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Growth Ambition 5: Smart Region - 

integrating digital trends 

Background 
 

To achieve the ambitions of our region requires a strong and prosperous regional economy 

transformed by growing exports, innovation, investment and productivity – attained through 

building new sound partnerships and facilitating mutual connections and collaboration.  

The region has embraced the 

overwhelming digital trends underway 

globally. In fact, we cannot fully realise 

any of our 5 Ambitions without integrating 

principles into our way of life.  

To make these new technologies work 

better for all, our RSES will need to ensure 

that policies and systems are in place that 

can help people transition to a world much 

more digitally connected.  

 

 

"This has significant economic and spatial implications and if not 

considered strategically could exacerbate current challenges 

particularly in the more rural areas of the region" 
 

The concept of Smart Region is an extension and the next phase in the development of a  

Smart City model, which recognises that, in order for the region to achieve our smart 

potential future, we need to consider the opportunities, benefits and challenges that smart 

technologies can offer beyond the traditional applications in a mostly urban context.  

Due to the geography and connectivity within the northern and western region it is imperative 

to enable a wholesale smart strategy for all and to take innovations beyond the urban areas, 

facilitate larger distribution of knowledge & innovation, and cater for the digital enhancement 

of our communities. To not do so implies condoning and exacerbating a digital divide and 

increased exclusivity investment in innovation, infrastructure and networks is a key enabler 

to achieve all Ambitions in our Growth Framework.   
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In general terms, the aim of Growth Ambition 5 is to produce a high-tech intensive and 

advanced approach that connects people, information, governance and policies using new and 

existing technologies to create an efficient, clean, sustainable, eco-friendly, competitive and 

innovative region with an enhanced quality of life. Focusing not just on intra-connectivity but 

urban-rural and encouraging policy alignment that enables it.  

 

 

INSERT MAP OF EXISTING EXAMPLES FROM OUR REGION 
 

 

Introduction  
 

Cities and regions globally are increasingly shifting towards innovation, bringing digitisation 

and the Internet of Things (IoT) into all aspects of human and business life. This movement is 

taking place in order to apply these technologies to addressing challenges while maintaining 

liveability. Smart places are magnets for knowledge, talent, creativity, high value jobs and 

investment. 

"A Smart Region is a large area, of 

mixed urban and non-urban use, 

where smart technologies have been 

deployed to benefit the economic 

growth, quality of life and wellbeing 

of citizens in the territory".  

 

"Data does not stop at urban boundaries. Collaboration on a regional level 

ensures smaller communities can tap into a larger body of knowledge. Our 

Smart region approach can pave the way for such digital inclusion and 

innovation".  
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These cities are able to attract and retain talent and to grow their economy, while those that 

do not embrace this change will risk losing key demographics, resulting in economic, 

environmental and even social decline. The justification for including our Smart Region as a 

core Growth Ambition as its principles align and integrate seamlessly with the regions 

remaining Growth Ambitions and in fact accelerate their achievement. We cannot have a 

vibrant, connected, natural and inclusive region without harnessing innovation.  

The reality in exploring our region is that we have many technological 'solutions' evidenced 

across many sectors that can be applied horizontally. In addition, strategy of this nature needs 

to be cognisant of the wider international trends and risks. In order to mitigate these, and 

particularly 'Strategic Technological Change Risks' identified in the 'National Risk 

Assessment' the Regional Assembly needs to plan for critical information infrastructure and 

networks whilst also ensuring our people are prepared for trends in disruptive technologies.  

Why a Smart Region  

 
Globally there is no single definition of a smart region. Each place must determine their 

interpretation, and their own objectives. Within a region there are varying stakeholders, 

cities, institutions, industries and communities moving at different speeds with the 

application of technology to their challenges.  

Smart places are more than just places where technology is overlaid on a urban or rural 

landscape. The have to integrate with more traditional spatial values of liveability, 

community, health, sustainability and economic resilience.  

Growth Ambition 5: Smart Region aims to enhance the reputation of this region of Ireland as 

an attractive place to live, work, visit and do business. We aim to develop a world class 

public infrastructure and regional governance structure using technological solutions that will 

allow all stakeholders in the region to participate in decision making and enjoy an enhanced 

environment. 

This approach will compliment and support the growing number of organisations in the 

region who are already working with smart solutions to improve our local communities, from 

localised renewable energy generation to so-called Internet of Things (IoT) sensors and open 

connected data portals. 

'The best way to build a path, is to start walking'. Our Smart story has 

commenced’.   

 



Working Document V 10082018  4 

Ultimately, achieving a Smart place will enable us to build sufficient capacity to optimise 

smarter solutions of governance, attract inward investment and develop centres of excellence 

for specific smart initiatives. 

 

Our approach to this smart strategy will be to underpin diversification of the local economy 

and drive inward investment along with the commercialisation of local and regional 

innovation. But we also want to celebrate and promote existing interventions.  

Why do we need a smart region?  
 

1. Respond to increasing trend for connectivity and opportunities that will present for 

aligning policy with funding / resource opportunities to enhance competitiveness in this 

region.  

2. Push the boundaries for promoting innovation and creativity, and encourage greater 

partnership internally and externally.  

3. Ensure that systems and institutions across this region respond to a demand for digital 

inclusion – education; local government; health; public services and industry where 

applicable 

4. Create a 'Place' recognised as the 'best place to live' 

Smart Places Project 

 

This project is a partnership between The Northern and Western Regional Assembly, The Western 

Development Commission and the Insight Centre for Data Analytics at NUI Galway. It will deliver a 

strategy to develop a world class smart region. It will focus on discovery and capacity building within the 

region. 

 

A project to build the responsiveness of our regional economy to modern, new and transformative global 

trends. Utilising our strongest resource in our people, to construct a resilient, dynamic and adaptive 

community. This region can lead Ireland into new industries, sectors and opportunities. What does this 

mean? What are the attributes of a Smart Region? 

 

Some of the world’s most innovative solutions exist in our region, across energy, healthcare, industry, 

commerce, communities etc. Our entrepreneurs, scientists, engineers, researchers are globally recognised 

for research, innovation and technology. Convergence between industry, government and state bodies 

illustrates numerous examples of ‘smart solutions’. Our intrapreneurs within sectors are applying 

innovation to traditional industries and practices with transformative affect. 
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Policy Context  

 

Europe 2020 Strategy is the European Unions 

(EU) agenda for growth and job creation. It 

emphasises smart, sustainable and inclusive 

growth. The Regional Assembly recognises that 

knowledge discovery takes place in the region’s 

universities and research institutes, public 

administration, third sector and private companies. 

In addition, this discovery innovation is witnessed 

across our indigenous enterprises supported by a 

network of Local Enterprise Office(s) and 

Enterprise Ireland.  

 

The expertise of the people working for these stakeholders give birth to strong science and 

research base, new technology and skills. It also creates potential for economic growth and 

increase in employment figures. Strong connectivity exists amongst these stakeholders but 

real economic value is attained through sectoral convergence. In turn policy instruments 

guide innovation activities and ultimately direct funding.  

 

The National Development Plan is explicit in stating that our Enterprise and Innovation 

strategy will be aligned to our NPF (and thus subsequent RSES) strategy with a particular 

focus on regional economic and employment growth. Investment in Higher Education and 

FET in this region will have a crucial role to play in achieving this objective in terms of the 

pipeline of skills and talent that sustains enterprise clustering and new investments.  

 

The National Development Plan considers the following areas of priority essential to 

achieving the Strategic Outcomes for Project Ireland 2040:  

1. by supporting entrepreneurialism and building competitive clusters in strategic sectors 

and activities; 

2. through collaborative actions at regional and local level; 

3. by realising a significant uplift in the performance of enterprises in terms of innovation, 

research and development export potential and productivity; and 

4. by attracting further investment to the regions. 

 

The vision for national enterprise policy as set out in Enterprise 2025: Innovative, Agile, 

Connected is for Ireland to be the best place to succeed in business, delivering higher 

standards of living for all. Specifically, the national policy goal is to: achieve sustainable full 

employment; bring unemployment rates down to within 1% of the national average; and, 

achieve regional productivity convergence so that the Northern and Western Region is within 

10% of the average outside Dublin and with international comparators. 
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Providing the Infrastructure  

A further policy announcement which is set to have considerable influence on how local 

authorities engage across our regions is the Draft Local Government ICT Strategy 2017-2022 

which was published in 2017. A key aim for the strategy is to take a “Digital First” approach 

to the supply of services to citizens.  

 

 

 

 

Digital Mayo 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Broadband Connectivity Rates 

 
Access to broadband is becoming ever more integral to how businesses operate, meaning it is 

key to economic performance. Similarly, we are seeing a proliferation of employment 

opportunities and positions that are not bound by physical location, such as an office in an 

urban location, but instead require fast and effective broadband. These changes impact how 

our regional economy have seen an increase in people working from home. The inference 

Digital Mayo is a strategy and work programme that will drive the 

digital agenda in Mayo from an enterprise, community and institutional 

perspective up to 2020. The strategy encompasses a wide range of 

measures that will support and nurture new digital businesses, 

innovation and technology application in enterprise, investment in ICT 

infrastructure and digital skills in the community and the workforce. 

 

Digital Mayo contains four strategic strands to guide future 

development activity: 

1. Promoting an inclusive and progressive Digital Society in Mayo 

2. Nurturing digital talent and supporting technology based 

start‐up’s  
3. Investment in digital Infrastructure 

4. Selling Mayo as a centre for innovation in the Natural 

Resources Economy (NRE) – tech solutions for non tech sector 

The Government sought to address greater use of digital technologies with a series of policy initiatives 

in recent years under the broad heading of ‘The National Broadband Plan’. Key among these were 

‘The National Broadband Plan – Delivering a Connected Society, 2012’ and the ‘National Digital 

Strategy for Ireland, 2013’. The National Broadband Plan’s key aim is to deliver high speed 

broadband services to all businesses and households in Ireland. This is being achieved through a 

combination of: 

1. Commercial investment by the telecommunications sector and 

2. State Intervention in those areas where it is not commercially viable for private sector 

providers to provide the service 

 

The National Broadband Plan is being co-funded through the Regional Operational Programme 

(ERDF) which is managed by the NWRA 
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being that the higher the rate of broadband connectivity the more opportunities for economic 

growth.  

Across the state just over 70% of households have access to broadband connectivity, while 

18.4% do not. Within our region we see just over 63% of our households with broadband 

connection and 23% are 'unconnected'.  

Invariably across this region, access to 

broadband connectivity is higher in urban 

areas. However the Government has 

committed to increasing the levels of access 

across the state and this region under the 

National Broadband Plan.  

The digital image demonstrates connectivity 

levels across the region and clearly 

illustrates an urban - rural divide.  

 

Foundations for a Smart Region 
 

The region already boasts a number of assets that provide the foundations for it to accelerate 

its participation in the next economy. With a strong international reputation in clean tech, 

Creative Industries, Food & Natural Resources; ICT, Manufacturing, Engineering, life 

science and RTDI, the region not only has the hard infrastructure for growth but also the 

skills, knowledge and reputation. Notwithstanding this there are existing network challenges 

that needs to be addressed to ensure participation in a Smart future.  

Becoming a Smart Region is a complex process and requires the sustained commitment of 

many different stakeholders. It is not something that the Regional Assembly can achieve 

alone, not should it be attempted. We recognise that collaboration is critical to success in the 

smart region endeavour and have actively sought and established partnership strategies and 

‘Our Ambition for a Smart Region leverages the smart city movement to improve our 

liveability, sustainability and economic diversity, develop local innovation, build 

international profile and attract talent and inward investment. It is not a roadmap but an 

enabling strategy to encourage local innovation and further collaboration. It is fully aligned 

with Project Ireland 2040’.  
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collaborative approaches. Notwithstanding this, there are already world class examples of the 

application of technology across industry, sectors and community in the Northern and 

Western Region. There are also emerging clusters that can demonstrate that this region can be 

a world leader in some areas.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 SmartBay 

 

SmartBay Ireland supports the 

national marine test facility for the 

development of innovative products 

and services for the global maritime 

sector. This includes the trial and 

validation of novel marine sensors, 

prototype equipment and the 

collection and dissemination of 

marine data to national and 

international users of the facility. 
 Roscommon County Council Open Data 

Portal 

 

This Open Data Portal has been made available 

by Roscommon County Council for the 

purpose of promoting innovation and 

transparency through the publication of data 

relating to the County of Roscommon in open, 

free and reusable formats, as well as through 

stats, graphs and apps.national and 

international users of the facility. 

 AgInnovation  

The speed of technological advancement is 

changing the face of agriculture and giving rise 

to a new generation of agri-tech businesses and 

entrepreneurs.  

 Galway City and Galway County Council commissioned the Whitaker 

Institute at NUI Galway to undertake an industrial baseline study to 

support the development of an economic plan for the city and county. 

 

One of its core outputs is Visualisation using Public Data 
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In an increasingly digital economy and technology- driven age, regions need to look towards 

new approaches, innovative technologies and smart infrastructure to create an environment 

that supports community and economic growth. 

Concept  
 

The concept of a Smart Region is derived from the similar concept of a Smart City, where a 

shared technological infrastructure is used to benefit citizens in a particular urban area. It 

however also recognised that cities do not exist in isolation, and that concentrating the 

deployment of smart technologies to urban areas would be, at best, a missed opportunity.  

The concept of Smart Region is therefore much broader and considers smart technologies 

deployed throughout a larger geographical area, which might englobe our metropolitan, urban 

settlements, as well as non-urban areas. As such, it also potentially addresses a larger set of 

sectors than the ones typically addressed by Smart Cities (transport, energy, etc.), as well as 

collaboration between multiple local authorities. Attributes that this region can focus on 

include, but are not limited to;  

Smart Governance Smart Education Smart Healthcare 

Smart Building Smart Mobility Smart Infrastructure 

Smart Technology Smart Energy Smart Environment 

Smart Utilities Smart Innovation Smart Communities 

Smart Agriculture Smart Marine Smart Commerce 

Smart Tourism Smart Industry Smart Policies 
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Can our Region be Smart?  

 

 

Innovation  
 

Technological innovation is not just about robots and driverless cars. Innovation can be as 

simple as a change of process or better understanding of when to plant crops derived from 

data. The Northern and Western Region is the perfect location for innovation and change to be 

embraced. 

 

 

The Highland Council in Scotland are currently engaged in a number of projects 

supporting their cities in becoming smarter and better connected. Designed to use data and 

technology to enhance the region's environmental sustainability, it's economic 

development, and the well-being of its citizens, these projects aim to turn Inverness and its 

region into a smart city and a smart region. 

  

They include the deployment of an open data portal, the use of sensor data to optimise 

waste collection routes, improvement in the transport network with a focus on smart public 

transport, and the deployment of public wireless networks across the region. 

Helsinki Smart Region is the capital region of Finland with 26 municipalities and 1,6 

million inhabitants. It includes 300 km of coastline and highly qualified human capital. 

The region has an international airport and four international ports. With harsh Nordic 

weather conditions, an ageing population but long traditions in engineering, the Helsinki 

region is seen as a perfect testbed for urban services and activities.  

 

Different players from the whole Helsinki region – business, cities, public sector, research, 

education centres, start-ups and the citizen – create smart innovations and tests together. 

The region’s smart specialisation strategy directs these various activities. The Helsinki 

region has in recent years applied the concept of Smart Specialisation in the development 

of the region. This has included identifying key priorities for a smart approach in the 

region, including industry digitalisation, clean technology, health and wellbeing and the 

“citizen’s city”.  
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Adopting a Smart approach to building our regional innovation system encourages the rapid 

diffusion of knowledge, skills and best practice. Identified need emerging from our 

consultation process focused on four key areas, and align with programmes announced in the 

National Development Plan 2018.  

• Fostering regional Research & Development and innovation capacities in line with regional 

economic development objectives. Utilising by supporting industry or technology-specific 

competence centres, competitiveness poles involving public and private organisations, 

promoting technology transfer etc. New ‘Technology and Innovation Poles’ (TIPs) will be 

developed through Enterprise Ireland and the Industrial Development Authority (IDA) to 

drive regional and rural development. These TIPs should be considered essential 

designations for Galway, Athlone, Sligo and Letterkenny.  

 

• Stimulating innovation in SMEs by promoting 3rd level-enterprise cooperation networks 

particularly with Local Enterprise Offices and Local Authorities; by supporting business 

The SolarStreetBin™ installed in Belmullet Co. Mayo is a solar powered litter bin  

with integrated compaction and communication modules which are planned to  

increase the efficiency of the litter collection service in the town. 

 

There is a history of Belmullet embracing new technologies and the installation of  

the SolarStreetBin™ products continues that trend. The Tidy Towns Committee in 

conjunction with Mayo County Council were eager to explore options for improving the 

ascetics and the efficiency of the litter collection service in the town. The IoT  

litter bins from PEL Waste Reduction Equipment were selected for that task and both 

compacting and non-compacting variants of the SolarStreetBin™ Installed on the 6th July 

2018. 

 

Historically litter bins in Belmullet were collected on a daily basis irrespective of the litter 

levels within the bins.  Now the bin-fill sensor on the  SolarStreetBin™  will allow litter 

levels to be monitored and an alert issued when a bin needs to be emptied. The monitoring 

and alerts functions will mean the council can focus their collection resources on the bins 

that are full and require service. Ultimately this will mean an increase in the efficiency  

litter collection service on offer to the town. 

Wiener Neustadt, Austria 

 

With over 40,000 inhabitants, Wiener Neustadt has a smaller population than Galway 

metropolitan area and presents itself as the focal point of South-Eastern Lower Austria as 

well as a centre of industry, trade and research. Technopole refers to a centre of high-tech 

manufacturing and information-based quaternary industry.  
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networks and clusters of SMEs, by facilitating SMEs’ access to advanced business support 

services, and by improving the effectiveness of these services (networks).  

• Promoting entrepreneurship and new new business development by facilitating the 

economic exploitation of new ideas, by fostering the creation of new business from 

universities, IoT's and existing enterprises, 

• Working with 3rd Level sector, Skills Fora and FET's to enhance / tailor training to the 

emerging innovation system. 

 

Implications  
 

This strategy for a Smart region will augment existing City / County Development Plans and 

also complement projects, initiatives and pilots underway across the region. The strategy 

aims to encourage urban and rural renewal programmes to provide greater economic 

opportunity, to accentuate smart technology and create enabling environments that add to this 

regions existing lifestyle advantages.  

But before the benefits can be reaped, our Planning system and policy instruments need to 

seriously think about smart technologies on a holistic level and start planning for their future 

today. Updating infrastructure that is already in place is fundamental to success. With an 

existent weaker urban infrastructure, weaker utility services and a disconnected transportation 

system the Northern and Western Region needs to ensure necessary investment is made to 

address existing infrastructural deficits but equally strive to guarantee that our communities 

do not become 'doubly disadvantaged'.  This challenge is being addressed locally, nationally 

and at EU level.  

Without the right infrastructure there can be no smart future. The fact that broadband access 

to the internet is a basic requirement to allow citizens to explore the potential benefits of the 

digital environment was recognised by the government and in order to address this challenge, 

the National Broadband Plan was commissioned. Progress has already been made in rolling 

out high-speed broadband across the country under this plan but much work is still ongoing. 

This is a major priority for the government and recognition that Ireland cannot optimise the 

benefits it obtains from the digital world until all citizens are connected. The fact remains that 

in 2016, according the CSO, 23% of households in this region remain 'unconnected'.  
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Strategic Objectives  

 

SMART ENVIRONMENT  
 

1. Facilitate the provision of high-quality, high-speed broadband access to as many people 

(at home, work and leisure) as possible across the region.  

2. Promote technology interventions and best practice that enhance sustainability in public 

places, parks, waterways and building management 

3. Encourage policies that promote effecive resource management through the application 

of new technologies, data and environmental management.  

4. Encourage, pilot and collaborate with stakeholders to adopt technologies that improve 

energy and resource sustainability across the region. Equally supporting our Growth 

Ambition 3: Natural Region 

5. Adopt digital technologies and service platforms across the region to improve Council 

planning, asset management and service delivery 

 

 

 

Case Study in Excellence - using technology to address Brexit 

 

In July 2017, Donegal County Council and Derry City and Strabane District Council began 

working with Maynooth University on the development of a North West Regional 

Dashboard.  

 

As a tool for decision-making, dashboards provide a visual means to organise and interact 

with data, using maps, graphs, charts, gauges, 3D models and other visual analytics that are 

dynamic, interactive, and inter-linked (Few, 2006).  With the process of the U.K. leaving 

the EU continuing to generate a great deal of uncertainty, the importance of having access 

to accurate and up-to-date data for this cross-border region cannot be under-estimated. 

 

The first cross-border Dashboard, the North West Regional Dashboard will provide 

citizens, public sector workers and companies with real-time information, time-series 

indicator data, and interactive maps about all aspects of the City Region and wider North 

West Region.   As a tool, it will enable users to gain detailed, up-to-date intelligence about 

the region that will aid everyday decision-making and foster evidence-informed analysis. 
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SMART ECONOMY  
 

1.  Leverage the Smart region approach to secure EU and private financing to accelerate 

business growth and economic development.  

 

2. Actively develop the regional innovation ecosystem's capacity to nurture businesses, 

artists, creatives and innovators and generate economic growth in key industry sectors 

aligned with Enterprise 2025 Objectives and NDP investments 

 

3. Promote a local and regional 'Open Data' policy and build a Regional Data Infrastructure 

platform - data is at the basis of the smart approach. A data infrastructure is a shared 

technological platform where data can be collected, processed, shared and analysed from 

across the region. 

4. Seed the creation of a digitally connected 

innovation corridor connecting existing, 

emerging and new incubation spaces 

(Portershed, Building Block etc) that will 

attract businesses and industries working in 

the digital economy and creative industries 

 

 

SMART MOBILITY  
 

1. Develop and deliver strategy and infrastructure to enable the adoption and integration of 

future modes of transport and mobility 

 

2. Continue to encourage Active Travel initiatives and where possible leverage technology 

and digital platforms to enhance the delivery of cycleway and walking infrastructure, 

particularly in our urban centres 

3. Promote values and policies that make it easy to commute between home, work and 

school across the region in a way that contributes to a healthy, attractive and climate-

friendly region 
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SMART GOVERNMENT  
 

1. Understand, advocate for, and facilitate the existing and future infrastructure needs of our 

urban areas, wider region and beyond – immediate priorities include access to ultra-fast 

and rural broadband initiatives. 

2. Encourage the exploitation of data and information pertinent to new spatial forms and to 

consider enhanced infrastructural requirements for a fully connected region. 

3. Create and adopt policy frameworks, open standards and information technology 

platforms to make appropriate city datasets accessible and available to increase 

productivity and growth 

4. Establish a “Smart Region Hub”: Build on the Smart Places foundation in order to  

craft a vision for our sustained & integrated regional Smart future,  

 

 

SMART PEOPLE 
 

1. With partners in IDA and other relevant agencies seed the architecture for a digital skills 

platform  

 

2. Enable access and utilisation of public data to improve planning, stimulate economic 

development, encourage people into business.  

 

3. Through Local Economic and Community Plans encourage access to digital technologies 

to reduce the digital divide, improve digital literacy and ensure equitable community 

access 

 

4. Use digital platforms to enable improved communication and engagement between 

citizens and local authorities including fostering the capacity for community to 

influenced decision-making 

 

5. With our partners in Local Govenment / Local Development promote the benefits of 

high-speed broadband to ensure that uptake and use is as high as possible 

 

6. New ‘Technology and Innovation Poles’ (TIPs) encouraged in our Metropolitan and 

Regional Growth centres.  

 

 

 


