Accentuate the positive, eliminate the negative . . . . . . . . .
Apologies to regular readers but I will start by returning to our obsession with gloomy news. Apparently, we are now in the grip of the dreaded double dip recession. Technically, the UK economy is in recession because the GDP figures released last week showed that the economy had fallen by 0.2% in the first quarter. This is hot on the heels of the 2008 recession triggered by the world financial crisis.

The current wave of nostalgia for the seventies brings back sharp memories of the ‘73-‘75 recession – the surge in oil prices as the world balance of power fundamentally changed and inflation spiralled. We’d barely got over the worst of this when we hit a more prolonged period of turbulence from ‘89-‘93 when export performance tumbled.

The figures released last week are pretty much in line with what the majority of us think is happening right now. We are in the midst of a long period of low, primarily jobless growth. Sometimes there will be a positive spike and sometimes it will dip again. Performance will also vary regionally and locally and the underlying overall strength and size of the Greater Manchester economy is vital in a period like this and gives us real competitive advantage.

One of the biggest problems that comes with recession is reduced business confidence and naturally that leads to a fall in investment and all the consequences that follow on from this. Confidence remains brittle because we all worry about the prospects at home and in our key export markets (another serious bout of Eurozone worries triggered by Spain’s mounting problems) created by financial and political uncertainty and instability. However, to talk ourselves into recession, when it is far from clear that this will occur, is absurd. 0.2% is statistically inconclusive and there’s a good chance that the figures will be revised anyway. The Chamber’s surveys and many others are consistently evidencing a feeling of guarded optimism. Yes the economy remains fragile and stagnation is a threat. If companies do not see the prospect of some improvement then their determination to retain skilled labour (by reducing costs, shorter hours, less overtime etc) will be sorely tested and unemployment levels will rise sharply.
I don’t believe the state of the underlying economy merits the tub thumping and wailing that we witnessed last week and here in Manchester initiatives like the recently announced single investment strategy for private sector projects and major developments have the potential to make a significant impact on the local economy. Business knows it has to cope with a low growth economy but talk of an economy going backwards is at odds with the experiences of many of our members. 

As I’ve said before, I’m calling for more balance in these debates and more focus on the voice of business and less on the economists. Of course we still need more credit in the economy, we must encourage more exporting, more investment in infrastructure and deregulate. The overall policy must enable business to drive a genuine and sustained recovery (let’s take note from the growth in the U.S.). However, the bedrock on which all of this rests is confidence and if we systematically and consistently talk our prospects down, we are scoring a spectacular own goal.
Let me turn to some good news on the skills front. It seems our Government has realized that business really does know what it’s doing. They’ve announced plans to hand over some of the skills budget directly to employers, giving them the ability to develop skills that fit the needs of their own workforce. We are working hard to position the Chamber at the heart of this and there’s some really great joined-up thinking and work being done. The proof of the pudding is yet to be seen but we’re optimistic. Government appears to want to put employers in the driving seat but there’s always the risk that well-intentioned policy-making gets lost in the administration and bureaucracy. It’s not just good policy that counts – it’s how we implement it and the bureaucracy that comes with it.
And finally, whilst I’m on my ‘media-should-try-to-be-more-balanced-soapbox’, I nearly drove off the road on the Parkway last week when I heard John Humphreys ask the PM if the rumours that he was lazy were correct. Apparently the evidence for this was that he sometimes does the school run as opposed to dealing with the national crises that occur first thing every morning. Now I don’t have a great track record in relation to school runs in the past but give the man a break – these sorts of comments are ridiculous and should be treated with contempt. 
Nothing is more irritating than listening to people who tell you how hard they work – when they started, when they finished and how much of the weekend they lost. They seem to think it’s wrong to look as though they’re enjoying work. The idea that effective, and productive, working is evidenced by how long you work is nonsense. Of course sometimes we all have to work longer and harder than we want to. But in my experience the real workers are the ones that don’t moan and whine about it. And if we sometimes want to take the kids to school for goodness sake, let’s not be demonized for being lazy. At one level this is trivial, at another level it’s a profound insight of how wrong our approach to real productivity can be.  

Let’s all learn from the lyrics of that great Johnny Mercer song from which I pinched the title of this piece and “latch on to the affirmative and don’t mess with Mister In-between”.

