.  Of that, over 65% (£1.755bn) is exported outside Northern Ireland - £34 million every week.  We employ 18,500 employees directly, but that is only us. 

We are but one link in the Total Food Supply Chain that includes our colleagues in farming, haulage, storage, packaging and retailing.  Collectively their activities support 115,000 jobs in Northern Ireland. We send invoices daily to all the major food retailers, caterers and ready meals manufacturers in UK and Ireland, and to many in Europe and beyond. 

This is Northern Ireland’s most important, most critical Industry by any measure, and in the terms of any future programme for Government we hope that will be recognised. 

The Food and Drink Industry has also been characterised by considerable resilience during the recession.  While not insulated from the down turn in consumer expenditure, we certainly have not suffered anything like other sectors.  Businesses here are poised to grow strongly - if we are coming out of recession. The current weakness of sterling is an enormous opportunity to establish market position. However, for those more sceptical amongst us, if we are not coming out of recession, then I would contend there is even greater need for us to be ultra competitive. Scotland, Wales and ROI are now more dependent on their food and drink sectors; they are considerable competitors. 

Last year, I said that some companies in the room at our NIFDA 12th Annual Dinner, might not be here a year later – because of the economic pressure. Thankfully we are all still operating. In Bruce Springsteen’s words “we’re tougher than the rest”. Tougher but well able to feel the pain.

Tonight is an opportunity to speak to our political leaders about what is needed for the sector to prosper, and to applaud them for the significant challenges that have been faced since coming into government.  That industry is seen as the driver of the economy is  well recognised.  Ministers are grappling with the many deficiencies in our system, and at a time of political strain and economic turmoil, none of us should under estimate the tasks that are faced by the administration.  

The commissioning of the Barnet Report less than a year ago was a significant demonstration of intent to put the economy first, and I commend the Minister for that initiative.  Its recent publication gives us all a duty to consider the findings very carefully.  From the Food Industry’s point of view we are very encouraged by the head-on approach that the professor and his colleagues took.  Barnet has thrown up major challenges to the Executive,  Industry and us. We have argued for some time, as has Barnet, that the menu of support measures to our industry is too long and complex. Change is long overdue, but in the question of financial support to businesses we do make a plea to re-look at the concept that one size might fit all – we believe that it is not appropriate for many businesses in the Sector.  We agree with Barnet that research and development is critical, but in making significant investments in new approaches we need to be sure that we are focusing on where we can get the best returns in terms of productivity and export expansion. 

Our industry is characterised by the need for near market development. Our new products can have a very short sales career and need constant innovation.  This must involve the private sector determining the key investment priorities, so a partnership approach is needed to ensure that we have  an acceptable balance of blue sky and near to market R&D.

By 2013 Barnett proposes that capital grants will only be awarded to investment in innovation. This alarms our industry when compared to the substantial restructuring monies being applied to food processing in ROI.

It is heartening to see Minister Poots grasp planning reform,  as did his two predecessors in that department.  That’s three ministers needed to address the problems – we told you it was a tangled web! We sincerely hope that the Minister will also keep a eye on his Environment Agency. Industry is still appealing to be treated as part of the solution rather than always part of the problem. 

Companies will all have their stories to tell and their issues to air with those public representatives who are good enough to  join  us this evening.  Some will be very significant; others are possibly of a more local nature. 

However, I think the overarching one that NIFDA must bring to government is still the absence of a cohesive, clear and coherent strategy for our Industry. The strategy development work that your Industry Advisory Panel is completing with INI and DARD will be significantly aligned with Barnet, but it is woefully long overdue.

I referred to the Industry Advisory Panel  last year as a sub optimal arrangement. We are pragmatists however and will seek to engage with Government as enthusiastically as possible, but it would be disingenuous  for me to leave the impression that we are comfortable with the level of exchange or the pace of delivery.  We are grateful for the opportunity to interact, but not only can we do things better, we firmly believe that we can do better things.

To develop a strategy for an industry as diverse as ours is indeed a huge challenge.  A year has elapsed since we stood at the last NIFDA Dinner and made the same call.  A really tough strategic focus on where we are, where we want to go to, and how we are going to get there is at the core of all our business planning. We need to bring that degree of professionalism and urgency to our interaction with Government. Barnett offers some major challenges about how the public sector delivers.  We also need to have clear   aims for our sector.  We are getting there, but in terms of an efficiency review of government, which I know is close to your heart,  FM I would make a plea to look again at how we manage the public sector provision for the support of this industry. The Varney report created much expectation. Its recommendations seem all the more relevant in straitened times.

When new challenges emerge they are ruthless in showing up  the short comings of our systems and our businesses. The Dioxin incident springs to mind as still unfinished business. Nowhere are new challenges  more evident than in the last few years as climate change and sustainability of production systems have moved up customers’ and consumers’ agendas.  It is no surprise, or criticism, that we are in something of a quandary in addressing this issue.  My plea to government and to our industry is to accept this as one of the major challenges that we face.  New approaches, new thinking and potentially new structures, are urgently needed.  The agenda in Westminster is not the same as our own here in Northern Ireland.  How we are viewed as a major food exporting region in Europe will determine our success.  

Let us dare to present the N.I. Agricultural and Food processing as  the greenest in Europe. If government can provide the infrastructure,  I am convinced that the ingenuity of our Industry will provide the investment in waste reduction and renewable energy that we so badly need. This is where government and Industry must ‘walk the talk’ together.

Separately we are very limited.

Government frequently gives us copious opportunities to criticise lack of strategy and lack of pace. It has taken us (the industry)  a year  since the last dinner to put in place a new Food Promotion Body for Northern Ireland.  This has been done by merging Taste of Ulster (for which NIFDA has been responsible) and Food Promotion Northern Ireland. This latter body grew out of the Food Strategy Implementation Partnership two years ago, and embraces the whole supply chain. UFU is active in this initiative, but unfortunately tonight’s date clashes with an important function, so neither Graham F or Clarke B could join us.  There is no significance in their absence (UFU colleagues?)

 Companies and our customers feel that the consumer proposition surrounding Northern Irish food and drink is unclear.  A unified compelling message was asked for.  This new body is our attempt to address that. The first board meeting will take place later this month and the board members of FPNI and NIFDA will constitute the new board.  The success of this initiative will be in direct proportion, in my view, to  the energy and the resources that go in.  We are asking government to cooperate with us in our first steps towards effective promotion.

Now that Taste of Ulster has moved to a new body, NIFDA will be focusing entirely on lobbying and its member services.  We have been doing this in our own way for several years, but it is imperative that this becomes more visible to members. Equally imperative is that members engage more actively.  This is not a new NIFDA we are speaking of but certainly a more focused and  pro-active one.  We seek to deliver an authoritative and professional voice for what is a critical and hugely diverse Industry. 

As next year will see a new chair in NIFDA I am perfectly happy to set the bar as high as I possibly can!

We also continue as an association to lobby the Competition Commission in support of an Ombudsman that will have some teeth between customer and supplier.  We have said to government that failure to regulate properly in this area could cause an erosion of resilience in our sector.   While we are not by any means eager for more regulation,  we do have copious evidence that many suppliers continue to be uncomfortable with the absence of such a mechanism. 

One of the things that we would like to pursue following on from tonight’s dinner is the provision of an opportunity for companies to interact more with members of the Assembly,  Ministers and other Agencies. To this end we will be running some regional meetings around Northern Ireland early in the New Year.  We would encourage companies to advise us what forums that they think would be best for this, and to use the opportunity to engage with our representatives.   

It is easy for me to make criticism of published documents and lack of strategy.  The real issue for all of us is that our industry moves so fast, and has so much risk to manage that we do not communicate  problems until sometimes they are a crisis.  We have a huge task, and opportunity to communicate, explain and lobby in these new arrangements.  NIFDA takes the responsibility to inform those who set  policies for the future. I ask  companies to please support that.

First Minister, to you and your colleagues; I hope that you can accept that this industry fully appreciates ( or at least tries to appreciate)  the difficulties that Northern Ireland politics was, is and no doubt will be  for some time. Adding a  dire economic situation gives quite a cocktail for you as our political leaders to manage.  We would not seek in any way to under estimate that task.  We are simply impatient. We ask you to grasp the challenge of how to grow the private sector, how to constrain public sector growth, and how to keep  compliance relevant and proportionate. We should all, even regulators, have the success of the Northern Ireland food industry as a primary objective. In short, we invite our politicians and civil servants to share our pride in our products, our innovation, our brands and our companies.  

FM we look forward to your administration showing strong leadership in creating the sort of public sector which will be structured to enable our sector to develop and expand. With your help, this diverse industry can make the fullest contribution to the economic regeneration of our country.

Introduce FM  who heartened us by so readily accepting this invitation over a year ago.  We are delighted you were able to keep this date in your diary.   The Floor Is Yours
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