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INTRODUCTION AND CONTEXT SETTING

Good morning and welcome to Liverpool.
I'm delighted to see so many of you present today to hear about some of the Northwest’s success stories.  It's easy in challenging economic times to forget the positives and focus on the negatives.  
I was struck recently by a piece of graffiti which said “Due to the economic conditions the light at the end of the tunnel has been switched off.”
It has been my mission this year to make sure this didn’t happen. 
My philosophy for the last year has been to adopt a message of realistic optimism.  To me R is for “recovery”, not “recession”. 
Confidence is a proven driver of economic recovery and it is beginning to work. Fragile seeds with some green shoots are appearing.
Of course, the downturn has had a huge impact on the Agency’s priorities and I would like to provide an overview of our current economic situation and the key role that the NWDA has played in supporting the region in challenging times.


I will focus on some of the Agency's key achievements and impacts.  And I will also reflect on what the Agency has achieved in its ten years.  Today we are publishing a short summary of our 10 years’ achievements and impact.  
This will be the last AGM before a General Election and we know that this is a critical time for the region.  In the current climate, it’s vital that people see and understand the benefits of our work and that of our partners.  We’ve got a good story to tell.  Our track record to date demonstrates our effectiveness.

Earlier this year, an independent report from Price Waterhouse Coopers, concluded that the RDAs as a whole have turned their £5.1 billion of evaluated expenditure into an overall economic benefit of over £23 billion. 
Evaluation of NWDA programmes showed that the NWDA put back £5.20 for every £1 invested – solid evidence of our ability to deliver. When people talk about the cost of RDAs, they forget that we generate 5 times more economic return for the economy. 

And finally today, I will look towards the future and the challenges facing both the Northwest economy and the NWDA.
But before I start, I would like to welcome our new Chairman, Robert Hough.  Robert's significant experience in business and regeneration will bring enormous benefits for both the RDA and the region and I am sure you'll join me in welcoming Robert and wishing him well in his new role.
ECONOMIC CONTEXT AND NWDA RESPONSE

Last year was extremely challenging for the Northwest economy.  Throughout it, the NWDA worked hard with the government, the public and private sectors, including the banks, to ensure our investments help the region emerge in a stronger position.  Of course, there will be continuing challenges to address.
But there are signs that the action taken is having a real impact.  The recent Regional Select Committee report praised the proactive partnership approach that has been the trademark of this region.

A recent report from the National Institute of Economic and Social Research showed some economic growth in the summer months.  Mortgage approvals are starting to go up with the associated lift in house prices.  Confidence is slowly returning to the stock market.
The Northwest is faring relatively well compared to the other English regions.  Unemployment in the Northwest recorded the second lowest rise in England in the last quarter but remains a major challenge.  Redundancies have started to slow down, particularly in August.  In the last month, Jaguar Land Rover announced 800 new jobs at Halewood to build the new low carbon Range Rover. 

One of the key indicators of economic recovery – the Purchase Managers Index – also provides some cause for optimism.  It suggests the worst is over with gradual accelerating recovery in the Northwest.
And this week’s report from the British Chambers of Commerce indicates that business confidence is returning.

We have built a strong platform to withstand a cooling economy with real strengths in sectors that will lead recovery.  Science. Defence. Creative industries. Advanced manufacturing.  All of these are major drivers for our future economy. 
We have been the strongest region outside of London in attracting Foreign and Direct Investment for the last three years, with 176 investments this year bringing over 11,000 associated jobs. 
However, it is important that we keep listening to businesses to understand their issues and respond quickly with pace and purpose.  We value our dialogue with the regional business organisations who remain our critical friends.
I believe the NWDA has responded with pace in the last 12 months, demonstrating our unique ability to be flexible and responsive.  
We have prioritised ruthlessly to ensure the strongest possible response to changing global conditions.  Like all successful businesses, we have refined our strategy through a focus on efficiency, innovation and teamwork.
We reacted quickly when businesses told us that access to finance was an issue.  
We provided extra funding to the Northwest Business Link service to support additional Access to Finance advisors.  They have helped businesses secure £40 million in investment in the last year.

We brokered senior level discussions with the banks to get to the bottom of cashflow issues and link their customers to Business Link’s services.
And we re-prioritised our funding to make sure that additional finance was available directly from the Agency.  In the past year, over £23 million of financial support has been made available to businesses.   

We also responded quickly when important capital schemes were in danger, committing significant time and investment to projects including Mann Island in Liverpool and Time Square in Warrington. 



Through the Joint Economic Commission for the Northwest, funding has been unlocked for other large-scale schemes including Carlisle Northern Development Route and West Cumbria Hospital, and 5 of the region’s Further Education colleges, following the recent difficulties with the LSC’s capital programme.
And we responded quickly to provide practical support to companies working with the NWDA by committing immediately to pay undisputed invoices within 8 working days and asking our partners to do the same.

We know that these measures have had a real impact across the region because business tells us they have.  At every step, we have worked closely with our private sector partners, and individual companies to listen to what is happening and adapt our response accordingly.
By looking across the region, we are able to respond quickly and swiftly to the short-term challenges facing it.  We did it in the Foot and Mouth outbreak in 2002 and we’ve done it again this year, and we’ve got to keep doing it. 
The regional view also means we can look at bigger picture opportunities and prioritise those things that will have the most impact in the long-term.
Certain economic interventions couldn’t happen without regional partnerships.  Science and innovation.  Skills.  Business Support.  Big regeneration schemes.  Transport and infrastructure.  We can achieve maximum impact for the region if we collaborate widely on these.  
The NWDA has consistently prioritised these, devoting our time, investment and expertise to make things happen. We’ve also managed our own costs and overheads carefully. For every £1 we receive, 92 pence goes directly into projects or programmes. Let’s take a closer look at some of these.
ACHIEVEMENTS AND DELIVERY

BUSINESS

Support for business is our core purpose and throughout the year the Agency has built on our strong regional foundations to provide effective assistance to small and medium enterprises. 
The NWDA funded regional Business Link is critical.  Restructured by the Agency in 2007, recent feedback from businesses and Government is that the service is more relevant and accessible. It offered intensive advice to 42% more businesses in 2008 compared to 2007. Enquiry levels are 65% higher than last year and customer satisfaction is at 90%. 
In the last year, the Agency also launched a £35 million Business Start-Up Programme, funded jointly by the NWDA and the European Regional Development Fund.  The service will provide advice and support for young businesses and intensive support for groups who are traditionally under-represented in business start-ups, including women and ethnic minorities.
In addition, a £10 million High Growth Programme was launched to support and coach entrepreneurs running businesses with high-growth potential.




The Agency has also worked vigorously to put together a Regional Venture Capital Loan Fund which will be a critical element of our finance portfolio. The VCLF will provide seed, mezzanine and equity finance for deals up to £2million. The size and complexity of the deal has been challenging and we have put transitional funding in place while we establish the new fund.  We have now agreed a way forward with Government and are making excellent progress. The ‘saga’, as described by Insider magazine, will soon end.
The Agency has also continued to invest in and deliver projects to strengthen key sectors with the brightest prospects for growth. 
In the digital and creative sector, we can build on the opportunities at MediacityUK to establish a world leading cluster in the Northwest. Investment continues at the Salford Quays site, where £150 million of private sector leverage was agreed in 2008-9 alone.  The site is now the UK's largest construction project outside of the Olympic Park.  It’s a tangible emblem of regional business confidence and it couldn’t have happened without the intervention of the NWDA assuming one of its key roles as a regional referee.  

In Manufacturing too, we have long recognised that this region is globally competitive.  

Our manufacturing sector is the largest of any UK region and remains a key economic driver.  This afternoon, we will launch a new Manufacturing Strategy and announce further investment of £20 million into the Manufacturing Advisory Service.  This regional service has already been a major success since its launch in 2002 bringing cost savings of over £700 million for Northwest manufacturers and securing over 7,500 jobs.


The science base, too, is a regional success story.  Knowledge-based businesses are more critical than ever and the Agency was quick to acknowledge this many years ago.  From WestLakes Science Park to the Liverpool School of Tropical Medicine, and from Manchester Science Park to the National Biomanufacturing Centre at Speke, the NWDA has provided strong leadership and action across the region.  


One of the most significant projects continues to be Daresbury Science & Innovation Campus which won the prestigious UK Science Park award last month.  


I've heard it referred to as the science jewel in the national crown.  Daresbury makes the region uniquely competitive and has been named by Government as one of two strategic science sites in the UK.  We have worked tirelessly with partners on this ambitious vision and the Campus continues to grow. The NWDA, together with partners, is now seeking a commercial partner to enter a joint venture to develop an additional 1 million square feet on the site, creating up to 10,000 jobs


PEOPLE

Projects like Daresbury, however, would be nothing without talented people working there. The region’s businesses need access to a highly skilled workforce. I’m committed to helping the region achieve that aim by ensuring we develop competitive people with world-class leadership skills.

The Agency has invested £21 million to do just this. An example is the £9.5 million investment for Leading Enterprise & Development – a programme which will help around 2,000 businesses improve their leadership skills.  You will hear more about this later.

For the future it will be the Agency who will plan and commission all post-19 education training on a demand-led basis, in conjunction with the new Skills Funding Agency.  This will finally join together the issues of competitiveness, productivity and skills.
The region's Higher Education offer moved forward this year with our investment in new University Centres at Blackburn College and Burnley. 
One of the unique roles that the RDA can play is linking the needs of employers with the educational offer available and the opening of ENERGUS in Cumbria is testament to that. 

This £20 million skills academy will make sure we have the right balance of skills to capitalise on the opportunities offered by the energy sector. 
The region has a real competitive advantage in this, ranging from research capability in Cheshire and Manchester, to nuclear fuel production at Springfield, and continuing north to the nuclear plants, renewables potential and skills base in Cumbria.  Only the RDA can link these different parts of the region together into a cohesive global offer.
The Agency has also continued its successful partnership work with our faith community leaders who make a significant contribution to the region’s wellbeing.
PLACE

Finally, the Agency has continued to invest in competitive places.  Transport infrastructure is critical to business and, this year, two key announcements have paved the way for the Northwest to see a significant improvement to its transport offer.
In July, Government announced the go-ahead for a £100m project to electrify the trainline between Liverpool and Manchester.  This is absolutely essential to link the two cities, creating a truly globally competitive zone.  




Secondly, in August, Network Rail recommended that a high speed link from London to the Northwest should be prioritised, which would cut journey times to and from the capital to just over an hour.  The challenge now is to build a strong case for Government investment to ensure this happens.

Finally this year, the NWDA completed a fundamental review of Strategic Sites designed to strengthen private sector confidence and give a clear sense of direction.  We know that this strategy works.  Previous sites have seen successful development including Chester Business Park, Estuary Park in Liverpool and the former Royal Ordnance Factory in Chorley.  

The new list prioritises 36 sites across the region with a strong focus on towns and city centres to ensure we achieve sustainable growth.

The Agency is also uniquely placed to make sure that no part of the region is forgotten in the drive to create jobs and skills.  Working closely with local authorities and our Urban Regeneration Companies, we continue to deliver change in Blackpool, Salford, East Manchester, Liverpool and West Cumbria.  I'm delighted that you will hear more from Barbara Spicer, the Chief Executive of Salford City Council, about our joint working in Salford later on this morning.
Our rural economy too is critical.  This year saw three major projects launched - the NWDA-managed Rural Development Programme for England to increase the competitiveness of rural areas in the region; the Northwest Livestock Programme, which will improve farm competitiveness through pilot farms in Cheshire, Lancashire and Cumbria; and an Enterprise Delivery Hub at Reaseheath College in Cheshire to develop rural enterprise. 
Whilst infrastructure is business critical, we also know that the image of the region and its visitor economy play a key role in encouraging visitors, both business and leisure.  It's our privilege to showcase the region's strengths.  
In the visitor economy sector, the Agency continues to take a strategic role and announced additional funding totaling £20 million for the sub-regional tourist boards earlier this year.
This year was also the fifth year of the Agency's Major Events strategy which aims to attract major sporting, cultural and unique events to the region.  Economic analysis has shown that this has delivered an economic impact of £150 million over 5 years, with diverse events including the Manchester International Festival, the Tour of Britain and the Liverpool Biennial.  



We have also been lucky enough to host the Paralympic Games in the region for the last five years and I'm delighted that Sir Philip Craven is here to talk to you about this today.
And, of course, last year saw the close of European Capital of Culture.  I'm proud of the Agency's pivotal role in shaping and supporting Capital of Culture and we should all be proud of the memorable year we delivered together and its £800 million economic impact.  

If you add to that, the Agency’s investment and leadership in the Cruise Liner terminal, the Arena and Convention Centre, the Pier Head canal link and the soon-to-be-opened Museum of Liverpool, we really have led the transformation of the city together with our partners, in particular Liverpool Vision and The Mersey Partnership.

BUILDING FOR THE FUTURE
As you can see, it’s been a busy and productive year.  
I’d now like to focus on the future.
Not a day goes past without some debate about the future of the RDAs.   It's right that with tough choices ahead and a very tight future public spending climate, we should debate the economic development options.  In my 7 years at the Agency, we have changed significantly in terms of both structure and approach.  We have prioritised ruthlessly, planning and commissioning with partners on a joint investment basis, without losing sight of delivery on the ground.
But I can't allow myself to get too embroiled in the speculation.  We've got major projects that are being negotiated, shaped and delivered right now across the region.  

Projects that I have highlighted today like the Venture Capital and Loan Fund.  ERDF commitments.  Unlocking stalled development schemes.  Supporting our businesses.  Unlocking the talent of the region.  These are our priorities and will remain so. 
Yes, I will argue with a passion for the need for a regional economic structure, particularly in the north of England.  Many of the successes that I have talked about today simply couldn't have happened without regional influence and expertise.  Not to mention the fact that, for every £1 we spend, you see a return on investment of £5.20.  


Can the region really afford to lose that additional investment? And run the risk of major change causing unnecessary interruption to business as the economy starts to return to growth? We must avoid fragmentation and piecemeal approaches to the region’s economic development and growth.  We must remain a regional team rather than a collection of competing clubs.
So what does the future hold for the Northwest?  We know that the next 6 months hold the key to this downturn.  We also know that we need to ask some tough questions and prioritise ruthlessly to have the greatest impact. We’ll continue to do so.

It is critical that, in addition to the pressing short-term needs of business, we remain focussed on the long-term strategy for sustainable growth and those sectors which can support that.  We have to grow our way out of recession.

The new Regional Strategy will be central to this.  It will identify what makes us internationally competitive and how we capitalise on it.  We are a country mile ahead of other regions in its development. For the first time, it will bring together economic, social, environmental, planning and housing priorities in one document.  
The strategy will be consulted on early next year and I would encourage you all to engage with it.  I would like to thank the new Regional Leaders’ Board and Government Office for the Northwest for their excellent work on this.
We can be certain that our strongest asset as we strive to grow our economy is partnership working, building a strong sense of common purpose and getting things done.  We achieve great things in this region thanks to the strength of our partnerships and it is these partnerships that will make or break the Northwest's recovery and we must all keep this in mind.  

With your continued support, we have the potential to emerge from this downturn in a stronger position than we were before.  I am determined that we do. 

Thank you.
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