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Recent strong employment growth headlines, while welcome, cannot distract from a wide range of 
challenges the Northern Ireland economy faces.  Low levels of productivity, relatively high economic 
inactivity rates, areas of severe deprivation and poverty, skills, infrastructure, Brexit and the health 
of our high streets are just some of the well documented and long-standing issues that hinder our 
economic potential and which Councils are increasingly grappling with since the transfer of 
functions under the Review of Public Administration. 
  
Larger councils, with more powers to influence economic development have displayed an 
encouraging ambition and willingness to engage on these challenges.  The development of 
community plans, local development plans and a range of new economic strategies from the 11 
Councils since 2015 which acknowledge the challenges and set a course to address them has been 
a worthwhile, and encouraging endeavour.  However, if the first term of the 11 Councils has been 
more focussed on planning and strategic development, the future requires a major focus on 
delivery, outcomes and impact.   
  
Momentum is important, especially in the absence of a functioning NI Executive.  As the ‘super 
councils’ near the end of their first full term and local government elections start to come into view in 
early 2019, it is important that Councils maintain the momentum that has been building since the 
new councils came into being.  Planning for the long-term on how to drive economic growth and 
well-being has been a strong feature of various Council strategies and action plans.   
  
The emergence of City Deals, for those Councils included, is testament to the increasing ambition 
and capability of Councils to drive economic development and presents another opportunity for local 
development to make an impact over the long-term.   
  
Councils are showing they can take a lead on major issues and there is strong logic to suggest that 
more policy levers, such as regeneration, should be devolved to the Councils to enable a more 
coherent suite of responsibilities.  NILGA are at the heart of that conversation and the annual 
conference promises to be an insightful day on how Councils can build on their key role in driving 
the economy forward in the face of complex challenges.  
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