
Empowering Belfast, or tax-breaks for the business class? 

 
Describing itself as “the voice of business in Belfast”, Belfast Chamber of commerce, has recently 
been making a splash in the local press with a report titled ‘Empowering Belfast’, which is  aimed at 
devolving power from Stormont to local councils, and Belfast City Council in particular. Simon 
Hamilton, Chief executive of Belfast Chamber has been given ample space in the Irish News, Belfast 
Telegraph, and the Newsletter to preach the gospel of light-touch regulation, Freeports, and 
Enterprise Zones, all of which will fail to deliver anything of substance for working class people in 
Belfast. 

 
The report, produced by a local thinktank with links to the voluntary and private sectors, is dressed 
in fine words about “ensuring that Belfast’s growth is sustainable and inclusive”, readiness to “deal 
with challenges like climate change” and the “need to empower Belfast”.  On its face, all this seems 
very laudable, but in reality, the aim is to give private interests greater powers in local government 
decision-making and to turn Belfast port and other areas in Northern Ireland into de facto tax havens 
with reduced workers’ rights. In addition, it is highly likely that the policy prescriptions that are put 
forward would not be ‘inclusive’ in any meaningful sense and they would ‘empower’ only a small 
number of already rich people in Belfast and beyond. 

 
From ‘Industrial Policy’ to ‘the Plan for Growth’ 
The Chamber report is predicated on the reality that the current UK government does not have a 
joined-up industrial policy. According to the relevant government website, the Conservatives are 
“transitioning the Industrial Strategy into our Plan for Growth and its related strategies”. As part of 
The Plan for Growth, the government says it wants to “devolve and decentralise to give more power 
to local communities, providing opportunity across the country”. In reality, this is a policy direction 
that sets cash-strapped local governments against each other in pursuit of local advantage, a 
guaranteed race to the bottom in which workers rights will increasingly be eroded in the name of 
‘opportunity’, ‘inclusivity’, and even in the name of ‘fighting climate change’.  

 
In the UK a number of local governments have bought into this beggar-thy-neighbour vision and the 
Belfast Chamber of commerce report presents four recent moves by these UK local governments as 
‘models’ that that Belfast could emulate to “rebalance [geographical] inequalities and act as a 
catalyst for innovation and productivity growth”. And what are the ‘models of devolved power’ that 
the Chamber report recommends?  One model is Combined Authority status, which is legislation 
aimed at copper-fastening co-operation across local government districts, and which would enable 
“localised regeneration through acquiring land and reduce bureaucracy by acting as both the 
planning and development authority”. The Chamber of commerce doesn’t seem to notice the 
dangers of such a policy in terms of reduced workers’ rights and possible conflicts of interest. 

The remaining three models touted in ‘Empowering Belfast’ involve give-aways, tax breaks and 
deregulation of business. First, they put forward Enterprise Zones, a means of enticing inward 
investment which has singularly failed up until now. As previously noted,  EZs provide employers 
with subsidies and  produces few if any new jobs.   

Freeports 
Another ‘model’ promoted in the report are freeports, which are, like ‘enterprise zones’, an old and 
dubious idea that the Tories have resurrected. The UK had seven freeports between 1984 and 2012 
and in its March 2021 Budget, the government announced eight new freeports in England with the 
possibility of more in Scotland and Northern Ireland. 



Freeports are specialised enterprise zones, which are usually located in ports, or airports. They differ 
from other enterprise zones in that they don’t pretend to have any productive purpose. Instead, 
goods from abroad can be stored and traded in freeports without facing the customs duties or sales 
taxes that would otherwise accrue. These taxes are only paid if the goods are moved from the 
freeport to locations in the UK. Otherwise, goods housed in a freeport can be sent overseas without 
charges being paid.  

Although originally envisaged as short-term locations for goods in transit, as Reuters noted in 2016, 
freeports offered a loophole that would allow dealers in art and antiquities “to keep art and 
collectibles levy-free indefinitely while they went about flipping them for profit.” A 2016 European 
Commission report also concluded that freeports "could be abused for trade of counterfeit goods, 
money laundering and other crime if no sufficient checks are carried out to identify the owners of 
companies using them", and Liberal Democrat Ed Davey said that “there is a real fear that Boris's 
free ports idea could turn the UK into the world capital of money laundering.”  

Evidence suggests that like ‘enterprise zones’, freeports   don’t boost overall employment and simply 
result in economic activity being moved from one place to another, which is an expensive process 
paid by the taxpayer. Trade unions fear that this initiative could displace good union jobs in one area 
and create jobs with fewer workers' rights in freeport zones. Unite the union, believes that the UK 
Government may allow companies to avoid regulations – such as working rights – in the name of 
‘flexibility’, for example, by ‘relaxing’ working time protections and even health and safety rules. This 
would be a substantial risk to the rights and terms and conditions of freeport workers and could drag 
other workers down by acting as “an undercutter for the wider region or industry”. 

Bullshit 
In his book Business Bullshit, academic André Spicer writes of “the empty language used by business 
people who speak so much and say so little” in which “terms are used by middle managers like 
Freemasons use secret handshakes to indicate their membership and status”. While there is a lot of 
business bullshit in the ‘Empowering Belfast’ report, Simon Hamilton is stating the blunt truth when 
he says that “all previous attempts to seriously address [the] structural weaknesses in our society 
and economy have failed” (Irish News, 12/03/21). He doesn’t make the additional point that the 
current models put forward in ‘Empowering Belfast’ will not redress the structural weaknesses 
which set a small group of owners and employers against the working class majority. What are 
required are socialist policies aimed at substantively redressing the imbalances in our society. More 
immediately, on the path to that society, people who don’t buy into the bullshit are required to 
defend currently existing workers’ rights and to fight against the policies of the mainstream political 
parties, and of capitalists and their think-tanks. 
 
Unite the Union report is here: 
https://www.unitetheunion.org/media/3649/freeports-briefing_080221.pdf 
 


