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"The process for 

the NWRA has 

been as valuable 

as the outcome. 

Building a 

cohesive 

response to an 

important 

challenge" 

 

Strategic 
Analysis & 
Vision 
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NWRA: Approach to Strategy 
 

The new Regional Spatial and Economic Strategy for our region is based on partnership, collaborative 

leadership, with a clear focus on place-based regional economic development and effective regional 

planning.  

 

Strategy is concerned with getting from where we are to where we want to be. The primary vehicle for 

us is the preparation and implementation of Regional Spatial and Economic Strategies (RSES). Our 

RSES aims to provide regional level strategic planning and economic policy in support of the 

implementation of the National Planning Framework. 

 

Our RSES process has been about getting things done, and that is why it is so important and timely. 

Our vision for the RSES has been stimulated by the desire to achieve something; and that requires 

creativity and analysis. It also requires leadership to inspire others in the formulation and delivery of 

strategy.  

 

 NWRA RSES: Vision & Mission 

Vision  "Play a leading role in the transformation of this region into a vibrant, 

connected, natural, inclusive and smart place" 

 
Mission 

Craft a vision for this region that responds to an identified and shared 

challenge. Publish a strategy that is informed, ambitious but 

achievable. Understand the wider policy & legislative environment in 

order to leverage funding and investment. Utilise the process to create 

benefit for the region whilst adding value to the role of the NWRA.  

 

 

 

‘Our RSES has been 

formulated upon 

strategic analysis, but 

we have also drawn 

inspiration throughout 

our consultation 

process from 

individuals, 

workshops and 

submissions.’ 



Working Document V 10082018  3 

Making Good Strategy  
 

In the crafting of our strategic content, a need was identified to frame the strategy around high level 

themes - Vibrant, Connected, Natural, Inclusive and Smart. The formulation of 'Themes' around 

the RSES is important. There should be a clear link between identified policy objectives and the 

'Vision' for the region.  

 

In addition, because it is a 'Strategy', there needs to be a clear link between mandatory policy 

Objectives integrated through existing national policy and those Objectives that are desirable and 

inspired by our consultation and engagement process.  

 
Strategic Process 
 
Set out below is an overview of our adopted 

'Strategic Process'. Steps along the way in 

formulating our Regional Spatial and Economic 

Strategy that included -  

1. Visioning,  

2. Strategic Analysis,  

3. Scenarios,  

4. Strategy formulation 

5. Implementation.  

 

 

Methodology  
 

In October 2017, the Minister for Housing, Planning and Local Government directed that the three 

Regional Assemblies commence the preparation of the Regional Spatial and Economic Strategies for 

their individual regions, as a replacement to the Regional Planning Guidelines (RPGs) 2010 -2022.  

 

The RSES has identified this region’s key strategic 

assets, opportunities and challenges and set out policy 

responses to ensure that people’s needs – such as 

access to housing, jobs, ease of travel and overall 

well-being – are met, up to 2040 and beyond.  

 

Section 23 of the Planning and Development Act, 2000 

(as amended) sets out in detail the required content 

and objectives of every regional spatial and economic 

strategy. The stages outlined here scope out the steps 

required from publication of Issues Paper to the 

delivery of our RSES. The RSES process is also 

required to undertake at an appropriate scale, a 

Strategic Environmental Assessment of the RSES 

which fully complies with and incorporates the 

principles of the SEA Directive and associated 
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guidelines and legislation. In addition an Appropriate Assessement in compliance with the Habitats 

Directive and a Strategic Flood Risk Assessment are being undertaken. All three assessments inform 

this RSES. 

 

Creative Engagement  
 

Upon commencement of the RSES process the Northern and 

Western Regional Assembly initiated a pre-draft consultation on the 

RSES in November 2017, which concluded on 16th February 2018. 

This included (but was not limited to);  

 

• The Northern and Western Regional Assembly commenced a 

pre-draft consultation on the RSES on 27th November 2017, 

which concluded on 16th February 2018, coinciding with the 

publication of Project Ireland 2040 (National Planning 

Framework) and the National Development Plan 2018-2026. 

124 submissions/observations were received in response to 

our 'Issues Paper'. 

• Four focused stakeholder workshops were held  and the 

‘Report on Pre-Draft RSES Stakeholder Workshops January 

2018 which summarises the outputs of those workshops was 

provided to the Elected Members of the NWRA at their 

February 2018 meeting.  

• Workshops with members of the NWRA and both West and Border Strategic Policy Areas (SPAs) 

Committees 

• In tandem, consultation with the statutory Environmental Bodies in respect of Environmental 

Scoping has been ongoing and it will inform the considerations 

of the Draft RSES. 

• Extensive engagement with our Technical Working Group 

Members and representatives of Local Authorities, Government 

Departments, State Agencies; Industry representatives and 

other regional stakeholders (Health, Education, Enterprise etc) 

• On 16th February 2018 Project Ireland 2040, National Planning 

Framework and the National Development Plan 2018-2027 was 

launched in Sligo and it has largely reflected the Regional Asks 

that were made by the NWRA in its collaborative submission for 

the region.  
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In order to inform our Vision and justify the selection of our key strategic themes 

an appropriate level of assessment has been conducted relating to 'evidence 

collected', 'trends' and 'risk'. This assessment along with our comprehensive engagement has 

informed the selection of our 'Growth Ambitions' or our ‘Opportunities’.  

 

The Evidence Base 
 

Upon its publication, the Regional Spatial and Economic 

Strategy (RSES), as prepared by the Northern and 

Western Regional Assembly (NWRA), will aim to be a 

high-level, strategic document that guides and informs 

spatial planning and economic development across the 

entire region over a 12 to 20-year period. This medium 

to long term document will help determine a path to 

creating a more dynamic and vibrant region which all 

our citizens can enjoy. 

 

Such an ambitious plan requires a solid evidence base to 

formulate approaches and objectives for future growth. An understanding of 

Platform for Collaborative Leadership 
 

In late 2016 the NWRA facilitated a process of engagement with its 

9 constituent Local Authorities and regional stakeholders. Setting 

out a vision in the preparation of the NPF and articulating '9 

Regional Asks' in response to the draft National Planning 

Framework. 

 

The final National Planning Framework articulated the ambitions of 

this region and will be an enabler for this 'Place' to reach its 

potential 

 

  

Masterclass in Regional Development  
 

To conclude our pre-draft consultation the NWRA hosted a One Day Masterclass in 

Collaborative Leadership. This innovative approach engaged senior regional and 

national leaders to consider effective responses to our challenges. The event also 

focused collective thought on this regions assets and strengths. Elements that are 

valuable, rare & inimitable.  

 

 

Evidence Base 

Risk Analysis 

Trend 
Analysis 
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the current socio-economic conditions across the region allows for 

a targeted approach to the creation of the objectives set out in this 

document.  

 

The NWRA procured the services of Future Analytics Consulting 

Ltd to conduct a baseline study in consultation with our 

stakeholders. This evidence-base informs this strategy and future 

decision making. 

 

As an organisation responsible for governance, the Northern and 

Western Assembly will oversee the development and growth of a 

region that is comprised of all most one million people, hundreds 

of villages, towns and cities, and a range of differing landscapes. 

It is this dynamic mix that ensures the region is such a vibrant one, however the extent and varied 

nature of the region also means that not every aspect of it can be recorded and analysed, particularly 

not in a concise and succinct quantitative report.  

 

There are so many intangibles, such as experiences and stories that cannot be recorded, similarly 

there are an endless array of records and facts that could be included. Nonetheless, in this baseline 

study we will attempt to outline some of the more significant elements of the region, specifically the 

data recorded in our regular Census counts. This quantitatively recorded data can provide essential 

insights into how the region functions, and allow for objectives for future development to be set. 

 

The information contained in the report is also essential to the preparation of the Strategic 

Environmental Assessment (SEA) Appropriate Assessment (AA) and Strategic Flood Risk 

Assessment (SFRA). This report sets out the baseline position for the Northern and Western Region, 

including the key issues and parameters which will inform the preparation of constituent County & City 

Development Plans, MASPs and Growth Centres.  

 

  

‘Effective strategy should define how the elements fit together; and 

there should be more than an element of innovation’. 

"This quantitatively 

recorded data can 

provide essential 

insights into how the 

region functions, and 

allow for objectives 

for future 

development to be 

set" 
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Trends 
 

An analysis of current development trends and work undertaken by the Economic and Social 

Research Institute (ESRI) for the NPF in projecting likely future development scenarios to 

2040. If we don't plan strategically and make decisions based on new trends and evidence 

then this region risks entering a vicious 

circle of regional economic decline.  
 

The research suggests that there will be: 

• A continuation of sprawling growth 

• Ongoing shift of people and jobs to Dublin and 

the east coast 

• A degraded environment  

• Continuing disparity between where people 

live and work, with increased community times 

• Exacerbation of rural and village decline  

• Uncompetitive cities and urban areas  

 

As we respond to these challenges together, we 

need to think and act deliberately to grow the 

regions resilience. We need a strong focus on a 

vibrant diversified economy and good continuing 

to provide excellent opportunities for our people. 

Whilst considering growth and development our 

RSES must also play a strategic role in urban and rural design and protection of our natural and built 

heritage – protecting this regions unique sense of place. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Mitigating Risk  
 

The national risk landscape has seen some significant change with 

developments such as the departure of the UK from the European Union 

progressing and evolving, and implications of issues such as climate change 

continuing to evolve in terms of interpretation and preparations.  

 

With the exposure of this regions border with Northern Ireland and the inter-

connectivity of services, industry, communities and local economies across 

territory the RSES needs to be particularly cognisant of 'risk' associated with 

Brexit.  

National Risk Categories 

Geopolitical  

Economic  

Social  

Environmental  

Technological  

 

‘The NPF is a long-term Framework that sets out how Ireland 

can move away from the current, ‘business as usual’ pattern of 

development. This means that it seeks to disrupt trends that 

have been apparent for the last fifty years and have 

accelerated over the past twenty’ 
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"Data published in a joint report by Derry City and Strabane District Council and Donegal 

County Council show that there are more than 326,000 journeys made per week across the 

Border crossings at Derry/Bridgend, Muff village to Derry and Strabane and Lifford" 

 

In terms of Brexit, intensive and sustained engagement at an EU level has taken place over the past 

year which has ensured that Ireland’s unique issues and concerns have been fully understood by the 

EU27 and have been to the fore of the EU’s negotiating approach to date.  

 

There is wide support for the position that nothing is agreed until everything is agreed, including on 

the backstop and the other national issues. Analysis and research has continued to improve our 

understanding of the trade and other risks for Ireland potentially arising from Brexit.  

 

Clearly, some sectors and this region will be harder hit than others. While 13% of total Irish goods 

exports (€15bn) and 16% of total Irish service exports (€22bn) went to the UK in 2016, for certain 

sectors and sub-sectors, the figures were much higher. For example, in the agri- food sector, 37% of 

Irish food and drink exports went to the UK in 2016, and within that sector, exports to the UK 

accounted for 50% of beef exports, 56% of pig meat exports, and 53% of cheese exports.  

 

In addition to trading difficulties, the Irish fisheries sector also faces very significant difficulties in the 

context of potential loss of access to UK waters and loss of quota share. 34% of all fish landings by 

Irish vessels are currently taken from UK waters. The OECD estimates that a ‘Hard Brexit’ with trade 

governed by WTO rules could reduce exports by 20% in some sectors such as agriculture and food. 

 

Research commissioned by the Department of Business, Enterprise and Innovation found that while 

the Irish economy is expected to grow out to 2030, Brexit produces a dampening effect in all 

scenarios. For the Northern and Western Region, developments in US trade policy, in particular an 

increased emphasis on protectionist policies, and the growing threat of a global trade war, have given 

rise to a further intensification of risks around geopolitical stability.  

 

As the US is Ireland’s largest trading partner and export market, the risks for the Irish economy are 

therefore significant.  

 

Housing continues to present a significant challenge for Ireland, both in terms of meeting the current 

demand, as well as a growing concern around the affordability of housing, in particular in Galway City,  
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Sligo, Letterkenny and Athlone. This risk also has social risks, as well as economic 

implications for this regions competitiveness and ability to attract foreign direct investment 

(FDI).  

 

‘Anecdotal evidence from consultations with IDA representatives suggest that housing 

provision in the short to medium term could be a significant barrier to winning new 

investment into the region’ 

 

Similarly, risks around infrastructure constraints persist, and could impede the Northern and 

Western Regions ability to attract labour and investment. A range of international 

benchmarks are available comparing the stock and quality of infrastructure in Ireland with 

competitors. Ireland’s diminished investment is evident in declining and low scores in 

relation to the perception of overall infrastructure quality, with Ireland’s score falling over 

the five years to 2016.  

 

Climate change commitments and ever more demanding EU targets 

mean that power generation, transport and heat increasingly have to be 

produced from sustainably-produced electricity. As an EU member state, 

as well as a signatory to the UN Paris Agreement, Ireland has committed 

itself to a reduction of greenhouse gases along with a multitude of other 

sustainability related measures.  

 

While the majority of direction will come from National government, 

responsibility will also fall on the NWRA as well as it’s constituent local 

Galway in Focus 

 

Multinational companies are the driving force behind the Galway 

economy, with almost €9 billion worth of exports last year from 15 

top locally-based companies. The performance of the companies in 

Galway – which employ more than 11,000 people in the city and 

county is testament to what the region can delivery but highlights the 

reliance the economy has on US multinational investment. 

The ‘Life Sciences’ sector (which includes pharmaceuticals and 

medical devices) continues to be a core contributor to the economy 

in Galway and the entire country. The biggest exporter in Galway 

and the eleventh biggest in the country is Boston Scientific in 

Ballybrit, which employs around 3,000 and had exports an estimated 

€4 billion annually.  

 

Another globally successful company operating out of Galway is 

Medtronic in the Parkmore Business Park with exports valued at 

almost €1.2 billion, and employing nearly 1,900 people. 
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authorities (Climate Adaption Framework) to ensure that targets are being met. How we 

produce our energy is going to play a major role 

in determining how successful the country is in 

tackling climate change targets, specifically 

GHG emissions.  

 

The following map outlines the locations of all 

existing windfarms and hydro-electricity 

facilities across the region. 

 

‘The Northern and Western Regional Assembly 

needs to strategically prepare for locally-based 

energy networks enabling locally produced 

energy to the grid and flexible energy 

consumption’ 

 

 

There are significant risks for Ireland in terms of 

failing to implement appropriate policies and provide the long term pricing signals to 

encourage investment and behavioural change. There is also significant opportunities for this 

region through resource efficiency and the commercial application of technology to existing 

and emerging energy generation sources.  

 

The pace of technological developments means that this is a risk category which needs to be 

monitored closely. Disruptive technology trends are continuously bringing new ways of 

conducting business, manufacturing products and making decisions which could usurp 

traditional methods and lead to significant job losses in affected sectors. While there is also 

significant spatial considerations for the distribution and integration of new technologies for 

effective land-use planning; ensuring our 'Places', both private and public are fully equipped 

for a smart, modern and connected future.  

 

While no sector will be immune to the impact of disruptive technology, jobs and functions 

that require greater degrees of cognition, subjective thought and personal interaction will be 

somewhat cushioned. The acquisition of new skills is vital to keep pace with advances in 
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technology. Similarly, the availability of the right skills is a key enabler of enterprise 

performance and growth.  

 

Growth Framework 
 

The intent behind the RSES is to provide regional level strategic planning and economic 

policy in support of the implementation of the National Planning Framework. Our region 

justifies a particular focus in the National Planning Framework. This is due to a historically 

lower level of urbanisation compared to other regions, proximity to the border and risks 

posed by Brexit. The region also has a number of historical challenges impacting on its 

competiveness and sustainability. Most notably the comparably lower level of investment in 

enabling infrastructures such as ports, harbours, utilities, roads, rail and utilities. 

 

The resulting impact has created a 

profile of a region addressing matters 

such as: 

» Distance and Scale  

» Skills retention and development 

» Generating Greater Value From 

Our Knowledge and Innovation 

System 

» Access to Capital to Fund 

Innovation 

» Infrastructure and Accessibility  

» Perception of this region and 

associated narrative  

 

It has been well documented that the NWRA falls behind many other regions in terms of 

economic performance. With the exception of the 2011-2012 period when Gross Value 

Added (GVA) in the Region grew more rapidly than any other region in Ireland, it has since 

fallen back and the gap between it and the remaining regions is widening. In addition when 

the latest set of regional GDP statistics are analysed for 2016, they illustrate a rise in regional 

disparity. This is contributing to a growing body of evidence supporting a strong 'place-based' 

‘The region will need to ensure the strategic alignment between national sectoral strategy on 

education, training, innovation and skills is responding to the place based demand evident in 

our Regional Skills Fora and initiatives like the Action Plan for Jobs’. 
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approach. This mirrors the suggestion within the NWRA submission to the NPF draft 

consultation seeking 'positive discrimination' for investment to this region.  

 

Starkly, when we analyse further, the latest GDP/capita figures available date from 2016. For 

Ireland it means that the Southern Region and Eastern Region will remain a 'developed 

region' and that the Northern and Western Region will revert back to 'transition region' 

(EU Regional Designation).  

 

 

Growth Ambitions  
 

A concerted response is required. A certain level of infrastructure, quality of education, 

advanced producer services and quality of life are needed to support informational-type 

economic activities and businesses.  

 

In the absence of centres of scale that can provide these items, certain economic activities 

will not operate in the region and specific groups of workers will migrate out of the region. If 

these resources are lost, the region risks entering a vicious circle of regional economic 

decline.  

 

Thus, the NWRA is concerned with initiatives that focus on achieving higher economic 

growth from both the existing (or mature) sectors of our economy as well as those that are 

new or emerging.  

 

Our RSES introduces the concept of a Growth Framework because regional growth cannot be 

achieved through linear steps. Integrated strategic planning connects the planning function 

across the region to improve operational alignment (County / City Development Plans with 

RSES) and financial investment through Strategic Investment Priorities. The intention is for it 

to accurately represent a complete model where the region links strategic and operational 

challenges with prioritised capital interventions.  

 

‘The Growth Framework aligns existing regional initiatives, identifies future priorities and 

actions, and considers the resources and partnerships required (Implementation)’ 

 

Isolated interventions will not achieve the ambitions of this region, nor will investment in 

infrastructure alone. There is a complentarity to regional initiatives that we cannot ignore. We 

cannot aspire to being a 'Great Place to Live' if we don't manage our physical environment. 

Equally the region will be hampered in its growth if it does not pursue policies that encourage 

compact growth and scale. Thus an integrated framework to synergise investments and plan 
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for strategic interventions is proposed, in order to maximise returns for our 'People and 

Place'. 

 

Our 'Five Growth Ambitions' define each priority and how they are mutually complementary. 

Our ambition is for a region that is Vibrant, Connected, Natural, Inclusive and Smart, 

consolidated by a strong settlement 

strategy focusing on 'People' and 

'Places'.  

 

The Growth Framework aligns 

existing regional initiatives, 

identifies future priorities and 

actions, and considers the resources 

and partnerships required 

(Implementation). The intention is 

that it becomes a living framework, 

which will be supported as required 

by detailed action plans, investment 

proposals and delivery partnerships. 

 

People and Place Compact growth will be pursued to ensure sustainable growth of 

more compact urban and rural settlements, supported by jobs, 

houses, services and amenities, rather than continued sprawl and 

unplanned, uneconomic growth. 

Natural It has been identified that more strategic actions are required to 

prepare the region for what is to come, and highlights the need to 

create a combined long term vision for the future of both energy 

supply and our ability to generate renewable energy. In order to 

address our energy requirements our RSES emphasises the need for 

co-ordination, new thinking, investment and skills to implement 

change. All considerations need to be cognisant of our natural 

resources, landscape and heritage (social & cultural).  

Connected Accessibility and mobility within the region has a direct effect on 

the region’s economic competitiveness. It also has an effect on the 

attractiveness of the region as a favourable living and visiting 

environment. The RSES will support further investment in 

sustainable transport measures. In addition, to achieve our Vision 

for 2040 the region needs to address grid infrastructure 
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Vibrant  The NWRA believes that strong economic growth, which creates 

permanent, sustainable jobs, is best achieved by building a 

competitive and productive economy. Focusing policies on scale, 

investing in connectivity and our people whilst aggressively 

pursuing a low carbon approach to enhance our differentiation.  

  

  

Inclusive  One of the strongest foundations and emerging propositions this 

region has to build on is its 'liveability'. The Region aspires to being 

one of the most liveable places in Europe with a commitment to 

sustainable and inclusive growth 

Smart To make these new technologies work 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. 

  

 

 

 

Initiatives that focus on achieving higher economic growth from both 

the existing (or mature) sectors of our economy as well as those that 

are new or emerging. Strategic areas where this region can 

differentiate its proposition through sectoral leadership or 'place 

based' responses.  

The overall Strategic Plan setting the 'Direction and 

Objectives'; followed by Governance, Measurement 

and Targets 

Six adopted Strategic Themes encapsulating the 

Vision for this Region for 2040. These Themes can 

enable the region align with NSOs and National 

Investment Priorities.  


