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But one of them, here in 
Northern Ireland at least, 
is that business seems 

to speak with one voice.....or very 
close to it. The first mainstream 
survey of local business leaders, 
by the NI Chamber of Commerce 
& Industry, produced an 81% vote 
in favour of staying in Europe.

Politically, things are very different. 
Despite her pro-business tendencies, 
First Minister Arlene Foster seems 
determined to toe the party line and 
promote Brexit. Enterprise Minister 
Jonathan Bell, meanwhile, is known 
to be pro-Europe but hasn’t made 
his position entirely clear. Sinn Fein 
and the SDLP are both pro-Europe 

and the Ulster Unionists are still 
(unbelievably) sitting on the fence.

There aren’t a lot of facts around 
in the debate. A lot of this, inevitably, 
is conjecture and theory and that’s 
the way that it will be between 
now and the 23rd of June.

We asked a healthy cross section 
of local business leaders for their 
views on the Brexit Debate. Curiously, 
there is a clear reticence out there to 
be seen talking about it. It’s hard to 
know why that might be, but some 
shy away from this in the same that 
they would if they’d been asked 
what local party they vote for......!

In any case, debate is crucial. 
We have to talk over the issues in 

advance of going to the polls in June....
for the second time in two months.

Here at Business Eye and on our 
weekly Business Eye Online blog, 
we’ll continue to promote that 
debate. And we’ll continue to take 

a position... that Northern Ireland is 
much better off staying in Europe 
alongside the rest of Ireland.

Richard Buckley
Editor

Brexit... Does Business Speak 
With (Almost) One Voice?
There aren’t too many consistencies 
around the Brexit Debate, which is hotting 
up nicely ever since David Cameron 
decided to name the date (June 23rd).

Patricia O’Hagan CEO Core Systems

I can only speak for my company, but 
I am sure many business owners will 
look at the issue as I do, whilst others 

will see different factors affecting them. 
In simple terms, for Northern Ireland 

to get wealthier, we need to bring 
money in from outside. That can only 
come from a combination of export 
sales and foreign direct investment. The 
jobs provided by Core Systems in North 
Belfast are sustained by selling goods and 
services to overseas customers (99% 
export sales). We supply customers in 
Australia and America but Europe is a 
key market for us and we have ambition 
and opportunity to grow further.

Being in the EU gives us access to one 
of the largest and richest markets on the 

planet but, possibly more importantly, 
it also lets us draw our employees 
from across twenty eight countries 
with minimal bureaucratic difficulties 
associated with their employment. 
Half of our management team comes 
from the Republic of Ireland which, 
under the current arrangements, is very 
straightforward. Would that continue 
to be the case if the UK were to leave 
the EU? – it’s not clear and no one 
who advocates the UK leaving is in a 
position to give a categorical answer. 

By way of prior experience, we previously 
sought to recruit a specialist from outside 
the EU, but the process took many months 
and was fraught with difficulties we just 
don’t face when employing EU nationals. 

The EU certainly has flaws; that are 
well known to most business people, 
and it has many challenges ahead of it, 
but our leaving will not change them. In 
making a choice between the options 
facing us, I am conscious that the “Remain” 
lobby has the easier task of pointing to 
the existing settlement and, perhaps, 
offering to make some improvements. By 
contrast, the “Leave” lobby cannot bind 
successor governments, so it has to rely 
on predictions of what might be achieved 
through multi-lateral negotiations and 
what the costs and benefits might be. 

For my business, the certainty 
associated with remaining in the 
EU is more compelling than the 
uncertainties of leaving.
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Glyn Roberts Chief Executive, Northern Ireland Independent Retailer Trade Association (NIIRTA)

Joe Doyle Head of Finance, Montupet UK Limited.

Staying In Offers The 
Only Certainty

Northern Ireland’s business 
community has an absolutely 
central role in this EU referendum, 

particularly our small businesses that make 
up 99% of all private sector companies.

In our alternative Programme for 
Government, The Plan, we are very 
clear that the UK remaining in a 
reformed, refocused and competitive 
European Union makes sound economic 
sense for Northern Ireland. 

Being part of the largest single market 
in the world of over 500 million is crucial 
for Northern Ireland growing our private 
sector. The uncertainty of Brexit is 
the very last thing Northern Ireland’s 
slow recovery needs at this time.

The Centre for Economic and Business 
Research says that locally nearly 
111,500 jobs are linked to trade with 
the EU, which equates to 1 in 8 jobs in 

Northern Ireland. Goods exports from 
Northern Ireland to the EU account for 
over £3.6 billion. Our colleagues in the 
CBI also point out that being the EU is 
worth £3000 per year for every family.

Given the recent job losses in Bombardier 
do we really want to put further jobs 
at risk by a leap in the dark of Brexit?

Over the next five years, Northern 
Ireland will receive £173m in agriculture 
funding from the EU and nearly £400m 
from the European Regional Development 
Fund and European Social Fund. Can those 
who advocate Brexit guarantee that 
Northern Ireland will receive that funding?

 That is not to say we don’t need 
further change with the EU, building 
upon the Prime Ministers deal. We 
want to see a EU which does less, and 
does it better, a more competitive EU, 
which focuses on improving trade and 
strengthening the Single Market.

The real question is not whether we need 
to leave the EU, but what type of reformed 
EU is fit for purpose for the 21st Century.

MONTUPET successfully operates in the global 
automotive market, manufacturing high quality 
aluminium engine components, in Dunmurry. Part 
of a French Group it has annual sales of £100 
million, employs 600 highly skilled employees and 
contributes significantly to the local economy, 
benefitting from substantial EU funding.

Support for membership is based on the 
belief that, if run efficiently, it brings;
•	 Financial	stability
•	 Enhanced	market	growth	opportunities
•	 National	cooperation
•	 Better	long	term	prospects	for	all	participants

However, there are serious issues, which 
the no campaign will use to attempt to 
sway public opinion towards an EU exit.

Budget allocations, immigration, inefficient 
bureaucracy, federalist agendas, uncontrolled 
admission of economically weak members, corruption 
etcetera are of concern, but can best be resolved 
by being tackled from within to the benefit of all.

David Cameron has backed himself 
into a very difficult corner in that;
•	 His	negotiated	reforms	are	universally	

regarded as being marginal.
•	 A	referendum	result	will	be	final	and	binding.
•	 Due	to	the	complexity	of	the	economic	

arguments and the plethora of opinions 
of economic participants and experts, a 
confused public is likely to be swayed more 
by emotive issues championed by high profile 
spokespersons with diverse agendas.

This is very dangerous territory and is 
tantamount to playing Russian roulette without 
knowing how many bullets are in the chamber.

If Germany were to decide to exit, they 

would survive. Their economy is driven by a 
strong export led quality manufacturing sector 
that will always provide economic wealth.

The UK economy, heavily reliant as it is on Services, 
Banking and Finance, may have difficulty going 
it alone should there be, for a variety of reasons, 
a major relocation of employment overseas with 
no strong manufacturing core to fall back on.

As they say in France “Croissez les doigts!”

“ This is very dangerous 
territory and is tantamount 
to playing Russian roulette 
without knowing how many 
bullets are in the chamber.”



66

Thomas Hunter McGowan InterTradeIreland CEO

Philip Bain Co-Director ShredBank

With the Referendum on the UK’s 
future in Europe likely to take 
place this June, do you feel that 

Northern Ireland’s business community 
and economy stands to benefit more 
from being inside or outside of the EU?

We feel that Northern Ireland’s business 
community and economy stands to 
benefit more from being inside the 
EU. It is the view of InterTradeIreland 
that there are no positive outcomes 
for Northern Ireland from Britain 
leaving the European Union.

InterTradeIreland works closely with 
the two Governments in both Northern 
Ireland and Ireland and indeed the 
wider EU Community to ensure that the 
proper structures and supports are in 
place to support economic development 
and foster greater cross-border trade 
across the island of Ireland. To this end, 
we have made significant progress in 
creating a positive economic environment 
resulting in strengthened trade links. 
cross-border trade is currently valued 
at circa £2.6bn/€3billion annually.

For over 15 years InterTradeIreland has 
worked as a cross-border agency on an 
all-island basis enhancing North/South 
trade relationships, despite different 
trading environments, to help SMEs 
deliver sustained cross-border trading 
growth to the benefit of both economies. 

A British exit from Europe could mean 
rowing back on a lot of the positive work 
and progress that has been achieved 
over the past number of years on all-
island trade. It could also potentially add 
additional barriers and obstacles for SMEs 
from Northern Ireland trading into Ireland 
and vice-versa which is something that 
we believe could be bad for business by 
creating added pressures and impact 
negatively on future growth plans.

No matter what the outcome is on 
the 23rd June, InterTradeIreland will 
be part of the solution going forward 
and are well placed to help SMEs 
from Northern Ireland and Ireland to 
continue to grow their businesses 
and explore new markets as part 
of our cross-border trade remit.

In short, I’m not sure. And I 
suspect, deep down that is 
how most people feel. The 

information has not been given to 
us in a clear, factual, and unbiased 
manner. And as a result we make our 
judgments based on perhaps some 
headline stuff, political personalities 
or emotive feelings of patriotism 
or European idealism. As decisions 
goes, this is pretty much as big 
as it gets so we need to be better 
informed before we cast that vote. 

Sir Tom Hunter, the billionaire 
Scottish businessman (who I used 
to work for many years ago), set 
up a website leading up to the 
Scottish Independence referendum. 
This website was established 
for one sole purpose – to provide 
those interested in voting in the 
Scottish independence referendum 
with data, evidence and facts in 
relation to that vote. The content 
of the website was not intended to 
influence in any way whether you 

voted yes or no to independence. 
The purpose was to provide the 
public with more information – as 
objective as possible – in order 
to help them make informed 
decisions. This is exactly what 
we need for the EU vote! 

My take on it, for what it’s worth, 
is that the world is probably more 
interconnected and interdependent 
than it has ever been. The notion 
of independent sovereignty in 
the purist sense of the word 
has been diminishing anyway. 
NATO, UN, EFTA, World Bank, 
IMF, all to one extent or another 
“pool sovereignty” in order to get 
things done in an increasingly 
complex and problematic world. 
The big challenges of this world 
can simply no longer be sorted by 
one or two great powers; it needs 
collaborations and alliances that, 
because of the sheer scale and 
complexity of the problems, need 
to be more and more formalised 

leading to the inevitable dilution 
of sovereignty. If you are not part 
of one of the big alliances like 
the EU, then the likely result will 
be big economic decisions will 
be made (without our input and 
influence) and we ultimately will 

be subjected to those decisions 
or at least impacted to one 
degree or another. So there is 
an argument that we are better 
being in the tent, even with all it’s 
issues, exerting some influence 
on the decisions that affect us.
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