
In a week marked by both positive and negative

economic developments, the dichotomy of growth and

challenges continues to shape the NI business

landscape. 

The UK economy, against expectations, experienced a

noteworthy upswing with a 0.3% growth in November,

countering the decline observed in October, as reported

by the Office for National Statistics (ONS). 

However, a stark contrast emerged as shipping costs

surged by over 300% since November due to disruptions

in the Red Sea, where the US and UK now lead attacks

on Yemen aimed at preventing renewed assaults on

shipping by Iran-aligned Houthi rebels. 

Many of the world's largest shipping companies -

including MSC, Maersk, CMA CGM, and Hapag-Lloyd -

are still diverting many if not all planned Red Sea

journeys via South Africa.

The Governor of the Bank of England, Andrew Bailey,

has acknowledged the potential threat posed by rising

shipping prices, which may contribute to inflationary

pressures and, consequently, impact consumer bills.

This presents further challenges, especially considering

the recent efforts to stabilise inflation following the

upheaval caused by Russia's invasion of Ukraine.
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As we look ahead, it becomes apparent that inflation

and overhead costs are poised to remain elevated well

into 2024. 

In response to these ongoing challenges, businesses

must proactively adapt and implement strategies to

navigate the upcoming financial year successfully. Here

are some actionable steps to consider:

1) Financial Management for Cashflow, Profit &

Working Capital:

Streamline receivables and payables, negotiate

favourable terms with vendors, and implement

robust invoicing systems.

Leverage technology for real-time financial

insights to make informed decisions ensuring a

healthy cash flow.

Regularly assess cost structures, identify areas for

efficiency improvement, and implement cost-

saving measures.

Examine terms and conditions governing sales

and purchases, with particular focus on payment

and credit terms, delivery arrangements, risk and

title, limitation of liability provisions and force

majeure.

Efficient debt collection and minimising long-

standing debts are crucial for managing cash-

flow challenges.
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Key Contacts:

2) Transparent Pricing:

If price hikes are necessary, analyse competitors'

prices and communicate transparently with

customers.

Managing expectations helps customers adapt to

increased costs without compromising loyalty.

3) Strategic Staffing Considerations:

Reassess staffing costs and structures in light of

the impending 9.8% increase in the national

living wage in April.

Focus on talent retention, upskilling, and

fostering a positive workplace culture.

Offer flexible work arrangements, wellness

programs, and continuous learning opportunities

to enhance employee satisfaction and

productivity.

Where appropriate, consider motivating key staff

by offering performance-based bonuses, profit-

sharing, or employee growth shares.

4) Embrace Digital Transformation:

Prioritise digital transformation to remain

competitive in a technologically advanced era.

Invest in cutting-edge technologies, including

artificial intelligence, automation, and data

analytics, for enhanced operational efficiency and

informed decision-making.
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5) Prioritise Sustainability:

Recognise the importance of sustainable

practices in response to increasing

environmental awareness among consumers.

Adopt eco-friendly initiatives such as sustainable

sourcing, reducing carbon footprints, and

implementing eco-conscious policies.

6) Explore Tax Incentives:

Assess opportunities for deductions and

incentives, including R&D tax credits.

Consider potential upgrades that may qualify for

government incentives.

7) Emphasise Cybersecurity:

Strengthen cybersecurity measures to protect

sensitive data as businesses rely more on digital

platforms.

Conduct regular training programs for

employees, implement robust encryption

technologies, and proactively detect and address

potential cyber threats.

In navigating the uncertainties of 2024, businesses

should not only address challenges but also seize new

opportunities for growth. 

Setting a resilient business plan for the year ahead,

coupled with flexibility and strategic advice, will

empower businesses to thrive amidst ongoing

challenges and uncertainties.
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