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Introduction 
This report follows from Part 1 – Baseline Socio-economic Analysis, building upon the insights gained from the 
regional profiles and emerging trends. In analysing the regional potential of the NWRA, this report uses 
focussed themes to draw out the opportunities and challenges that the region holds. Part 2 therefore provides 
a framework that the draft Regional Spatial and Economic Strategy can draw from, using the following 
thematic structure: 

1. People and Places 
2. Our Connected Place 
3. Our Vibrant Place 
4. Our Natural Place 
5. SMART Region 

Following a focussed analysis of the above themes the report sets out the Regional Potential including 
disruptors and enablers that have the potential to shape and influence the NWRA in the coming decades.  
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People and Places 
Regional Performance and Key Trends 
While NWRA faces challenges for some of the key indicators of quality of life, namely access to employment, it 
is well recognised that residents of the region enjoy high standards, particularly in terms of environmental quality 
and social capital. There is a growing recognition of the relationship between the environment, quality of life 
and regional identity and thus a desire to protect these assets for the value they contribute to our lifestyle and 
the regional economy as well as for their intrinsic value. Drawing from Part 1 Baseline Socio-economic report, 
Figure 1 below shows the key regional trends for health, education, diversity and access to walking and cycling 
trails.  

Population  
In report 1 a baseline profile of the region was provided which raised some important questions in relation to 
the future growth of the Northern and Western Region. Currently, the population within the NWRA area 
amounts to approximately 18% of Ireland’s total. This can be considered a relatively low proportion of the overall 
population considering the geographical size of the region. This should not be seen as a negative, rather it 
provides the region with its distinctly rural, and at times remote character which can be advantageous.  

As is the case in the rest of Ireland, the NWRA has an ageing population. The age cohorts that cover a range 
between 20 to 44 have seen a decline which, as discussed in report 1, can be explained due to emigration. It is 
true that population loss of these particular cohorts is more pronounced in the region, and this is something that 
requires mitigation. Younger adults inevitably follow employment opportunities, and with increased numbers of 
the Irish population undertaking third level education, there is a requirement to facilitate these graduates with 
professional employment opportunities. The concept of compact growth, and the prioritisation of development 
in our larger urban cores that is proposed in the NPF, and confirmed in the Draft RSES, is one such way this can 
be achieved. If our existing larger urban centres can consolidate their positions, and enhance their offerings 
further, it will attract people back to live and work in the region.  

Quality of Life 
Ireland performs well in quality of life satisfaction studies when compared with other countries. There are a 
variety of reasons for this including environmental quality, social capital, living conditions, health, security, 
economic security, access to employment, education and standards of working conditions. The EU’s study into 
overall life satisfaction places Ireland at 7.4 out of 10, which is 0.4% above the EU average of 7 out of 101.  

 

 

 
  

                                                             
1 http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/cache/infographs/qol/index_en.html  
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Consolidating Our Growth Centres 
The NWRA has for centuries been made up of a plethora of small towns and villages. More and more we are 
seeing urban consolidation, and a move towards critical massing to increase economies of scale in service 
provision, residential density and employment clustering. The following profiles highlight the 11 main centres 
for such activity, their key infrastructure, constraints and capacity for growth. Figure 1 provides an overview of 
the areas with the highest population densities in the region. As a whole, the region has approximately 33 
persons per sq.km. Leitrim has the lowest density levels with 20.2 persons per sq.km, while Monaghan is the 
highest county with 47.4 per sq.km.  

Figure 1. Population Density Map, CSO 2016 
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Urban Housing Capacity  
The region holds great potential for urban consolidation and growth within the main settlement centres. There 
are over 1,000 hectares of unbuilt zoned land for residential purposes cumulatively within Galway City, Sligo 
Town, Castlebar, Monaghan, Ballina, Carrick-on-Shannon, Roscommon Town, Ballinasloe, Cavan and Tuam. This 
figure is derived from a 2014 Department Environment, Community and Local Government report which 
assessed the residential land capacity across the country. It must, therefore, be stated that although this figure 
is useful in that it offers an insight into the potential availability, it may no longer be accurate considering the 
time that has passed since its publication. 

Added to this capacity, 15% of all existing residential stock across all CSO settlements in the region were recorded 
as being vacant in the 2016 Census. This level of urban vacancy is well above the State average of 8.6%. In rural 
parts of the region, the vacancy rate for existing residential stock is 23.2%, again well above the state average 
of 23.2%. High vacancy levels represent both a challenge and an opportunity to the region. The following section 
profiles each of the eleven largest towns in the region, detailing the key demographics for each settlement.  

 
Realising the Potential of our People and Places 
Undoubtedly the NWRA is a region with high quality of life indicators. There are some key focus areas which 
require attention if the region to reach its full potential. Addressing those the following key disruptors and 
enablers will benefit the quality of life of the region’s communities. 

Key disruptors and enablers 

The following key disruptors and enablers are seen as critical in disrupting current trends and enabling growth 
and development in the region: 

1. Work with the Department of Health and HSE to bolster access to healthcare in Counties Monaghan, 
Donegal, Leitrim and Cavan who require additional provision of GPs or Primary Care Centres (PPCs); 

2. Work with the Department of Health and HSE to examine in detail the reasons for low levels of self-
declared good health in County Cavan, and make appropriate recommendations to improve this; 

3. Development of a new Radiation Oncology Unit at University College Hospital, Galway as per the 
National Development Plan 2018-2027; 

4. Work with the Department of Education and Skills to examine in detail the low levels of growth for 
Third-Level Educational attainment for counties Donegal and Leitrim; 

5. Work with Fáilte Ireland and Tourism Ireland and other bodies to promote and enhance the region’s 
reputation as one with immense recreational quality, not just for visitors but for residential amenity.  

6. Work with the Department of Housing, Planning and Local Government to address high levels of 
vacancy in both the residential and commercial building stock, which requires immediate attention to 
enable reuse.  

7. Work with all local authorities to strategically plan for the population growth projections envisaged by 
the DoHPLG2. 

8. Ensure that population growth is consolidated to those urban centres where there is potential to 
build a critical mass for the provision of services and amenities; 

9. Ensure the integrated delivery of infrastructure to meet the growth targets set out in the Draft RSES; 
10. Facilitate the development of a Technological University to promote further education in the region. 

 

                                                             
2 The Department of Housing, Planning and Local Government issued a Circular in July 2018 which provides 
elaboration on the population projections referred to in the NPF. It sets out a range of population growth 
targets for each County up to the year 2031. These targets can be found in Report 1. 
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Our Connected Place  
The northwest region’s landscape and dislocation from cities of scale presents challenges of connectivity to the 
NWRA. Figure 2 below shows the key existing infrastructure in the overall transport network for the NWRA. 

Figure 2. Transport network map 
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Regional Performance and Key Trends 
In terms of sustainable transport and modal shift away from vehicle dependency, the region faces challenge 
given the predominance of dispersed communities with shortcomings in critical mass. Despite this challenge, 
the region is slowly moving away from dependency on the private car. Notwithstanding this modal shift, the 
region underperforms when compared with State trends.  

Realising the Potential of Our Connected Place 
Continued investment in transport infrastructure is essential for the NWRA, particularly around sustainable 
modes such as bus and rail. However, there is also a need to be cognisant of the dispersed nature of the NWRA 
region, where sustainable modes may not have the required critical mass. It is with this in mind, that continued 
investment in maintaining the condition of the region’s road networks, and improving conditions of key routes 
is required. In our more urban locations, particularly Galway, congestion needs to be addressed, and traffic 
management and demand management measures must be introduced, in conjunction with improved public 
transport services.  

Improved connectivity to Dublin is essential, particularly for the region’s key settlements. While Galway already 
performs reasonably well in this regard, the other major towns should be targeted for improved connectivity to 
the capital. Just as important will be the need for improved intra-regional connectivity, with the Atlantic 
Economic Corridor providing an excellent template for this type of development. If the region is to grow and 
enhance its offerings, it is essential that key locations within it are well-connected. Improved connectivity 
reduces time and space, ensuring there are more fluid, dynamic conditions for businesses to operate and people 
to travel. 

Commuting Patterns 
On the following two pages are maps of both sub-regions which highlight the patterns of commuting that exist 
for each of the key settlements in the NWRA.   
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Key disruptors and enablers 
The realisation of the Atlantic Economic Corridor (AEC) is a key objective within the NWRA, and it is planned 
that this will undoubtedly make a transformational improvement to the region. As noted by the Atlantic 
Economic Corridor (AEC) submission to the NPF, the region is planning towards a ‘city of scale’ from Limerick 
though Galway to Sligo and the North-West City Region (NWCR), to match Dublin and Cork in success in 
developing infrastructure, attracting Irish and multi-national investment, and growing jobs and wealth in 
vibrant communities. For the AEC to be realised there is a clear need to deliver significant enabling significant 
road and rail infrastructure to the region. Key projects that would release the potential of the region are as 
follows: 

1. The upgrade of the road network along the AEC (Letterkenny – Sligo – Galway) will establish a spine 
for movement through the region, from which the whole region can be made more accessible and 
foster greater social and economic links. 

2. The upgrade of the N2/ A5/ N14 cross border route from Monaghan to Derry, Strabane and 
Letterkenny will allow the North-West City Region to thrive with better connection larger city regions 
of Dublin and Belfast.  

3. The upgrade of the N4 (Mullingar – Longford – Carrick on Shannon – Sligo) will allow for greater 
connection from the region to Dublin, enabling Sligo and Carrick on Shannon develop as key regional 
centres.    

4. The upgrade of the N3 to Cavan will better connect the intra-regional centres of Navan and Cavan, as 
well as improving access to the Dublin Metropolitan Region.  

5. The construction of the Galway City Ring Road is an integral part of the Galway City Transportation 
Strategy. The proposed N6 Galway City Ring Road (GCRR) will extend to the north of Galway City, 
extending in an east-west direction, providing essential relief to long-term traffic congestion within 
the city, and the N59 Moycullen Bypass could relieve vehicle traffic to and from Galway City and 
Clifden. 

6. The Western Rail Corridor, which runs from Sligo to Limerick, offers huge long-term potential for the 
wider region if reopened. It links three major urban centres (Limerick, Galway and Sligo) and could 
provide an economic stimulus to the region, while also offering the inhabitants of the region with a 
sustainable alterative to car travel. Although the short-term viability of such a project will inevitably 
be questioned, the long-term prospects could be significant, reducing the reliance on the car, liking 
the economies of three major centres, and advancing Ireland’s sustainable development goals.  

7. The construction of an upgrade of the N5 Westport to Turlough to a Dual Carriageway would improve 
connectivity between Westport and Castlebar a connection that is a key economic driver for the 
western region.   

8. The construction of an upgrade of the N4 to Type 2 Dual Carriageway between Collooney to 
Castlebaldwin will improve connectivity to and from Sligo Town from the south and east, supporting 
this important centre for the NWRA. While the construction of a new bridge over the Garavogue River 
in central Sligo Town is another important development. 

9. The upgrade of the N56 from Mountcharles to Inver Bridge will provide better connection to and from 
Killybegs, a key centre for industry and employment in south County Donegal. 

10. A review of rural bus services should be undertaken in conjunction with the NTA with a view to 
creating more efficiencies for isolated rural towns, for example providing more connection to existing 
rail services or private bus operators.  

11. Facilitating the development of the Knock Strategic Development Zone will allow the Ireland West 
Airport at Knock (IWAK) to grow and could significantly bolster regional growth.  

12. The construction of the National Broadband Network at high speeds across the region is essential for 
it to compete for jobs, tourists, students, research and development, FDI and many other industries.   
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Our Vibrant Place 
Regional Performance and Key Trends 
CSO release a ‘Business Demography’ report each year which focuses on the condition of enterprises in the State 
on an annual basis. This release uses Revenue data and therefore some of the information contained within the 
yearly report will relate to the previous year’s recordings, therefore the 2016 release will reference activity 
during 2015. It covers the ‘private business economy’ only, therefore the activity of public bodies will not be 
described. Information such as the number of enterprise ‘’births’’ and enterprise ‘’deaths’’3 is included, and this 
is categorised by NACE codes for industries.  

As a precursor to the National Planning Framework, the government commissioned the ESRI to develop a 
baseline report on the current demographic and economic conditions in Ireland, the prospects and trends going 
forward. Prospects for Irish Regions and counties was released in 2018 and has several interesting observations 
on the economy that could prove significant. Perhaps more interesting are the various projections made, the 
table below outlines the projected annual average growth rate in employment between 2016 to 2040. As you 
can see, the overall expected growth for the NWRA is in-line with the other two Assembly Regions, however this 
is primarily being propped up by growth in the government sectors, with the traded sector failing behind4.  

Sector Border Midland West Dublin Mid-
East 

Mid-
West 

South-
East 

South-
West 

State 

Traded Sector 1.1 2.0 0.8 0.9 1.3 1.1 1.0 1.3 1.1 
Non-traded  1.7 1.3 1.7 1.5 2.2 1.9 1.6 1.7 1.7 
Government 1.3 1.3 1.9 0.9 1.0 1.0 1.1 1.3 1.2 

Total 1.4 1.4 1.5 1.2 1.6 1.4 1.3 1.5 1.4 
 Northern and Western Eastern and Midland Southern 

Traded Sector 0.9 1.1 1.1 
Non-traded  1.7 1.7 1.7 
Government 1.6 1.0 1.2 

Total 1.4 1.3 1.4 
Figure 3. Projected sectoral growth to 2040, ESRI 2018 

The IDA release an annual report on economic activities in Ireland over the previous year, with a particularly 
significant table reproduced below. It shows the total numbers of persons employed, by sub-region, in IDA 
supported companies. It does this across the period 2013 to 2017, with the percentage change from 2016 also 
included. It is worth noting that the Border sub-region includes Louth. As you can see, in both the Border and 
West regions, there has been year on year increases since 2013. The West is one of the strongest performers, 
with the third largest total employed, only behind Dublin and the South-West.  

IDA Region 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 % Change 16-
17 

Border 9,286 9,972 10,431 11,065 11,469 3.6% 
Dublin & Mid-

East 
80,265 83,818 88,819 95,915 101,355 5.7% 

Mid-West 13,810 14,460 15,373 16,890 17,787 5.3% 
Midlands 3,905 3,997 4,197 4,272 4,372 1.2% 

South-East 11,992 12,506 12,734 13,537 14,785 9.2% 
South-West 28,916 30,146 34,049 35,928 37,434 4.2% 

West 18,963 19,486 20,431 22,151 23,286 5.1% 
IDA Ireland 167,137 174,385 186,034 199,759 210,443 5.3% 

Figure 4. Numbers of persons employed in IDA companies, IDA 2018 

                                                             
3 An enterprise death is only recorded in the count if it has not reactivated within two years of initial dissolution. A birth 
occurs when an enterprise starts ‘from scratch’ and begins activity.  
4 The ‘traded’ sector refers to production activities in industries that are exposed to international competition. Non-traded 
refers to domestic activities such as health and construction. The distinction between both is becoming less obvious.  
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Sectoral Analysis 
 

Agri-food 

The agri-food sector is the largest indigenous industry in Ireland, employing 8.4% of the working population5 and 
achieving revenues of approximately €26 billion as of 2015. As an export-orientated industry, and one that is 
primarily based within our rural regions, the agri-food sector will continue to play an essential role in Ireland’s 
economy, and especially the Northern and Western region.  

In their ‘Trade Factsheet’6 from March 2018, the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine outline some 
of the key economic indicators for the industry, with the headline statistics as follows: 

- Agri-food sector accounts for 11.1% of total exports, as of 2017; 
- Exports totalled €13.6 billion in that year, and increase of 11% on 2016 figures; 
- Since 2009, there has been a 74% increase in the total value of exports; 
- The UK is the top destination for our agri-food exports, with the value of the UK market €5.2 billion in 

2017; 
- Trade with the Rest of the EU totals €4.2 billion 
- Dairy produce amounts to 34% of our exports, totalling €4.6 billion, an 18% increase on 2016; 
- Beef exports totalled €2.4 billion, which is 18% of total exports, a 6% increase; 
- Beverages comprise 10% of exports, which is €1.4 billion 

The agri-food sector is undoubtedly a major industry within the northern and western region. It falls 
predominantly within the broad industrial category of ‘Agriculture, forestry and fishing’, which amounts to 7.5% 
of the total numbers of persons employed in the region. This is compared to the State average of 4.4%, 
highlighting the heightened importance of the sector to the economy.  

Utilising the business demography statistic, outlined in report 1, we can attempt to acquire a more in-depth 
understanding of the sector’s importance. It must be stated, however, that due to the manner of classifications, 
quite often several sectors and industries are combined into broader groupings. This makes it difficult to 
ascertain precisely which category a sector, such as agri-food, falls into, due to the myriad elements of the sector 
itself. In this instance, the most relevant industrial groping in the business demography report is manufacturing. 
This grouping accounts for 7.1% of the total number of enterprises in the region, and approximately 25.3% of 
the total number of employees.  

 
  

                                                             
5 Statistics referenced are according to the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine, as stated on 
official website.   
6 https://www.agriculture.gov.ie/media/migration/publications/2018/TradeFactsheet230318.pdf  



38 | P a g e  
 

Marine 

As an island nation, Irish people have always had a relationship with the ocean. This relationship has formed our 
character and to this day is central to so many communities that lie along the Irish coastline. However, there is 
so much untapped potential still to uncover. The Atlantic Ocean provides Ireland with, perhaps, its most 
important national asset. Its rich abundance of flora and fauna contribute enormously towards our food exports, 
and this is something that can be further built upon in a sustainable manner. It also offers huge potential to 
capitalise on tourism and recreation amenities. Yet, perhaps the area that possesses the most potential is that 
of renewable ocean energy, either in the form of wave energy, or off-shore wind. Collectively, the fisheries, 
recreation aspects and renewable energy potential can be referred to as Ireland’s Ocean Economy.  

NUI Galway’s Socio-economic Marine Research Unit (SEMRU) has been commissioned by the Marine Institute, 
under the Marine Research sub-programme, to report on the performance of Ireland’s ocean economy7. Their 
2017 report examines the performance of the ocean economy against the targets set out in the Government’s 
Integrated Marine Plan for Ireland (2012). As of 2016 Ireland’s ocean economy had: 

- Turnover of €5.7 billion; 
- Direct economic value worth €1.8 billion, or 0.9% of GDP; 
- Employed 30,176 persons directly in full time employment; 
- Total GVA of €3.37 billion, of which €1.57 billion was indirect; 
- Saw 23% increase in turnover, 20% increase in GVA, and 10% increase in employment from 2014. 

SEMRU define the ocean economy as possessing two distinct sectors; the established marine industries, and the 
emerging marine industries. Established industries include shipping and maritime transport, tourism and leisure, 
international cruise, sea fisheries, aquaculture, seafood processing, oil and gas exploration/production, marine 
manufacturing/construction/engineering, and marine retail services. Combined, its turnover amounted to €5.3 
billion in 2016, employing 28,231 people, with oil and gas exploration/production, aquaculture and tourism and 
leisure experiencing the largest increases in activity. Meanwhile, the emerging industries predominantly relate 
to those at the beginning of their lifecycle, often R&D intensive and innovative. They are engaged in advanced 
marine technology, commerce, biotechnology, bio-products and renewable energies. Combined turnover in the 
emerging sector was €383 million, employing 1,945 people, and all sub-industries experienced growth, with 
advanced technology and renewable energies seeing the largest increases.  

As is the case for the agri-food sector, the marine sector can be considered as falling within the broad industrial 
grouping of ‘agriculture, forestry and fishing’, which supports 7.5% of employment in the Norther and Western 
region. However, as is often the case with defining sectors, there are elements of the marine sector that can be 
categorised in other industries, such as those contained under the ‘established marine industries’. Certain 
elements can be deemed to be under the manufacturing industry grouping, or even transport, in the case of 
shipping and cruises. Manufacturing accounts for 13.4% of employment in the region, while transport and 
communications amounts to 5.8%. The former is higher than the state average of 11.4%, while the latter is below 
the State’s 8.5%.  

  

                                                             
7 NUIG Socio-economic research unit report: 
https://www.nuigalway.ie/semru/documents/semru__irelands_ocean_economy_2017_online.pdf  
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Tourism 

Revenue in 2016 from overseas tourists amounted to approximately €4.6 billion, according to Failte Ireland. Of 
this total, approximately 17% of revenue was generated within the 8 counties than comprise the NWRA. In 
monetary terms, this is approximately 778 million that is distributed across all 8 counties, a substantial sum by 
any measure. Visitors from Mainland Europe are responsible for the majority of spend, with North Americans 
just behind. However, it is tourists from the UK, that are inarguably the most important to Ireland, with 
revenue amassed from them that falls just behind Mainland Europeans and North Americans. Capitalising on 
the tourism sector is something that is both essential and entirely possible for the NWRA region.  

Preliminary statistics for 2017 have been released, and they show increases in revenue across all categories of 
tourists, with one exception. Revenue from British tourists has decreased from, 1,110 million euro to 1,043 
million euro. The overall revenue for all overseas tourists increased from €4,638 million to €4,922 million.  

At County level, Galway has a substantial lead in terms of the percentage take of overseas tourist revenue, 
accounting for 58% of the total region’s revenue intake. Donegal accounts for 12%, while Mayo sees 
approximately 9% of the total revenue from overseas tourists. 
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Figure 5. Revenue generated from overseas tourists, Failte Ireland 2017 

Figure 6. Revenue generated from overseas tourists by County, Failte Ireland 2018 
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Medtech and Life-sciences  

IDA Ireland provide reports of advanced manufacturing industries in Ireland, and they classify both medical-
technology and life-sciences as falling within this broad sector. Regarding med-tech alone, the IDA state the 
following: 

- €12.6 billion in annual exports; 
- Over 29,000 people employed in the industry, which is the highest number per head of population in 

Europe; 
- 13 of the top 15 Global Medical Technology companies are located in Ireland; 
- The industry is heavily invested in Research and Development, with over 60% of companies engaged. 

R&D plays an integral role in Med-tech and the support of government will be key to ensuring that Ireland’s 
growing reputation in this area is further enhanced. One important recent step, that directly relates to the 
NWRA, is the introduction of Ireland’s first stem cell manufacturing centre at NUIG, which opened in 2015 
(CÚRAM Centre).  

According to Enterprise Ireland, the Life-sciences sector in Ireland is one of our best performers. The total life 
sciences sector, across medical devices, pharma and bio in Ireland: 

- €45 billion in annual exports; 
- Over 50,000 persons employed directly; 
- 6 of the top 7 diagnostic companies are employed  

 

Total employment by sector in IDA Ireland support companies 
Year 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 % change 

16/17 
Pharmaceuticals 22,771 23,038 24,984 26,618 28,026 5.3% 
Medical & Dental 

Instruments 
25,801 26,932 27,225 29,263 30,746 5.1% 

Figure 7 Employment numbers in Medtech and Life-sciences sector, IDA 2018 

The life-sciences sector is fast-becoming one of Ireland’s key attributes, with a growing portfolio of world-leading 
companies based here, and an increasing number of skilled industry workers from Ireland. It broadly fits in with 
the manufacturing industry, as defined by the CSO, and this industry plays a vital role in the Irish economy. 
Manufacturing industries employ 13.8% of employees in the Northern and Western region, a figure that is higher 
than the State average of 11.4%.   
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Service Sector 

The service sector is a broad area of the economy, sometimes referred to as the ‘tertiary sector of the economy’. 
Unlike the secondary sector, which is essentially the manufacturing sector, the service sector deals with the 
production of services, rather than end products or goods. It encapsulates a whole host of different industries, 
and in this sense it is difficult to provide a comprehensive review on. In order to provide a more detailed 
summary of the range of sectors that exist, we will focus on the financial services sector, separating other linked 
service sectors such as retail.  

Financial services  

Ireland’s financial service sector is particularly strong and robust, considering the relatively small size of our 
economy on a global scale. Enterprise Ireland provide the following summary of the Irish financial services 
sector: 

- Over 250 of the world’s leading financial firms have operations in Ireland; 
- €1.8 trillion of funds are administered from Ireland; 
- Our international financial services sector directly employs 25,000 people 

 
Total Employment International & Financial Services Sector in IDA Ireland Supported Companies 

2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 % Change 
16/17 

83,017 88,372 94,782 104,523 112,011 7.1% 
Figure 8. Employment in Financial Services sector, IDA 2018 

The financial services sector is one of the largest in the State. This is reflected in the 2016 Census, where the 
industry grouping of ‘Commerce and Trade’ accounted for 23.9% of total employment. Its significance is also 
seen at regional level, where the same industry amounts to 19.7% of total employment in the Northern and 
Western region.  

If we switch our attention to the business demography statistics, we can classify the service sector under several 
categories. The finance and insurance category accounts for 2.6% of all enterprises in the State, whereas in the 
region it amounts to 1.5%. In terms of actual employees, the State sees 7.3% of people employed in this same 
area, while it is a much lower 1.9% for the region.  

Administration and support also constitutes activity that could fall within the service sector. At State level it 
amounts to 6.6% of all enterprises, and in the region this figure is 5.7%. In terms of percentage of total 
employees, this industry accounts for 9.3% of the total number in the State, whereas at regional level it 
comprises 5.4%.  
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ICT, Creatives and Media 

The Information, Communications and Technology (ICT) sector is another example of one that combines a 
myriad of differing activities and companies under one umbrella. In Ireland, the predominant activities covered 
by thi9s sector include; developing hardware and devices, operating systems, digital content, ICT consultancy 
services, systems integration, outsourcing, data supply, and data storage.  

Enterprise Ireland provide a breakdown of the ICT sector in Ireland and it provides some interesting insights into 
the growing importance of the sector within the wider Irish economy:  

- Ireland is the second largest exporter of computer and IT services in the world; 
- The sector produces over €50 billion worth of exports from Ireland each year; 
- Some of the sectors largest companies have long-established operations in Ireland, with newer, cutting 

edge companies joining them in recent years; 
- Over 37,000 people are employed within this sector in Ireland 

According to the OECD’s ‘’Science, Technology and Industry Scoreboard 2017’’, the ICT sector actually lost jobs 
between 2010 and 2016, however it also contributed strongly to labour productivity growth from 2009 to 2015.  

In a report 8 commissioned by the Government into Ireland’s ‘’audio-visual’’ sector, which covers a range of 
activities including: film, tv and animation; commercial advertising; video gaming; and, radio, an analysis of the 
sector was performed. The report highlighted the following statistics: 

- Ireland’s audio-visual sector generated over €1 billion in GVA as of 2016; 
- It supported the employment of 16,930 staff, with 10,560 in direct employment; 
- GVA for film tv and animation totalled €692 million; for commercial advertising it was €21.2 million; 

video games produced €143.7 million; while radio amounted to €193 million; 
- In terms of employment: film, tv and animation totalled 11,960 people; commercial advertising is 

responsible for 370 people; video games led to the employment of 2,040 people; while radio saw 2,560 
persons employed. 

The information and communications industrial categorisation is perhaps the most relevant to the ICT, creatives 
and media sector. CSO’s Business Demography states that 5.8% of the total active enterprises in the State are 
engaged in activities in this industry, while in the region the total amounts to 3.4%. Regarding workers 6.8% of 
the total number of employees in the State work in this industry, falling to 3.1% in the northern and western 
region. 

 
  

                                                             
8 Report available at: https://creative.ireland.ie/sites/default/files/media/file-uploads/2018-
06/Irish%20Contribution%20Study%20FINAL%202017-12-18_0.pdf  
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Retail 

Retail remains a key sector within both the Irish economy and at the regional level. Nationwide, it is the country’s 
largest private sector employer, however, it was one of the sectors impacted the most by the global economic 
crash. In recent times we have seen the Irish economy recover to the point where many of our sectors are now 
surpassing the levels achieved just before the crash. Unfortunately, retail has not recovered at the same pace as 
other sectors. A recent IBEC report on the future of Irish retail 9 states that the value of retail sales is 13% lower 
than they were before the crash. It continues by saying that although there is growth in the sector envisaged, 
this will average between 1.2% to 2.2% annually and is to be primarily driven by a growing population.  

A transformation in the retail landscape, at a global level, is the reason given to explain the failure in recovery 
of retail. Evolving technology and increased competition have led to a change in consumer behaviour. A 
structural shift has taken place where the traditional High Street model is no longer relevant. Therefore, it is 
essential that different, innovative approaches are taken to how the retail sector operates, particularly within 
our town centres.  

Retail Ireland provide a summary of the sector in Ireland, the main statistics are: 

- Retail sector generates €7 billion in tax revenue, which is 12% of GDP; 
- There are 37,400 retail enterprises in Ireland, which make approximately €30 billion in sales; 
- 14% of national employment is in this sector, or 280,000 persons, with 70% of retail jobs outside of 

Dublin; 
- 50% of Irish consumers go online, with 75% of online sales going to foreign websites;  
- Approximately 90% of retail businesses are Irish owned 

At a regional level, the Business Demography statistics released by the CSO provide further indication of the 
importance of retail. According to the report, there are 8,824 ‘active enterprises’ engaged in the wholesale and 
retail sector, which is approximately 18.6% of the region’s total enterprises. Compared to the state, this 
proportion is lower, as the state sees 20.6% of its enterprises engaged in such activity.  

Retail is a sector that is currently in the midst of significant change, with sales from traditional High Street brands 
falling globally. The challenges of online shopping and changing consumer habits are proving to be a major 
obstacle for traditional stores. Ireland is no exception to these trends, although it has so far not been impacted 
to such an extent. The future of retail will look different from what it is today, therefore it is essential that the 
region is innovative in its approach to facing this change. Towns and villages must begin to focus on other forms 
of retail offerings in their town centres, particularly the idea of ‘’experiential shopping’’ where the customer gets 
an experience and excellent customer service, with less emphasis on the product.  

 
  

                                                             
9 http://www.retailireland.ie/Sectors/RI/RI.nsf/vPages/Services_and_Information~Research_-and-
_Data~shaping-the-future-of-irish-retail-
2020/$file/Retail+Ireland+Shaping+the+future+of+Irish+retail+2020.pdf  
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Renewables 

The Irish Government issued their Renewable Energy Strategy in 2012, covering the period between 2012-2020. 
In it, there are five strategic goals that are to underpin the Government’s energy and economic policy. The 
Strategic goals are as follows: 

- SG1. Progressively more renewable electricity from onshore and offshore wind power for the domestic 
and export markets; 

- SG2. A sustainable bioenergy sector supporting renewable heat, transport and power generation; 
- SG3. Green growth through research and development of renewable technologies including the 

preparation for market of ocean technologies; 
- SG4. Increase sustainable energy use in the Transport sector through biofuels and electrification; 
- SG5. An intelligent, robust and cost-efficient energy networks system.  

For the Northern and Western Region, strict adherence to these goals could provide huge opportunities. The 
Marine Institute of Ireland have identified areas off the West coast, north-west of Mayo, as possessing the 
greatest potential for both wind and wave energy. With the appropriate supports, and vision, the region could 
become Ireland’s leader in the production and delivery of wind and wave energy, which would go a long way 
towards meeting strategic goals 1 and 3.  

The current make-up of the renewable energy market, according to the Sustainable Energy Authority of Ireland 
(SEAI), is as follows: 

- Renewables contributed 9.5% to gross final consumption in 2016, which is still below the 2020 target 
of 16%; 

- Renewable electricity accounted for 27.2% of gross electricity consumption; 
- Wind is the largest contributing resource in Ireland, contributing 85% of renewable electricity and 

20.9% of our total electricity demand as of 2016; 
- Wind energy is also responsible for 22.3% of the electricity generated in 2016; 
- Bioenergy, in the form of biomass, accounts for 3.5% of the energy we use in Ireland. By 2035 it is 

envisaged that bioenergy could provide 30% of demand (on 2015 amounts). 

In their Economic Survey report, the OECD (2018) state that although Ireland has successfully made strides 
towards reducing CO2 emissions per capita, partly through the increasing share of renewables, there is still scope 
for further improvements. Under the EU’s Renewable Energy Directive, Ireland has committed to raising the 
share of renewable energy in total consumption to 16% by 2020, something that is unlikely at the current rate.  
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Industry Employment Agglomerations  
ESRI’s report discusses the drivers and implications of spatial development, stating how uneven distribution of 
economic activity has long been observed in Ireland. The implications of economic activity and markets on 
spatial development has previously been ignored, or misunderstood, which is something the NPF seeks to 
address.  

Agglomerations, or clusters of activities and economic activity have emerged and persist. In Ireland, according 
to ESRI, economic activity is more concentrated than the distribution of population. Our fastest growing sectors 
are also heavily concentrated in urban areas, and has not changed in any significant manner since 2006. 
Economic activity in a particular sector that is denser, in terms of the number of workers, implies agglomeration. 
The importance of agglomerations is contested, with some studies stating it is essential and vital to economies 
and improves productivity, however other studies claim specialised agglomerations usually relate to ‘’dying’’ 
industries and instead it is important that variety exists, although a ‘’related variety’’ where knowledge exchange 
can occur.  

Urban hierarchy is related to agglomerations, and an analysis of Ireland has indicated the extent of Dublin’s 
‘primacy’. Unlike in other developed countries where ‘’second-tier’’ urban locations are relatively large, Ireland 
lacks any truly viable second-tier city to compete with Dublin. Cork, as our second city, does not match the 
international standards, for example in Denmark, a country similar in size and development to Ireland, their 
second city is 20% larger than Cork, while their third city is 80% larger than Limerick. Aside from this, the 
geographic locations of our main urban centres leave large swathes of the country remote. There are no urban 
centres with populations above 30,000 in the midlands and north-west. This places the NWRA region at a 
significant disadvantage in terms of the agglomeration analysis.  

By utilising the CSO’s POWSCAR data it is possible to gain an understanding of where people travel to work, and 
therefore, where exactly certain jobs are locatied. In the following pages we provide a visual of areas where 
there is an agglomoration of industry roles, as defined by the CSO broad industrial groupings. Seven industries 
have been selected, with ‘’other’’ discounted for the purpose of this study. We have also divided the region into 
its sub-regions; Border, and West. This is to provide a more focused and readable view. The purpose of these 
maps is to highlight thoses areas where there are higher-than-average proportions of jobs by specified sector. 
This may help in the identification of ‘’specialist’’ areas where future related activities can be concentrated. If 
an area has an existing number of jobs in a certain sector, locating potential future businesses that share similar 
skills could be undertaken.  

POWSCAR uses Small Areas (SAs) as its unit of analysis. The coloured areas in each map represent SAs in which 
a certain thresehold has been applied. Orange areas represent those SAs where over 50% of the total recorded 
jobs are within the stated industrial sector. Green coloured areas represent SAs where the total number of jobs 
within the stated industry are above the State average, a figure which changes depending upon the industry.  
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Realising the Potential of Our Vibrant Place 
It is clear that our region boasts a dynamic economy that has the added benefit of possessing numerous 
attributes which cannot be matched elsewhere in Ireland. The challenge is to harness this and realise the full 
potential of the Northern and Western Region. 

Key Disrupters and Enablers 

- The European Entrepreneurial Region (EER) is an award label that has been created through a 
partnership between the European Commission and stakeholders such as UEAPME, Eurochambres and 
Social Economy Europe. It aims to identify, and reward, any EU region, irrespective of size, that has 
showcased ‘’outstanding and innovative entrepreneurial policy strategy’’. The region deemed to be the 
most innovative, forward-thinking and competent (in terms of its ability to achieve those aims) is 
awarded with the title of European Entrepreneurial Region for one year. The Northern and Western 
Region was successfully awarded the title of EER for 2018. This is a considerable achievement that 
showcases the willingness and readiness of the region to make strides towards becoming Ireland’s most 
innovative and dynamic enterprise region. The challenge now is to capitalise on such successes and 
continue to foster entrepreneurial attitudes and policies. 

- The Atlantic Economic Corridor (AEC) is a non-administrative region that stretches from Kerry to 
Donegal, effectively covering the entire western seaboard in Ireland. It is a collaborative group that has 
been instigated by members of the business community from across the ‘region’ and is now supported 
by the Department of Rural and Community Development. Collaborators include a range of government 
departments, the regional assemblies, County and Town management associations, community 
interest groups and Chambers of Commerce from towns and counties involved. The AEC recently 
launched its website which will seek to promote the region make the place more attractive to 
investment. In this regard it’s central objectives mirror that of the NWRAs for the Northern and Western 
Region. Rather than viewing one another as competitors, it is essential that both bodies work together 
as any success achieved will undoubtedly be mutually beneficial. With its strong ties to the business 
community, the AEC could play a central role in promoting the wider region as a place in which to do 
business, and act as a strong lobbyist in this regard.  

- The importance of agglomerations of activities has been identified, as have areas of agglomerations. 
Creating the conditions that allow exchanges of ideas, shared knowledge and personnel can contribute 
towards enhancing economic activity and efficiencies. As a region, an understanding of areas of 
expertise and strengths possessed is vital, with a targeted approach then taken to ensure cooperation 
and the strategic locating of new businesses and industries.  

- Governance is vital. All local authorities must take a coordinated approach towards regional 
development, and work together for economic advantage. This includes in investment in infrastructure 
and the management of our shared environment and assets.  
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Our NATURAL Place 
Regional Performance and Key Trends 
One of the NWRA’s most renowned assets is its outstanding natural qualities. In comparison to the rest of the 
State, the NWRA contains substantially more National Parks, Natural Heritage Areas, Special Areas of 
Conservation, and Special Protection Areas than other regions.  

Leveraging the region’s natural assets, the NWRA can play make a key contribution to achieving the objectives 
of the Climate Action and Low Carbon Development Act 2015. The National Mitigation Plan 2017 sets out ways 
in which Ireland can achieve the objectives of achieving the EU objective to reduce greenhouse gas emissions by 
80-95% (compared to 1990 levels) by 2050. As a barometer of progress, the EU set an objective to reduce 
greenhouse gasses by 20% (compared to 1990 levels) by 2020. While the NWRA has great potential for 
renewable energy, forestation and biomass, the region remains highly dependent on agriculture and private 
vehicles.   

As a region, the NWRA comprises an area of Ireland that has significant natural beauty, as well as equally 
significant opportunities to capitalise on its natural environment. It has been earmarked by a range of 
stakeholders as providing the majority of Ireland’s future renewable energy, possessing the capacity to 
develop major wind and wave energy supplies. This area needs further exploration and development, but the 
potential is unmatched elsewhere on this island.  

The rural character of the region also lends itself to ensuring that there are vast areas of significant 
conservation interests, due to the relative untouched nature of the land. These SPAs and SACs are designated 
sites that are worthy of protection, and can be considered essential assets to the region, particularly 
considering the general trend of urban sprawl and habitat damage that is common elsewhere.  
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Realising the Potential of Our Natural Place 
One of the NWRA’s key strengths is its natural and cultural environment, and the people of the region value 
greatly their landscape, seascape and cultural heritage. In seeking economic growth in the region, there is of 
course a delicate balance to be struck being custodians of our natural and cultural heritage while promoting the 
region as a place to visit and do business.    

In many ways the Atlantic Ocean defines much of the region and the success of the Wild Atlantic Way tourism 
initiative by Fáilte Ireland has demonstrated the potential that western seaboard has to offer for both the NWRA 
and SRA, and of course to the State economy and overall perception. Fáilte Ireland in its Wild Atlantic Way 
Operational Programme10 2015-2019 sets out the goals to: 

1. To ensure that the Wild Atlantic Way becomes a world-class visitor experience and that the brand is 
compelling to our target market; 

2. To deliver balanced and sustainable revenue and jobs growth with greater geographic and seasonal 
spread; 

3. To ensure that the Wild Atlantic Way delivers benefits to local communities in the west of Ireland and 
contributes to a better place to live for everyone; and 

4. To ensure that the implementation of the Wild Atlantic Way Operational Programme facilitates the 
protection, enhancement of the environment of the west of Ireland – as the fundamental asset that is 
the basis of the Wild Atlantic Way – in association with other key stakeholders. 

 

The latter two goals are considered critical to ensuring that our natural place is maintained and enhanced for 
future generations of residents in the NWRA. 

  

  

                                                             
10 
http://www.failteireland.ie/FailteIreland/media/WebsiteStructure/Documents/4_Corporate_Documents/Strategy_Operati
ons_Plans/Project-Update-Spring-Bulletin-Wild-Atlantic-Way.pdf 
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In 2018 Fáilte Ireland launched the ‘Hidden Heartlands’11 tourism brand, which will promote many of the 
midland counties within the NWRA, including Counties Leitrim, Roscommon, Cavan and East Galway. The jewel 
in the crown of the hidden heartlands will be the River Shannon and the initiative will promote the multitude of 
natural and cultural assets associated with Ireland’s largest river basin, including the Beara Breifne Way and 
Lough Key Forest Park. 

 

In the coming years the Department of Housing, Planning and Local Government (DoHPLG) will prepare the first 
ever Marine Spatial Plan (MSP) for Ireland. The MSP will seek to implement the following targets set out by the 
Government’s Integrated Marine Spatial Plan ‘Harnessing Our Ocean’s Wealth’ (2012):  

- Double the value of our ocean wealth to 2.4% of GDP by 2030; & 
- To Increase the turnover from our ocean economy to exceed €6.4bn by 2020. 

This will undoubtedly support established industries in the NWRA, however it also aims to deal with 
environmental and social issues that concern our natural place. The DoHPLG published Towards a Marine Spatial 
Plan for Ireland in 2017, which sets out the key issues that the MSP will deal with as: 

- Key marine activities such as fisheries, tourism, transport, offshore renewable energy generation, oil 
and gas exploration and production, aquaculture, and how they interact;   

- climate change and related impacts;  
- communities and health;  
- cultural heritage;  
- marine environment and biodiversity;  
- transboundary interactions with other jurisdictions. 

                                                             
11 https://www.fft.ie/irelands-hidden-heartlands-brand-unveiled/21905 

Figure 9. Failte Ireland's Hidden Heartlands, 2018 
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Key disruptors and enablers 

The NWRA’s natural and cultural assets are one of the region’s key strengths. Below are the key projects that 
will enhance our natural place into the future: 

- The restoration of the cross-border Ulster Canal and creation of an Ulster Canal Greenway will bolster 
tourism and recreation, benefitting both the NWRA and Northern Ireland.  

- Implement the goals and outcomes of the Wild Atlantic Way Operational Programme 2015-2019 and 
ensure that the NWRA’s natural and cultural assets are maintained and enhanced in successive 
operational programmes. 

- Ensure that the Marine Spatial Plan closely considers the natural and cultural assets of the NWRA and 
feeds for the NWRA Regional Marine Plan. 

- Work with Fáilte Ireland to promote the ‘Hidden Heartlands’ brand.  

Figure 10. Failte Ireland 2018 
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SMART Region 
What is it 

A SMART Region, City, or district, is one that seeks to maximise its potential by creating the conditions that allow 
for efficient information exchange and innovate practices develop between businesses, industries, communities 
and individuals. As a concept, ‘SMART’ relates to the effective usage, in combination, of: modern technologies; 
visionary and progressive policies; dynamic systems; and, talented, innovative persons. With the collaboration 
and leadership of local and national governments, as well as buy-in from the business community, a targeted 
approach to the creation of SMART districts, or Regions, is something that can be achieved.  

The European Commission are firmly behind the ‘smart region’ concept, establishing a range of supports to assist 
member states increase their ‘’smart specialisation’’. In order to receive funding under the European Regional 
Development Fund (ERDF), applicants must develop and produce a research and innovation strategy for smart 
specialisation. The creation of such strategies is also supported by the EC, through their ‘’smart specialisation 
platform’’, which provides guidance and best practice examples, informs policy making, facilitates reviews, and 
provides relevant data. The underlying aim of the EU strategy is to boost growth and jobs in our regions through 
the identification and subsequent development of a region’s competitive advantages. It creates the conditions 
where bottom-up approaches are utilised so local authorities, academia, businesses and civilians can all 
contribute. These examples of EU-level support structures highlight how integral to future growth and 
development the concept of smart regions is.  

SMART Places is a project that is a collaboration between the Northern and Western Regional Assembly, the 
Western Development Commission (WDC) and NUIG’s Insight Centre for data analytics. It aims to discover and 
build upon the capacity of the region to become a global leader in innovation, something that can be achieved 
by enhancing the responsiveness of the region’s economy to modern and transformative trends and 
developments. As the region already contains companies and individuals that engage in innovative practices, 
the challenge is to build systems and structures that allow these often disparate organisations to collaborate 
and create further solutions.  

 
Benefits 

As already inferred, the benefits of enhancing a region’s ‘’smart’’ capabilities are principally economic, however 
this is not the only positive. SMART regions are not only concerned with creating conditions for economic 
growth, but also seek to enhance the lives of their communities. Fundamental to the concept are the ideas of 
collaboration and engagement, whether this is between individuals, academic institutions, between companies, 
local authorities, or a combination of each. This collaboration not only leads to dynamic conditions for growth, 
but also creates a sense of ownership in the various processes, as well as boosting the sense of entrepreneurial 
potential in all individuals. For too long, economic development has been driven by national governments and 
international corporations, and while it is still vital that this continues, there is also a need for a more bottom-
up approach to be taken, something at the heart of smart specialisation.  

Of course, while improving the avenues for engagement with all citizens is, in itself, an excellent reason to 
proceed with creating a smart region, economic growth and development is key. If the Northern and Western 
region is to become the dynamic and innovative place it has the potential to be, then it must first identify its 
assets and produce a strategy for enhancing them. In many ways, this is precisely what is being attempted in the 
RSES, an audit of the region as a whole, with its key industries and strengths identified so a coherent strategy 
can then be provided. By identifying where, as a region, we are strong, the necessary provisions can then be put 
in place to build upon this and develop a specialisation that can make our region a world-leader in that field.  
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Governance 

Projects and initiatives such as Smart Places, the Government’s various ‘’Smart Economy’’ policies, and the EU 
level supports all showcase the involvement of government at a range of levels. It is certainly key to the proper 
functioning of a high-level strategy that local, national and international governance plays a role, however this 
role is more of a facilitator. As already mentioned, a bottom up approach is considered the most appropriate, 
where people are keen to find their own route towards development, in areas that interest them, but safe in 
the knowledge that risks are mitigated against and conditions are suitable to entrepreneurialism.  

The NWRA will play an essential role in determining the conditions that will contribute towards the creation of 
a SMART region, and will do so in conjunction with the WDC, each Local Authority and the National Government. 
Local Economic and Community Plans (LECP) will provide one of the primary means through which SMART 
policies can be introduced at a local level. These plans form part of the hierarchy of policy guidelines that 
comprise the Irish planning system and must be consistent with documents such as County Development plans, 
the RSES and NPF. The LECPs can stipulate a number of high-level goals for the integrated plan, which are 
supported by specific objectives that will lead to their realisation, these objectives are themselves backed-up by 
time-bound and measurable actions. The consultation process for LECPs, as well as those required for County 
Development Plans will provide local communities opportunities to have their say about the development of 
SMART districts.  

In their annual economic survey report12, the OECD reference the challenges that face entrepreneurship in 
Ireland. They state that there are currently very high ‘’regulatory barriers’’ that prevent entrepreneurial 
ventures. In particular, they claim that costly commercial property regulations and expensive legal services are 
a hinderance, while the costs of business failure are also too high. Access to finance, and state-led initiatives 
that support lending to entrepreneurs are considered to be essential if entrepreneurial activities are to grow. It 
is, perhaps, in these areas that the regional assemblies and local authorities, supported by the National 
Government, can take a lead and provide more support mechanisms that can assist growth in entrepreneurs 
and our SMART places.  

 
Realising the Potential of Our SMART Region  
If the NWRA is to truly become Ireland’s foremost SMART region it must capitalise on existing assets, 
develop new ways of working, create new cross sectoral partnerships, and do so in a coordinated 
and holistic manner. The following developments have been identified as key priorities if this is to be 
achieved: 

1. The realisation of the creation of a new Technological University in the West of Ireland 
which will see the resources of Galway-Mayo Institute of Technology (GMIT), Letterkenny 
Institute of Technology (LYIT) and Institute of Technology Sligo (IT Sligo) combined, offering 
students a far greater range of services. 

2. The roll-out of the Government’s National Broadband plan is vital, particularly for smaller 
towns and villages. If the Region is to be a true SMART region, it must possess modern 
internet speeds. This can allow for the creation of co-working spaces in towns and villages 
that can stimulate innovation. 

3. Cross-sectoral collaborations should be promoted, particularly those that see links 
established between third level institutes, businesses and local communities. 

4. Major investment in public transport, especially sustainable modes, is imperative. The 
importance of intra-regional connectivity cannot be understated.  

                                                             
12 The OECD Economic Survey of Ireland, 2018, provides a detailed summary of economic activity in Ireland, as 
well as recommendations for improvements across all areas of the economy. 
http://www.oecd.org/ireland/economic-survey-ireland.htm  


