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Background to this Report

Our region has a world-class quality of life, a physical environment of outstanding 
beauty, a highly skilled population, healthy communities, and a reputation for 
creativity and quality. The region also has the potential to be a net exporter of 
renewable energy, water, services, global technology products and ideas as 
part of a new knowledge economy.

The region boasts over 140 multinational brands 
supported by the IDA complimented by a rapidly 
growing indigenous enterprise ecosystem. Our 
indigenous business sector range from start-
ups to large employers with international export 
capabilities that underpin the vibrancy of our towns 
and villages. We need our communities thriving 
and it needs to be bottom-up. The purpose of local 
economic development is to build up the economic 
capacity of a local area to improve its future and 
the quality of life for all. 

Local economic development is important to the 
entire region’s overall economy. It gives effect to how 
economic development plays out at the local scale 
and enhances the interconnection between local, 
regional and global activities. Some local economic 
development activity occurs in city / town centres, 
business areas and economic corridors. A strong 
network of centres and interrelated corridors is 
essential to deliver a vibrant, connected, smart and 
sustainable region of the future.

These are the strong foundations on which our 
region can act deliberately and decisively to build 
its future, recognise opportunities, and respond 
proactively to current and future challenges. The 
region needs to respond to some big challenges, 
trends and threats. This report recognises the 
vibrancy of our future and that the region is 
adapting in areas such as energy; technology; 
socially, economically and spatially. We have the 
capability to be a leader in many of these and follow 
a ‘strategic space’ that is greener and smarter.

Like other places, we have our challenges; an 
ageing population; the need to respond to climate 
change; increasing resource scarcity; the pace of 
technological change; and competition to attract 
skilled and talented people to live and work in our 
local economies. 

This demands a policy response that addresses;

 g Distance and Scale

 g Skills development

 g Generating Greater Value From Our Knowledge 
and Innovation System

 g Access to Capital to Fund Innovation

 g Infrastructure and Accessibility

 g The economies of our towns and villages

It has been well documented that the Northern & 
Western region has not performed economically 
as well as its fellow regions in Ireland and relative 
to the EU norm. As a result of the regions poor 
economic performance, the European Commission 
has downgraded the region from a “More Developed 
Region” to a “Transition Region” post 2020. This 
only refers to its classification but opens up 
opportunities for more attractive levels of co-
financed EU Structural Funds.
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The purpose of this report is to provide evidence 
that their is capacity for greater government 
investment in the region’s key growth enablers. 
“Positive Discrimination” - in the form of additional 
government and EU investment towards the region 
should be viewed from the perspective that the 
region offers strong value for money, particularly 
in terms of cost competitiveness which can be 
a useful competitive advantage in developing 
significant economic growth and high valued 
employment.

However, “Positive Discrimination” towards the 
region will be insufficient unless such additional 
resources are directed towards policies that have 
been proven to revitalise regional economies.

Finally this report documents the evidence but 
equally outlines a set of recommendations that 
can accelerate sustainable growth and bridge the 
economic gap nationally and at a European level.

Cllr Declan McDonnell 
Cathaoirleach
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Executive Summary

The European Commission classifies regions within the EU as either being a 
“Less Developed Region”, a “Transition Region” or a “More Developed Region”, 
based on their GDP per head of population relative to the EU27 Average. 
Recently, the European Commission downgraded the Northern & Western 
region from a “More Developed Region” to a “Transition Region”, providing 
further evidence of the region’s continued economic decline.

An examination of trends in other key economic 
indicators of the region reinforces this decision. 
Commercial activity within the region has 
significantly worsen over the past number of years. 
Disposable income per head of population within 
the region remains well below the State average 
and its fellow Irish regions. 

Furthermore, the region has been unable to attract 
as many high valued jobs compared to the Irish 
and European norm, while the region’s productivity 
levels have also worsened in the past several 
years. Such trends may explain why the region 
has not prospered economically in recent times, 
strengthening the argument for greater government 
intervention or for “Positive Discrimination”.

NORTHERN AND
WESTERN REGION

EASTERN AND
MIDLAND REGION

National Average

SOUTHERN REGION

-7.2%

+3.4%

-0.5%

-3.3%

NORTHERN AND
WESTERN REGION

EASTERN AND
MIDLAND REGION

SOUTHERN REGION

% Change: +5.4%

2012: 147,000
2018: 155,900

% Change: +12.3%

2012: 282,800
2018: 317,500

% Change: +17.0%

2012: 517,800
2018: 605,800

Difference in Disposable Income 2007-2017 Growth in High Value Jobs 2012-2018

Source: CSO Source: Eurostat
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To gauge the capacity for “Positive Discrimination” 
towards the region, this report examines trends in 
government investment in key growth enablers. 
Such an analysis found that in recent years, 
the region received the lowest level of national, 
regional and local road funding per km of such 
roads out of all the regions in Ireland, and below 
the State average. Higher Education Institutes 
within the region received less in capital funding 
per undergraduate enrolled over the past number 
of years relative to its fellow regions and the 
State average. Likewise, government R&D funding 
provided to the region – per head of population 
– was lower relative to the national norm, while 
investment in its public health infrastructure – per 
head of population – also lagged behind the State 
average over the past decade.

In the context of the region’s recent reclassification, 
this report recommends greater government 
investment in the region’s key growth enablers, 
with the view of increasing the region’s productive 
capacity and its standard of living. This should be 

viewed from the perspective that the region offers 
strong value for money, both in terms of its cost 
competitiveness, and the relatively favourable 
EU co-financing rates that are available for 
infrastructure projects in “Transition regions”. 
In terms of cost competitiveness, housing 
affordability for both first time buyers and renters 
is significantly cheap within the region, while 
childcare and wage costs are considerably lower 
compared to the rest of the State.

However, “Positive Discrimination” towards the 
region will be insufficient unless such additional 
resources are directed towards policies that have 
been proven to revitalise regional economies. On 
foot of this, this report recommends developing 
the region’s designated “Regional Growth Centres” 
and “Key Towns”, improving the region’s human 
capital levels, enhancing regional infrastructure 
that enables growth, supporting SMEs in rural 
communities, maintaining cost competitiveness 
along with other targeted policies.

NWRA Boundary

5.8% - 12.2%

12.2% - 13.7%

13.7% - 16.3%

16.3% - 20.1%

20.1% - 28.8%

National Average

13.3% up 0.2%
on Q2 2018

NWRA Boundary

10.1% - 12.0%

12.0% - 13.2%

13.2% - 14.8%

14.8% - 15.6%

15.6% - 18.9%

15.8%

16.7%

18.9%

16.3%

16.2%

16.3%
15.0%

12.8%

13.2%

14.1%

10.1%

12.1%

13.5%

13.8%

10.9%

12.0%

14.1%

12.6%

13.2%

15.5%

14.3%15.3%

14.8%

10.6%

11.6%

11.6%

Vacancy Rates in Towns and Dublin Districts 
Analysis – Q2 2019

Commercial Vacancy Rates by County  
– Q2 2019

Source: GEOVIEW commercial vacancy rates Q2 2019 Source: GEOVIEW commercial vacancy rates Q2 2019
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NORTHERN AND
WESTERN REGION

EASTERN AND
MIDLAND REGION

SOUTHERN REGION

€141

€237

€166
State Average Total Capital

Spend per undergraduate student

€197

2
1

1
2
3
4
5

3

4

5

€119 GMIT
€130 NUIG
€169 IT Sligo
€174 LYIT
€179 St Angelas

NORTHERN AND
WESTERN REGION

EASTERN AND
MIDLAND REGION

2018 Total 
Capital Investment

SOUTHERN REGION

€57.06

€135.02

€470,800,000

€61.90

NORTHERN AND
WESTERN REGION

EASTERN AND
MIDLAND REGION

National Average

SOUTHERN REGION

€3717

€4055

€3843 per km

€3833

€3490  Galway County
€3524  Roscommon
€3618  Mayo
€3668  Cavan
€3744  Leitrim
€3761  Monaghan
€3888  Donegal
€3984  Sligo
€7357  Galway City

NORTHERN AND
WESTERN REGION

EASTERN AND
MIDLAND REGION

National Average

SOUTHERN REGION

€87,240

€199,015

€116,054 per km

€103,394

€174,455 Galway 
€85,950 Cavan
€73,041 Leitrim
€68,472 Donegal
€68,217 Monaghan
€59,271 Sligo
€51,360 Mayo
€51,291 Roscommon

Third Level Infrastructure - Capital Spend per 
Undergraduate Student 2013 - 2018

Average Regional and Local Roads Spend  
per km of such roads 2012-2018

Average National Roads Spend per km of such 
roads 2008-2018

Health Infrastructure – Capital Investment  
per Person 2018

Source: NWRA calculations using Department of Education / Higher 
Education Authority data

Source: NWRA calculations using Department of Transport data

NWRA calculations using HSE / CSO / Eurostat data

A Region in Transition: The Way Forward

1. Executive Summary 

4



Capacity for Positive Discrimination

Regional and Local Roads National Roads

Health Infrastructure

Airport Infrastructure

Research & Development

Third Level Infrastructure

€3,717 per km €87,240 per km

€141 per 
undergraduate student

8 out of 11 years 

Lowest grants 
per passenger

8 out of 11 years 

Since funding levels have been based on 
2012 roads lengths, the Northern & Western 
region has – on average – received €3,717 
for regional and local roads per km of such 

roads; below the national average of €3,843 
and the lowest out of all the Irish regions.

Between 2008 and 2018, the Northern & 
Western region – on average – received 
funding of €87,240 for national roads 

per km of such roads; below the national 
average of €116,054 during this period, and 

the lowest out of all the Irish regions.

Between 2008 and 2018, investment in 
health infrastructure in the Northern & 
Western region – per head of population 

– was below the State average in 8 out of 
these 11 inclusive years.

Between 2008 and 2018, Higher Education 
Institutes operating in the Northern & Western 
region received research capital funding - per 
head of population - below the State average 

in 8 out of these 11 inclusive years.

Ireland West Airport Knock has received 
the lowest level of capital and operational 

grants per passenger out of all the existing 
regional airports in recent years.

Between 2013 and 2018, the level of general 
capital funding provided per undergraduate 

student enrolled in Higher Education Institutes 
within the Northern & Western region was 
€141, below the State average of €197, and 

the lowest out of all the Irish regions.

National Average €3,843 per km National Average €116,054  per km

Below National Average in Below National Average in

State Average €197

Northern & Western Regional Assembly 5
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Focus of Positive Discrimination

Urban Centres of Scale Human Capital

Research & Development

Rural Economies

Remote Working

Digital Infrastructure

Social Infrastructure

Airport Infrastructure

Ensure additional funding allows 
the region to develop urban centres 

of sufficient scale, particularly 
the region’s designated “Regional 

Growth Centres” and “Key towns”.

Enhance investment and support 
for the Northern & Western 
region’s Higher Education 

Institutes, to improve the region’s 
overall human capital levels.

Increase support to the region’s Higher 
Education Institutes in improving 
their R&D capabilities to attract 

greater funding levels, increasing the 
possibility of innovation.

Ensure the delivery of the National 
Broadband Plan allowing for 
continued improvement in the 
region’s digital infrastructure.

Greater supports for SMEs 
within small towns and villages, 

particularly in geographical areas 
that suffer from deprivation, 

depopulation or high vacancy rates.

Incentivise firms within the 
region to embrace the concept 

of remote working.

Ensure the provision of high quality 
social infrastructure and services, 
particularly in the areas of health, 

housing and childcare.

Ensure continued investment into the 
region’s Airport infrastructure, with 

the view of improving accessibility and 
connectivity to global markets.

A Region in Transition: The Way Forward6
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2Regional Reclassification

Based on the latest evaluation by the 
European Commission, the Northern & 
Western region has been downgraded 

from a “More Developed Region” 
to a “Transition Region”. Such 

a reclassification shows that 
the Northern & Western 

region has not prospered 
economically compared 
to the other regions of 
Ireland and the EU27 

in recent years.
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Regional Reclassification

The European Commission – via the latest Eurostat regional statistics – have 
reclassified the Northern & Western region from its previously held status as a 
“More Developed Region” to a “Transition Region”. Therefore, the forthcoming 
sub sections will examine:

 g What is a “Transition Region”?

 g What are the implications of this reclassification?

2.1 What is a “Transition Region”?

The European Commission classifies regions based 
on their output per head of population relative to 
the EU27 Average. In this case, a region’s output 
per head of population is defined as its Gross 
Domestic Product (GDP) per head of population, 
or more commonly known as GDP per capita.

GDP is a measure for economic activity. It refers 
to total value of output of goods and services 
produced by a region’s economy, less intermediate 
consumption, plus net taxes on products and 
imports. GDP per capita is calculated as the ratio of 
GDP to the average population in a specific year. To 
allow for comparisons across Europe, such figures 
are expressed in purchasing power standards 
(PPS), which eliminates the differences in price 
levels between countries while calculations on 
a per capita basis allow for the comparison of 
economies and regions significantly different in 
absolute size.

Therefore, the European Commission uses regional 
GDP per capita (in PPS) - averaged over the latest 
available three year period - to categorise regions 
into one of the following three groupings, namely:

 g Less developed regions (where GDP per capita 
was less than 75% of the EU27 average);

 g Transition regions (where GDP per capita was 
between 75% and 100% of the EU27 average); 
and

 g More developed regions (where GDP per 
capita was more than 100% of the EU27 
average).

According to the latest available three year period – 
which was between 2015 and 2017 – the Northern 
& Western’s GDP per capita was between 75% 
and 100% of the EU average. This is evident 
from Figure 1, as it is estimated that the Northern 
& Western region’s GDP per capita was 85% of 
the EU average between 2015 and 2017, while 
the region has remained below 100% of the EU 
average in every year since 2007. As a result, the 
Northern & Western region – due to its performance 
between 2015 and 2017 - has been downgraded 
to a “Transition region”. Given that the Southern 
regions and the Eastern & Midland region’s GDP 
per capita was above the EU27 average during this 
period, both regions remain classified as “More 
developed regions”.

Such data can also be displayed in monetary 
terms. GDP per capita for the Northern & Western 
region was estimated to be €28,400 in 2017, well 
below the State average of €61,200. In contrast, 
the Eastern and Midlands region and the Southern 
region was estimated to be €64,000 and €74,700.

A Region in Transition: The Way Forward8
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Figure 1: GDP Per Capita as a % of the EU27 average, by NUTS 2 regions, 2000-2017, (PPS)
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Source: Eurostat

Figure 2: Regional GDP per Capita (€) by NUTS 2 regions, 2000-2017 
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However, it is important to note that the activities 
of a small set of Multinational companies (MNC) 
within the State have significantly inflated the 
Southern region’s and the Eastern & Midland 
region’s GDP figures from 2015 onwards, activities 
that have very little impact on their real domestic 
economies. Such inflationary activities would 
generally include:

 g The importation of highly valued intellectual 
property imports

 g Changes in contract manufacturing by MNCs

 g MNC’s legal restructures

 g Tax inversions

 g Investment flows from aircraft leasing 
operations

These activities explain the sudden and substantial 
rise in the Southern region’s and Eastern & 
Midlands region’s GDP per capita from 2015. 
Although these globalised activities significantly 
inflate their respective GDP per capita figures, 
the real value of these activities on the domestic 
economy is extremely small, explaining why such 
growth may not be reflected in their region’s overall 
economic wellbeing.

A variety of factors may explain why such 
distortions took place from 2015 onwards, namely:

1. There was a change in the accounting 
standards ESA 2010 which now recognised 
MNC’s Intellectual Property (IP) Products 
related to Research and Development activities 
as assets. Prior to 2015, these assets were not 
recognised in the System of National Accounts 
(SNA) as assets.

2. New legislation was introduced in 2015 
that required companies with Double Irish 
structures - which involved the purchase of 
royalties from offshore registered companies 
that held IP - to unwind these structures 
before end 2020. It was also declared illegal 
to have companies that were not resident 
in some jurisdiction with immediate effect 
in 2015, which may have lead to a large 
inflow of valuable assets into Ireland, albeit 
these assets would have little impact on the 
domestic economy.

3. A number of corporate events occurred from 
2015 onwards of enormous size that resulted 
in an extremely large addition to Ireland’s GDP. 
These consisted of corporate relocations to 
Ireland of large balance sheets consisting 
of large IP assets and inter-company loans 
and were associated with existing production 
facilities in Ireland, subsequently inflating 
GDP figures, with little impact on the domestic 
economy.

It should be noted that there has been a 
consistent flow of IP assets into Ireland since 
2015, subsequently inflating the GDP figures of 
the Southern region and the Eastern & Midland 
region. As evident from the previous graphics, the 
Northern & Western region’s GDP per capita does 
not appear to have been affected by the factors 
which gave rise to such exceptional growth, 
suggesting that its GDP per capita seems to be 
a fair reflection of the region’s overall economic 
performance.

A Region in Transition: The Way Forward
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2.2 Implications of Reclassification

1 Previously the definition of a transition region was where GDP per capita was between 75% and 90% of the EU average, and this was the 
case for previous funding period of 2014 to 2020: https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/regions/background

2 http://www.dgfc.sepg.hacienda.gob.es/sitios/dgfc/es-ES/ipr/fcp2020/fcp2020Demyo/Documents/CP_2021-27_Madrid_21.6.18.pdf

The implication of this reclassification can be seen 
from two perspectives, namely:

 g European Structural and Investment Funds

 g Evidence of economic decline

2.2.1 European Structural and 
Investment Funds

Region’s GDP per capita are employed when 
allocating European Structural and Investment 
Funds. For example, regional eligibility for the 
European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) 
and the European Social Fund (ESF) during the 
current funding programming period 2014– 2020 
was calculated on the basis of regional GDP per 
capita (in PPS) and averaged over the period 2007 
to 20091.

Likewise, for the next EU funding programme 
period (2021-2027), the distribution of such funds 
will be based on the latest three year period for 
regional GDP data, i.e. 2015 to 2017. As evident 
from the previously mentioned data, the region 
will be downgraded from a “More Developed 
Region” to a “Transition Region”. By the middle 
of 2020, this reclassification and the appropriate 
distribution of these funds will be finalised by 
the European Council in the context of the EU’s 
Multiannual Financial Framework, which is the 
EU Budget for the different funding streams 
between 2021 and 2027. Once a region has been 
classified as a “Transition Region” then this region 
shall remain as such throughout the new funding 
period of 2021 to 2027, regardless of its economic 
performance during this period. The implication 
of such a change is that “Transition Regions” are 
treated relatively more favourably compared to 
“More Developed Regions” in terms of European 
Structural and Investment Funds. Specifically, 
“Transition regions” are treated relatively more 
favourably with respect to:

 g Co-Financing Rates: The current EU co-
financing rate for the investment for jobs and 
growth goal shall not be higher than 40% 
for “More Developed Regions”, whereas the 
corresponding rate for the “Transition region” 
would be 55%2. It is important to note that 
co-financing rates will vary depending on the 
fund category in question.

 g Allocations Calculations: Transition regions 
- under the current legislative proposals - 
would get a more preferential treatment in 
relation to the various components used to 
calculate the final regional allocation, relative 
to a “More Developed Region”.

 g Flexibility: Transition regions have relatively 
more flexibility in terms of the provision of 
funds towards their thematic objectives.

2.2.2 Evidence of Economic Decline
Such a reclassification also shows that the 
Northern & Western region has not prospered 
economically compared to the other regions of 
Ireland and the EU. The Northern & Western GDP 
figures seem undistorted from the previously 
mentioned disruptive activities of MNCs, therefore 
it is fair to compare the region’s performance 
relative to the EU27 average, which would also be 
unaffected. Such a reclassification strengthens 
the argument for greater government intervention 
within the region or for the need for “Positive 
Discrimination” towards the region. Considering 
these developments, the next section considers 
how such a decline has occurred in recent years, 
and whether such a trend has generally been 
consistent over time.

Northern & Western Regional Assembly

2. Regional Reclassification

11

http://www.dgfc.sepg.hacienda.gob.es/sitios/dgfc/es-ES/ipr/fcp2020/fcp2020Demyo/Documents/CP_2021-27_Madrid_21.6.18.pdf


Summary of Section 2

Based on the latest evaluation by the European 
Commission, the Northern and Western region has 
been reclassified from a “More Developed Region” to a 
“Transition Region”.

The Southern region and the Eastern & Midlands region 
remained as “More Developed Regions”, as their GDP 
per head of population remained above 100% of the 
EU27.

EU Funding for a “Transition Region” is more favourable 
relative to “More Developed Regions”, in terms of 1) 
higher co-financing rates, 2) allocations calculations and 
3) relatively flexible funding opportunities.

Such a reclassification shows that the Northern 
& Western region has not prospered economically 
compared to the other regions of Ireland and the EU27 in 
recent years.

A Region in Transition: The Way Forward12
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3Potential Causes of 
Economic Decline

Trends in other key economic indicators 
of the region reinforce the European 
Commission’s decision. Commercial 

activity within in the Northern & 
Western region has significantly 
worsened over the past number 

of years, while disposable 
income per capita within the 

region has consistently 
remained below the 

State average and its 
fellow Irish regions.
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Potential Causes of Economic Decline

On foot of the European Commission’s requirement to downgrade the region, 
it is important to consider what factors could have contributed to its economic 
decline in recent years. This section will examine trends in other key economic 
indicators of the region to see what potentially could have caused this poor 
economic performance, and whether such a poor performance has been 
prevalent over time. Such indicators will include:

 g Commercial Vacancy Rates

 g Disposable Income Per Capita

 g Proportion of High Valued Jobs

 g Productivity levels

3.1 Commercial Vacancy Rates

3 https://oecd-development-matters.org/2017/04/03/unlocking-the-potential-of-smes-for-the-sdgs/
4 https://www.geodirectory.ie/getattachment/Knowledge-Centre/Reports-Blogs/GeoView-Commercial-Vacancy-Report-Q2- 2019/Geoview_

Commercial_Q2_2019_FINAL.pdf?lang=en-IE
5 Selection of these towns were based on the publically available data with respect to the “Regional Growth Centres” and the “Key Towns” 

outlined in the Regional Spatial and Economic Strategy of the Northern & Western’s regional assembly

The vibrancy of a region’s commercial environment 
is a key factor in determining the overall economic 
wellbeing of a location. Leading institutions such 
as the OECD have noted that the UN’s Sustainable 
Development Goals can only be achieved if 
countries manage to build up a strong enterprise 
base - particularly SMEs3 - highlighting their 
importance to regional economic development.

Figure 3 and 4 highlight the latest commercial 
vacancy rates for the counties and main towns of the 
Northern & Western region, comparing them to the 
State average4. According to the latest GeoDirectory 
data, Sligo had the highest commercial vacancy 
rate in the State in Q2 2019, with a rate of 18.9%, 
which was 5.6 percentage points higher than the 
State average of 13.3%. Strikingly, the six counties 
with the highest vacancy rates in the State were all 
based in the Northern & Western region, and this 
has generally been the case since GeoDirectory 
began publishing this type of data in 2013.

As evident from Figure 4, commercial vacancy 
rates in some of the region’s most prominent towns 
were also considerably high relative to the State 
average as of Q2 2019, with Ballina, Sligo Town, 
Tuam, Roscommon Town, Monaghan Town and 
Castlebar all registering vacancy rates above 20%. 
Out of the eleven towns selected for this analysis5, 
only Westport – with a rate of 12.3% – recorded 
a commercial vacancy rate below the national 
average.

A Region in Transition: The Way Forward14
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Figure 3: Commercial vacancy rates, by county, in the Northern & Western region, Q2 2019
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Figure 4: Commercial vacancy rates, by prominent town, in the Northern & Western region,  
Q2 2019
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6 GeoDirectory data with respect to Ballinasloe, Athenry and Virgina was not publically available
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Figure 5: Commercial vacancy rates Northern & Western region’s counties versus the State average, 
(Q2 2013-2019)
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As evident from Figure 5, commercial vacancy 
rates have considerably worsened over the past six 
years, with vacancy rates increasing in each of the 
region’s counties between Q2 2013 and Q2 2019. 
Since Q2 2013, commercial vacancy rates have 
risen in each of the Northern & Western counties, 
with the largest increase recorded in Roscommon 
(+4.1%). This was followed by Mayo (+3.9%), Sligo 
(+3.7%), Monaghan (+3.2%), Donegal (+3.0%), 
Leitrim (+2.9%), Cavan (+2.5%) and Galway 
(+2.4%). All of these increases were above the 
State average increase of 1.4%.

Sligo, Leitrim, Galway, Donegal, Roscommon and 
Mayo have consistently registered commercial 
vacancy rates above the State average, with the 
gap between these counties and the State average 
increasing over time. Furthermore, Cavan and 
Monaghan – which were generally below the State 
average at the beginning of this period – have now 
worsen to the point that they are now at the same 
level as the State average.

This trend was also apparent during the time 
period in which the EU Commission based their 
reclassification on i.e. 2015-2017. Between the 31st 
of December 2014 and the 4th of January 2018 all 
of the Northern & Western counties registered an 
increase in their respective commercial vacancy 
rates with the largest increases seen in Sligo 
(+2.2%). This was followed by Mayo and Cavan 
(both +1.9%), Monaghan (+1.6%), Donegal (+1.3%), 
Roscommon (+1.1%), Galway (+1%) and Leitrim 
(+0.1%).
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Figure 6: Northern & Western region’s counties increase in commercial vacancy rates 2015-2017
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With respect to the region’s most prominent towns, 
commercial vacancy rates were generally above 
the national average since GeoDirectory began 
providing town data in Q2 2015. Over the course 
of this time period, commercial vacancy rates in 
the towns of Ballina, Castlebar, Roscommon Town, 
Sligo Town and Tuam were – on average – just 
above 20%, while Carrick on Shannon, Cavan 
Town, Galway City, Letterkenny, and Monaghan 
Town registered an average vacancy rate ranging 
from 15.6% to 19.7%.

Between Q2 2015 and Q2 2019, Carrick on Shannon 
registered the largest increase in commercial 
vacancy rates, increasing by 2.1 percentage 
points. This was followed by Ballina (+2.0%), 
Sligo Town (+1.5%), and Tuam (+1.1%). During this 
time period, Letterkenny registered the largest 
decline in commercial vacancy rates, dropping 
by 3.1 percentage points, followed by Galway City 
(-0.7%) and Roscommon Town (-0.6%), albeit 
these geographical areas continue to register 
double digit vacancy rates as evident from Figure 7.

Figure 7: Commercial vacancy rates in the Northern & Western region’s most prominent towns 
versus the State average (Q2 2015-Q2 2019)
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3.2 Disposable Income Per Capita

7 https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/er/cirgdp/countyincomesandregionalgdp2016/
8 Note that 2017 data is an estimate provided by the CSO and will be subject to review

A key indication of the economic wellbeing of a 
region is its disposable income per capita, which 
is essentially is household income after deducting 
taxes and social contributions and including social 
benefits. It provides a better gauge than GDP of the 
resources households have at their disposal to buy 
goods and services or save for the future and given 
that incomes earned by households account for a 
large share of the total income generated through 
production in the economy, its performance is 
key into determining a region’s overall economic 
performance.

Despite the improvement in the Irish economy in 
recent years, disposable income per capita for all 
three regions of Ireland continue to remain behind 
their respective peak levels of 2008. The Northern 
& Western region is currently 14.5% off its peaks 
level in 2008, with the corresponding gaps for the 
Southern region and Eastern & Midland region at 
10.0% and 4.4% respectively. For the State as a 
whole, disposable income per capita remains 7.9% 
below its peak of 2008.

As per the latest estimates from the CSO7, 
disposable income per capita in the Northern & 
Western region stood at €18,033 in 2017, which 
was €3,364 lower per head of population than 
the State average of €21,397. Relative to the other 

NUTS 2 regions the Northern & Western region 
also lags behind, with the Southern region and the 
Eastern & Midland region recording disposable 
incomes of €20,245 and €23,475 per head of 
population respectively. As evident from Figure 
8, all three regions display an identical growth 
trajectory since 2000.

However, it is important to consider such 
performances relative to the State average over 
this time period, which can be achieved by creating 
a regional disposable income index which will 
allow us to display the relative performance of 
each of the above areas.

Figure 9 shows that over the past seventeen years, 
growth in the disposable income per capita within 
the Northern & Western region has been much 
lower relative to the State and that disposable 
income per head of population within the region has 
been declining considerably relative to the State 
average from 2010 onwards. Notably, between 
2015 and 2017 – the time period in which the 
European Commission based their reclassification 
– it can be seen that average annual growth in 
disposable income within the region per head of 
population was lower relative to the State average, 
as reflected in Figure 10.

Figure 8: Disposable income per capita, by NUTS 2 region, 2000-20178
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Figure 9: Index of disposable income, by NUTS 2 region and State (State = 100)

80

85

90

95

100

105

110

115

2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017

State Northern and Western Southern Eastern and Midland

Source: Northern & Western Regional Assembly’s calculations using CSO data

Figure 10: Average annual growth rate in disposable income per capita, 2015-20179
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9 Note that 2017 data is an estimate provided by the CSO and will be subject to review
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Figure 11: Gap between the Northern & Western region and the State, in terms of disposable income 
per capita
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10 https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/er/cirgdp/countyincomesandregionalgdp2016/

Furthermore, Figure 11 highlights the monetary 
value of the gap in disposable income per capita 
that has existed between the Northern & Western 
region and the State average since 2000, with this 
gap increasing significantly in recent years. From a 
post-crash low of €1,405 per head of population in 
2010, the disparity in disposable income has grown 
to €3,364 per head of population in 2017.

Such disparities also hold when the data is broken 
down at a county level. In 201710, Sligo registered 
the highest disposable income per capita within the 
region at €19,478, followed by Galway and Leitrim 
at €19,417 and €18,790 respectively. Donegal 
registered the lowest disposable income per capita 
at €15,798, with this being the only county in the 
region to record disposable income below €16,000 
per head of population.

As can be seen from Figure 12, all of the Northern 
& Western counties and the State average were 
on an identical growth trajectory since 2000. 
By designing an index of disposable income of 
the Northern & Western counties we can show 
their performance relative to the State average. 
When such figures are adopted as an index - as 
evident from Figure 13 - we can see that these 
counties have performed quite poorly, particularly 
in recent years. With the exception of Galway in 
2010, disposable income per capita for each these 
counties performed considerably poorly relative to 
the State average since 2010.
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Figure 12: Disposable income per capita (€), Northern & Western counties versus the State,  
2000-201711
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Figure 13: Index of DIPC, Northern & Western counties versus the State (State = 100)
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11 Note that 2017 data is an estimate provided by the CSO and will be subject to review
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Figure 14: Average annual growth rate in disposable income per capita, 2015-201712
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12 Note that 2017 data is an estimate provided by the CSO and will be subject to review
13 Would include Knowledge Intensive sectors, and High & Medium High technology manufacturing firms
14 https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/cache/metadata/Annexes/htec_esms_an3.pdf

Furthermore, between 2015 and 2017 – the time 
period in which the European Commission based 
their reclassification – it can be seen that average 
annual growth in disposable income per capita 
was lower in each of the Northern & Western 
counties relative to the State average, as evident 

from Figure 14. Unfortunately, comparable data in 
terms of EU averages was not available at the time 
of this analysis, therefore a relative comparison 
between the region and the EU average in terms 
of PPS was not possible.

3.3 Proportion of High Valued Jobs

It is widely accepted that economic growth in 
leading world economies are increasingly being 
drive by firms operating within the technology and 
knowledge intensive economy, and will continue to 
do so in the coming years.

The “Technology / Knowledge Intensive” economy13 
is not just about high-tech industries involved in 
information and communication technology (ICT), 
but rather it captures far more high valued economic 
activities, ranging from financial and insurance 
activities, professional, scientific and technical 
activities, high end manufacturing activities, 
education, human health and social work activities. 
This new focus on information, technology and 
learning has also become instrumental into 
productivity gains, an essential factor to achieving 

high valued economic growth. Therefore, the ability 
of a region to capture a high proportion of firms 
operating within these sectors will be fundamental 
to a region’s ability to enhance its overall economic 
performance. Considering such factors, it is 
important to evaluate how the Northern & Western 
region has performed in developing its “Technology 
and Knowledge” economy in recent times.

As can be seen from Figure 15, employment in the 
“Technology / Knowledge” economy14 accounted for 
40.8% of the total labour market in the Northern & 
Western region in 2018, which was 5.3 percentage 
points below the EU28 average and 7.2 percentage 
below the State average. The Northern & Western 
region has been below the EU average since 2015, 
and has generally been 5 - 7 percentage points 
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below the State average since records began in 
2012. Compared to its fellow regions in Ireland, the 
Eastern & Midland recorded the highest proportion 
of employment involved in the “Technology / 
Knowledge” economy, accounting for 52.9% of 
all jobs within its region, with the corresponding 
proportion in the Southern region being 44.1%, as 
displayed from Figure 16.

15 https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/regions/data/database

Since the Irish labour market began to recover 
in 2012, the “Technology / Knowledge” economy 
accounted for 13.6% of total jobs created in the 
Northern & Western region between 2012 and 
2018, which was considerably lower relative to the 
corresponding share for the EU28 and Ireland, with 
these sectors accounting for 64.6% and 35% of total 
jobs created in these respective areas.

Figure 15: Employment in “Technology / Knowledge” economy, as % of total employment,  
Northern & Western region versus State and EU28 average, 2012-2018
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Figure 16: Employment in “Technology / Knowledge” economy, as a % of total employment,  
by NUTS 2 region, 2012-2018
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Between 2015 and 2017 – the time period in which 
the EU Commission based its reclassification on 
– the Northern & Western region was on average 
1.2 percentage points behind the EU28 average. 
Furthermore, the “Technology / Knowledge” 

16 https://www.cso.ie/en/media/csoie/releasespublications/documents/er/countyincomesandregionalgdp/2016/CIRGDP2016TBL11.xlsx

economy accounted for 23.2% of total jobs created 
in the Northern & Western region during this 
period, which was well below the corresponding 
proportion in the EU28 average (51.6%).

3.4 Productivity levels

Another key variable that is instrumental in 
determining a region’s economic wellbeing is its 
productivity levels. One of the most widely used 
measures of productivity is Gross Value Added 
(GVA) per employee, which can be provided at a 
NUTS 2 and NUTS 3 regional level16.

Essentially, regional GVA measures the contribution 
to the economy of each individual producer, 
industry or sector, representing the value of goods 
and services that have been produced within the 
region, less the cost of all inputs and raw materials 
that are directly attributable to that production. 
Such a measure excludes activities for which no 
labour input is attached and is considered a more 
fair reflection of productivity versus GDP per 
employee for example.

As evident from Figure 17, the latest estimates 
from the CSO suggest that the Northern & 
Western region registered the lowest GVA per 
employee out of the three regions of Ireland 
and this has been consistent between 2007 and 
2017. According to the latest estimates, GVA 
per employee was €57,228 in the Northern & 
Western region in 2017 compared to €129,405 
in the Eastern & Midland region, €154,079 in 
the Southern region and €124,510 for the State 
as a whole. However, for reasons previously 
mentioned, the GVA of the Southern region and 
the Eastern & Midlands region has been distorted 
considerably from the globalised activities of 
some large Multinational companies located 
within these regions.

Figure 17: GVA per employee, by NUTS 2 regions versus the State average, 2007-2017

€0

€20,000

€40,000

€60,000

€80,000

€100,000

€120,000

€140,000

€160,000

€180,000

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017

State Northern & Western Southern Eastern and Midlands

Source: CSO

A Region in Transition: The Way Forward

3. Potential Causes of Economic Decline 

24

http://www.cso.ie/en/media/csoie/releasespublications/documents/er/countyincomesandregionalgdp/2016/CIRGDP2016TBL11.xlsx


As evident from the previous graph, GVA in the 
Northern & Western region does not appear to 
have been affected by these activities, suggesting 
that its figures seem to be a fair reflection of the 
region’s productive capacity. Therefore, since the 
Northern & Western region’s figures don’t seem 
to be distorted we can compare its performance 
relative to the EU average, via an index of GVA 
per employee.

17 EU27 was unavailable therefore EU28 was used. Figures provided by the CSO. 

As can be seen in Figure 18, GVA per employee in 
the Northern & Western region has consistently 
been below the EU28 average between 2010 
and 2017. Notably, between 2015 and 2017 – the 
time period in which the EU Commission based 
their reclassification on – GVA per employee in 
the Northern & Western region remained below 
average labour productivity levels in the EU28.

Figure 18: GVA per employee, Northern & Western relative to EU2817 (EU28=100), 2010-2017
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Summary of Section 3

Commercial vacancy rates within the Northern & 
Western region are quite high relative to State average.

Disposable income per head of population remains quite 
low within the region, and is falling behind relative to the 
State average.

Northern & Western region is not capturing as much 
high skilled employment relative to the EU28 and State 
averages.

In recent years, Productivity within the region has fallen 
back, relative to the State average.

Multiple factors are likely to have caused the region’s 
GDP to fall relative to the EU average, however poor 
performances in these indicators are likely to have 
contributed.

A Region in Transition: The Way Forward26
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4Government Investment 
in Key Growth Enablers

In recent years, the Northern & Western 
region received the lowest level of 

national, regional and local road 
funding per km of such roads out 

of all the regions in Ireland. The 
region’s third level infrastructure 

received less capital funding 
per undergraduate student 

enrolled relative to its 
fellow Irish regions and 

the national norm in 
recent times. 
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Government Investment  
in Key Growth Enablers

The performance of the region in regards to these economic metrics gives some 
insights into explaining why the region has not prospered economically in recent 
years. In the context of the European Commission’s reclassification, and given 
the persistent negative trends in these key economic metrics, there is a strong 
argument for greater government intervention or “Positive Discrimination” 
towards the region.

Therefore, it is important to evaluate the potential capacity for “Positive 
Discrimination” towards the region, specifically with respect to central 
government investment in the region’s key growth enablers. To achieve this, 
this section will examine trends in central government investment within the 
region in recent years, specifically looking at investment levels in the following 
key growth enablers:

 g Regional and Local Road Infrastructure

 g National Roads Infrastructure

 g Third level Infrastructure

 g Research and Development

 g Health Infrastructure

 g Airport Infrastructure

4.1 Regional and Local Roads Infrastructure

18 https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/5cd20d-regional-and-local-roads/

As of 2018, it was estimated by the Department of 
Transport, Tourism and Sport (DTTAS)18 that regional 
and local roads in Ireland accounted for 94.0% of the 
State’s roads network highlighting their importance 
to the flow of people, goods and services. The 
DTTAS provides funding, for improvements and 
maintenance of regional and local roads, i.e. roads 
with an ‘R’ and ‘L’ designation. Consultations with 
the DTTAS have shown that since 2012 the level of 
grant funding for regional and local road invested 
in each local authority area is based on the 2012 
county regional and local road length figures and 

that the Department is currently in the process of 
updating these figures. On this basis, our base year 
for this analysis will be 2012.

The vast majority of this grant allocation is spent on 
road maintenance and improvement on regional and 
local roads, including road upgrades. Furthermore, it 
is important to note that this is just the government 
grant scheme paid out to local authorities, exclusively 
capturing the total level of resources provided by 
central government and thereby excluding any 
investments on regional and local roads made using 
a local authority’s internal funding base.

A Region in Transition: The Way Forward28
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It is important to note that more affluent local 
authorities are able to ensure that there is 
sufficient revenue to maintain and improve these 
types of roads, without having to receive this type 
of central government funding. For example, from 
2015 onwards, the four Dublin local authorities 
collectively received very little central government 
funding with respect to regional and local roads, 
as these local authorities were able to rely upon 
internal resources such as their own local property 
taxes.

In contrast, relatively poorer local authorities – 
who cannot collect as much revenue from their 
own population – are consequently more reliant on 
this central government funding for regional and 
local roads, in order to improve and maintain their 
road infrastructure.

As evident from Figure 19, total regional and local 
road grants paid to the Local Authorities within the 
Northern & Western region stood at €140.5 million 
in 2018, with the corresponding figures for the 
Eastern & Midland region and the Southern region 

at €106.0 million and €177.3 million respectively. 
Over the past decade, central government funding 
for regional and local roads has been reduced for 
all three regions of Ireland. Compared to funding 
levels in 2008, investment in regional and local 
roads was down 21.7% in the Southern region, 
24.5% in the Northern & Western region and 39.5% 
in the Eastern and Midlands region. This also 
proves to be the case when such data is broken 
down by local authority areas within the Northern 
& Western region.

Between 2008 and 2018, central government 
funding for all of the local authorities within the 
region fell, as can be seen in Figure 20. The largest 
percentage decline was recorded in Monaghan, 
down 38.8% over the past decade. This was 
followed by Cavan (-36.6%), Leitrim (-28.4%), 
Sligo (-26.8%), Roscommon (-21.9%), Galway 
City (-21.4%), Donegal (-20.9%), Mayo (-19.5%) 
and Galway County (-18.6%). On a national scale, 
funding for regional and local roads was down 
27.9%.

Figure 19: Regional and Local Road Grants, by NUTS2 region, (€) 2007-2018
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Figure 20: Regional and Local Road Grants, by Northern & Western county, (€) 2007-2018
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19 Km of roads defined as the length of regional and local roads and Department’s funding is based on 2012 local authorities road length

However such an analysis does not take into 
account the unique geographic dimensions of these 
areas, therefore to allow for a relative comparison 
amongst local authorities Figure 21 displays the 
average value of regional and local road grants 
provided by central government per km of such 
roads19, between 2012 and 2018. It is important to 
note that funding is based on a local authority’s 
road length as of 2012, hence why this year was 
chosen as the base year for this analysis.

As can be seen from Figure 21, between 2012 
and 2018, local authorities within the Northern 
& Western region – on average – received €3,717 
for regional and local roads per km of such roads, 
which was below the national average of €3,843 
over the corresponding period. Local authorities 
within the Southern region received €3,833 per 
km of such roads, whereas the Eastern & Midlands 
region received €4,055 per km of such roads.

For the Northern & Western local authorities, 
Galway County Council received the lowest level 
of such funding per km of road (€3,490 per km 
of road). Other local authorities to register ratios 
below the national average were Roscommon 
(€3,524), Mayo (€3,618), Cavan (€3,668), Leitrim 
(€3,744) and Monaghan (€3,761). Donegal, Sligo 
and Galway City were the only local authorities 
within the region to register funding per km of such 
roads above the State average during this period, 
as reflected in Figure 22. Given the importance of 
regional and local road infrastructure in facilitating 
the flow of economic activity and in the context 
of the region’s poor economic performance, such 
results suggest that there is capacity for central 
government to increase funding in this area, with 
the view of enhancing the Northern & Western 
region’s infrastructure and its productive capacity.
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Figure 21: Average Value of Regional and Local Road Grants, per Km of such roads, by NUTS2 
region, 2012-2018
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Figure 22: Average Value of Regional and Local Road Grants, per km of such roads, by the Northern 
& Western counties, 2012-2018
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4.2 National Roads Infrastructure 

Transport Infrastructure Ireland (TII) operates, 
maintains and improves the national primary and 
secondary road network in Ireland, which consist 
of motorways, dual carriageways and single lane 
roads; infrastructure which would be instrumental 
in ensuring the efficient flow of people, goods and 
services in a region’s economy. 

On behalf of central government, TII provides grant 
funding for national roads to each local authority 
area, with the vast majority of this grant allocation 
being spent on road improvement, along with 
road maintenance. It is important to note that 
the figures provided by TII for this analysis are 
with respect to the government grant scheme in 
terms of national primary and secondary roads 
(i.e. dual carriageways and single lane roads) on 
a local authority basis and excludes motorway 
expenditure. Motorway expenditure is not provided 
by county, due to the cross county nature of this 
type of infrastructure. 

As evident from Figure 23, total national road 

expenditure within the Northern & Western 
region stood at €155.4 million in 2018, with the 
corresponding figures for the Eastern & Midland 
region and the Southern region being €56.4 
million and €103.2 million respectively. Over 
the past decade, central government funding for 
national roads has been reduced for all three 
regions of Ireland. Compared to funding levels 
in 2008, investment in national roads was down 
89.2% in the Eastern & Midlands region, 83.5% in 
the Southern region and 30.9% in the Northern & 
Western region. This also proves to be the case 
when such data is broken down by local authority 
areas within the Northern & Western region.

Between 2008 and 2018, central government 
funding in five out of the nine local authorities 
within the region fell, with the largest percentage 
decline recorded in Leitrim, down 85% over the 
past decade. This was followed by Galway county 
(-81.7%), Cavan (-54.5%), Monaghan (-29.4%) and 
Galway City (-1.7%). On a national scale, funding 
for national roads was down 77.1%. 

Figure 23: National Roads Funding, by NUTS2 region, (€) 2008-2018
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That said, this analysis does not take into account 
the distinctive physical dimensions of these local 
authority areas, therefore to allow for a relative 
comparison amongst local authorities Figure 24 
and 25 displays the average value of national road 
grants provided by central government per km of 
such roads  , between 2008 and 2018. 

As evident from Figure 24, between 2008 and 2018, 
local authorities within the Northern & Western 
region – on average – received funding of €87,240 
for national roads per km of such roads, which was 
below the national average of €116,054 over this 
time period. Local authorities within the Southern 
region received funding of €103,394 per km of 
such roads, whereas the Eastern & Midlands region 
received €199,015 per km of such roads.

During this time period, Galway – on average – 
received funding of €174,455 per km of national roads 
- with this being the only county within the region to 
receive funding above the corresponding national 
average of €116,054 per km of such roads. All of 
the remaining counties within the region registered 
average funding levels below the national norm. The 
counties to register ratios below the national average 
were Cavan (€85,950 per km of such roads), Leitrim 
(€73,041), Donegal (€68,472), Monaghan (€68,217), 
Sligo (€59,271), Mayo (€51,360) and Roscommon 
(€51,291). National road infrastructure is a key 
infrastructure in facilitating the flow of economic 
activity within a region, particularly with respect to 
freight traffic. In light of the region’s poor economic 
performance, such results suggest that there is 
capacity for central government to increase funding 
in this area, with the view of enhancing the Northern 
& Western region’s infrastructure and its productive 
capacity.

Figure 25: Average Value of National Roads 
Grants, by Northern & Western counties,  
(€ per km of road) 2008-2018
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Figure 24: Average Value of National Roads 
Grants, by NUTS 2 Region, (€ per km of road) 
2008-2018
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4.3 Third level Infrastructure

Since 2014, the Higher Education Authority (HEA) 
has been providing general capital funding to all 
Higher Education Institutes (HEIs) across Ireland, 
with funding in previous years provided via the 
Department of Education. It should be noted that 
there is two types of capital funding provided to 
HEIs by central government namely:

 g “General capital funding” which refers to 
capital payments relating to undergraduate 
teaching and learning facilities.

 g Research capital which refers to capital 
payments relating to Postgraduate/Research 
Facilities. These figures are examined at a 
later stage of the report under the “Research 
and Development” sub section.

Both payment details relate only to payments 
made directly to HEIs by the HEA, along with the 
corresponding payments made by the Department 
of Education prior to 2014. The payment details 
do not include payments made directly by the 
Department to a small number of HEIs and to the 
Grangegorman PPP Project, but consultations with 
the HEA show that the vast majority of third level 
capital funding is disbursed via the HEA. 

As evident from Figure 26, €79.0 million in general 
capital funding was provided to HEIs within the 
Northern & Western region between 2010 and 2018 
with the corresponding figures for the Southern 
region and the Eastern & Midlands region being 
€150.5 million and €268.8 million respectively. At 
the time of writing, capital data with respect to 
Institutes of Technology for 2008 and 2009 were 
not available, therefore a full decade analysis 
between 2008 and 2018 was not possible. 

However, such figures do not take into account 
each region’s undergraduate population size, 
therefore to allow for a relative comparison 
amongst the regions, Figure 27 shows the value of 

general capital funding provided per undergraduate 
enrolled between 2013 and 2018. The base year 
of 2013 was chosen for this analysis as this is the 
earliest available year in which the HEA provided 
enrolment statistics on all full time, part time 
and remote access undergraduates by HEI, with 
remote access students particularly important for 
the undergraduate population of the Northern & 
Western region. These figures would also include 
undergraduate students involved in foundation 
and access courses along with FETAC certificates 
given their interaction with infrastructure in the 
HEIs.

Between 2013 and 2018, HEIs within the Northern 
& Western region received €24.9 million in terms 
of general capital funding while the number of 
undergraduates that were enrolled within the 
region totalled 176,530, as per the HEA’s database. 
This implies that the value of general capital funding 
provided per undergraduate within the Northern & 
Western region was €141, which was below the 
corresponding figures for the State (€197), the 
Eastern & Midland region (€237) and the Southern 
region (€166) during this period.
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Figure 26: Value of General Capital Funding for Higher Education Institutes, by NUTS 2 Region  
(€) 2010-2018
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Figure 27: Value of General Capital Funding per Undergraduate, by NUTS region  
(€ per undergraduate enrolled) 2013-2018
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Figure 28: Value of General Capital Funding per Undergraduate, provided to Higher Education 
Institutes in the Northern & Western region versus State average, (€ per undergraduate 
enrolled) 2013-2018
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Figure 28 compares the value of general capital 
funding provided per undergraduate for individual 
HEIs within the Northern & Western region relative 
to the State average of €197. As can be seen from 
Figure 28, all of the HEIs within the Northern & 
Western region were below the State average. The 
value of general capital funding per undergraduate 
enrolled ranged from €179 in St Angela’s College 
Sligo to a low of €119 in Galway Mayo IT. Letterkenny 
IT, IT Sligo, and NUIG received €174, €169 and €130 
of general capital funding per undergraduate 
enrolled between 2013 and 2018 respectively. 
Furthermore, it should be noted that all of the 
Institutes of Technology within the Northern & 
Western region – namely Letterkenny IT, IT Sligo 
and Galway and Mayo IT – received general capital 
funding per undergraduate enrolled below the 
national average for Institutes of Technology, 
which was €181, while NUI Galway was also below 
the corresponding average for universities (€226)

Higher Education Institutes make a significant 
contribution to a region’s human capital levels 
which is a key component to achieving strong 
economic growth. Considering the region is 
struggling economically, such results suggests 
that their capacity to increase funding towards 
HEIs within the Northern & Western region, which 
could stimulate greater economic development via 
enhanced human capital levels.
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4.4 Health Infrastructure

20 Should be noted that benefits of some infrastructure projects are not restricted to the regions given that they are national facilities

Using data provided by the HSE Estates 
Department, this section of the report will examine 
the level of government capital investment in health 
infrastructure across the State, and this will be 
expressed as a euro per head of population.

Between 2008 and 2018, government capital 
investment in health infrastructure in the Northern 
& Western region totalled €608.7 million during this 
period of time, with the corresponding totals for 
the Southern region and Eastern & Midland region 
being €1.2 billion and €2.3 billion respectively. 
However, given the relatively higher populations 
within the Southern region and Eastern & Midland 
region such large capital investments within these 
regions are to be expected.

To take into account population levels, Figure 30 
examines such expenditures levels per head of 
population. As evident from Figure 30, investment 

in health infrastructure in the Northern & Western 
region – per head of population – was below 
the State average in 8 out of the last 11 inclusive 
years. The years in which investment in health 
infrastructure in the Northern & Western region 
– per head of population – was above the State 
average were for the years between 2014 and 2016.

Figure 29: Total level of Capital Investment in Health Infrastructure, (€) 2008-2018
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Likewise, Figure 31 shows the same ratio except on a regional basis, with the Northern & Western region 
being the region to receive the lowest funding per head of population in 6 out of last 11 years.

Figure 30: Public capital investment in Health infrastructure in the Northern & Western region vs 
State, 2008-2018 (€ per head of population)
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Figure 31: Public capital investment in Health infrastructure by NUTS 2 Region, 2008-2018  
(€ per head of population)
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4.5 Research and Development

21 Figure would exclude funding provided to individual research centres within regions as such figures were not available at the time of this 
analysis

22 Figures were obtained from the annual reports of Science Foundation Ireland, available from the following link:  
http://www.sfi.ie/research-news/publications/annual-reports/

In implementing their Research and Development 
(R&D) policy agenda, central government works 
with, and funds, in whole or in part, a number 
of agencies and programs, including Science 
Foundation Ireland, Enterprise Ireland, the Higher 
Education Authority - who manage the Programme 
for Research in Third Level Institutions – as well 
IDA Ireland and InterTrade Ireland.

To act as a proxy to Government R&D spending, 
this section will examine funding provided by 
central government in terms of:

 g Science Foundation Ireland funding21

 g Research capital funding for Higher Education 
Institutes

4.5.1 Science Foundation Ireland 
Funding

It is important to note that the vast majority of 
funding provided by Science Foundation Ireland is 
provided to Higher Education Institutes within the 

State, with a small proportion provided to other 
national institutional bodies. Therefore, this analysis 
only examines funding levels directly provided to 
Higher Education Institutes, and compares this to 
the overall level of funding provided to all Higher 
Education Institutes by Science Foundation Ireland.

Between 2008 and 2018, the total absolute level of 
funding provided by Science Foundation Ireland to 
Higher Education Institutes within the Northern & 
Western region amounted to €231.8 million, with 
the corresponding totals for the Southern region 
and the Eastern & Midland regions being €390.9 
million and €1.0 billion22 respectively.

To take into account population levels, Figure 
32 examines such expenditures levels per head 
of population. Notably, the Higher Education 
Institutes operating in the Northern & Western 
region received funding - per head of population 
- below the State average in each of the last 11 
inclusive years.

Figure 32: Funding provided by Science Foundation Ireland to Northern & Western Higher Education 
Institutes versus State Average 2008-2018 (€ per head of population)
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Figure 33 shows these figures on a regional 
basis, with Higher Education Institutes within 
the Northern & Western generally ahead of the 
Southern region during this time period, albeit both 

regions generally lagged behind the market leaders 
which were Higher Education Institutes within the 
Eastern and Midland region.

Figure 33: Funding provided by Science Foundation Ireland to Northern & Western Higher Education 
Institutes versus State Average 2008-2018 (€ per head of population)
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4.5.2 Research Capital Funding
This sub section specifically examines government 
research capital funding, exclusively provided by 
the Higher Education Authority to Higher Education 
Institutes across Ireland. In this regard, research 
capital funding refers to payments to Higher 
Education Institutes with respect to Postgraduate/
Research Facilities, and would primarily relate to 
capital funding via the Programme for Research in 
Third Level Institutions (PRTLI).

As evident from Figure 34, between 2008 and 2018, 
government research capital funding provided to 
Higher Education Institutes within the Northern & 
Western region amounted to €52.6 million, with the 
corresponding totals for Southern region and the 
Eastern & Midland region being €99.0 million and 
€208.3 million respectively.
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Figure 34: Research Capital Funding to Higher Education Institutes, 2008-2018 (€)
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Figure 35 and 36 examines such funding levels per head of population23. As can be seen from Figure 35, the 
Higher Education Institutes operating in the Northern & Western region received research capital funding 
- per head of population - below the State average in 8 out of the last 11 inclusive years.

Figure 35: Research Capital Funding to Higher Education Institutes within the Northern & Western 
region vs the State average, 2008-2018 (€ per head of population)
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23 CSO population estimates relate are only available between 2011 and 2019, whereas Eurostat population estimates for the regions – which 
are available prior to 2011 – was used to calculate the per capita ratios prior to 2011.
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Furthermore, when such data is broken down at a 
regional level, it can be seen from Figure 36 that 
Higher Education Institutes within the Northern 
& Western region received the lowest level of 
research capital funding – per head of population 
– in 7 out of the last 11 inclusive years.

In summary, such results show that Higher 
Education Institutes within the Northern & Western 
region are not receiving as much funding for R&D 
opportunities relative to the national norm. This 
suggests that the R&D capabilities of the region’s 
Higher Education Institutes may need additional 
resources to allow them compete more effectively 
for R&D funding opportunities. For example, 
additional government resources for the region’s 
Higher Education Institutes, could ensure that 
adequate research support infrastructure is put in 

place, which could allow more researchers within 
the region to be given permanent tenure to facilitate 
research across all disciplines, particularly with 
respect to Science, Technology, Engineering 
and Mathematics given their importance to the 
importance to high growth sectors.

As stated in Europe 2020, innovation is 
instrumental to contributing to smart, sustainable 
and inclusive economic growth and an important 
factor to enabling greater levels of innovation 
within a region is the R&D capabilities of its Higher 
Education Institutes.

Therefore, greater government investment in 
such capabilities has the potential to improve the 
productive capacity of the region, which should 
help revitalise its economic performance.

Figure 36: Research Capital Funding to Higher Education Institutes, by NUTS 2 region, 2008-2018  
(€ per head of population)
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4.6 Airport Infrastructure

24 https://assets.gov.ie/25103/267dd55358d34478893d153dcffbd018.pdf
25 Figures includes funding with respect to PSO domestic air services between Donegal-Dublin and Kerry-Dublin
26 https://assets.gov.ie/25103/267dd55358d34478893d153dcffbd018.pdf

The Regional Airports Programme (RAP) provides 
capital grants and operating grants to the following 
four regional airports in Ireland, namely:

 g Donegal Airport

 g Ireland West Airport Knock (IWAK)

 g Kerry Airport

 g Waterford Airport

In addition to these capital and operational grants, 
the government also provides funding for two 
Public Service Obligation (PSO) domestic air 
services between Kerry and Dublin Airport, along 
with Donegal and Dublin Airport. According to the 
Department of Transport, Tourism and Sport24, the 
RAP is to ensure that economically and socially 
beneficial but financially unviable air connectivity 
can be provided to Ireland’s more isolated regions.

The current RAP is in place for 2015-2019, however 
this section will examine such funding from 2012 
onwards due to the fact that Sligo and Galway 
Airports ceased operations in 2011 and Donegal, 
IWAK, Kerry and Waterford Airports were the only 
regional airports operating within the Republic of 
Ireland while receiving central government funding 
from this point onwards.

Between 2012 and 2018, Kerry Airport received the 
largest level of funding from central government, 
at €37.0 million. This was followed by Donegal 
Airport at €29.5 million, IWAK at €17.9 million 
and Waterford Airport at €9.3 million. As evident 
from Figure 37, Kerry Airport has consistently 
obtained the largest level of funding from central 
government, followed by Donegal Airport. This 
can be credited to the fact that these two airports 
have the two PSO domestic air services between 
Donegal-Dublin and Kerry-Dublin, while there is 
no PSO services for IWAK and Waterford Airport.

Figure 37: Total central government funding to regional airports25, (€) 2012-2018
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However, as can be seen from Figure 38, when 
contributions with respect to PSO services are 
excluded we can see that IWAK received the largest 
level of funding in terms of capital and operational 
grants during this period of time. It is important to 
note that the relative funding levels between the 
airports have fluctuated considerably on a year-
on-year basis as they tend to be project driven. 
Between 2012 and 2018, IWAK received a total 
of €17.9 million, unchanged from its previously 
mentioned total given that the airport receives 
no PSO domestic air service funding. In contrast, 
total government capital and operational funding 
provided to Kerry Airport and Waterford Airport 
amounted to €9.7 million and €9.3 million, while 
Donegal Airport received €3.9 million during this 
period.

It should be noted that Exchequer funding for 
Waterford Airport ceased after commercial flights 
stopped operating at the airport in 2016, albeit 

27 https://assets.gov.ie/25103/267dd55358d34478893d153dcffbd018.pdf

two emergency payments in order to facilitate 
search and rescue operations were made in 2018, 
amounting to €750,000.

In tandem to these funding levels, IWAK, Donegal and 
Kerry Airport have all seen noteworthy passenger 
growth in recent years, therefore such growth 
should be taken into account when analysing the 
level of government capital and operational funding 
provided. As evident from Figure 39, between 2012 
and 2018, Waterford Airport received the highest 
level of central government funding per passenger 
at €49.87 which is to be expected considering the 
relatively small number of passengers travelling 
through the airport in the years between 2012 
and 2016. Donegal Airport registered the next 
highest level of central government funding per 
passenger at €14.25. Kerry Airport and IWAK 
received government funding of €4.37 and €3.59 
per passenger respectively.

Figure 38: Capital and Operational Government funding to regional airports, (€) 2012-2018
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Figure 39: Central government capital and operational funding per passenger, by regional airports,  
(€ per passenger) 2012-2018

€49.87

€14.25

€4.37

€3.59

€0 €10 €20 €30 €40 €50 €60

Waterford Airport

Donegal Airport

Kerry Airport

Knock Airport

Source: Department of Transport, Tourism and Sport

It should be noted that the RAP is a Government 
policy to aide Ireland’s smallest airports, and it is 
widely accepted that funding is generally provided 
on the basis of the weakest performing regional 
airports.

Passenger numbers at these airports are less than 
1 million per year and it is widely accepted that 
without State support, these smaller airports would 
struggle to comply with international regulatory 
obligations relating to safety and security. 
Exchequer support for capital expenditure is 
limited to safety and security related expenditure, 
however the scheme can provide funding of up to 
75% of total eligible costs for capital investments 
relating to economic activities of the airport. 
Economic activities are activities that would not 
be related to air traffic control, police, customs, 
firefighting activities necessary to safeguard civil 
aviation against acts of unlawful interference 
and the investments relating to the equipment 
and infrastructure necessary to perform those 
activities. This 75% limit is imposed by the 2014 
EU Guidelines.

Northern & Western Regional Assembly

4. Government Investment in Key Growth Enablers

45



Summary of Section 4

Government investment in national, regional and local 
infrastructure – per km of road – has been behind the 
State average in recent years.

Capital investment in the region’s Higher Education 
Institutes – per undergraduate student enrolled – has 
been behind the State average over the past number of 
years.

Capital investment in health infrastructure – per head of 
population – has been below the State average in 8 out 
of the last 11 inclusive years.

Capital investment for postgraduate and research 
facilities in the region’s Higher Education Institutes – per 
head of population – has been behind the State average 
in 8 out of the last 11 inclusive years.

Higher Education Institutes operating in the region 
received Science Foundation Ireland funding - per head 
of population – below the State average in each of the 
last 11 inclusive years.

As evident from this section, there seems to be capacity 
for greater government investment in the region’s key 
growth enablers

A Region in Transition: The Way Forward46
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“Positive Discrimination” towards the 
region should be viewed from the 
perspective that the region offers 

strong value for money, both in 
terms of its cost competitiveness, 

and the relatively favourable EU 
co-financing rates available 

for infrastructure projects in 
“Transition regions”.

5Value for Money
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Value for Money

Considering the results of the previous section, there seems to be capacity 
for greater government investment in the region’s key growth enablers. 
“Positive Discrimination” in this regard should aim to increase the region’s 
productive capacity and to improve the standard of living of its citizens. This 
should be viewed from the perspective that the region offers strong value for 
money, particularly in terms of cost competitiveness which can be useful 
competitive advantage to generating significant economic growth and high 
valued employment in a region.

Therefore, this section of the report will examine some of the regions unique 
selling points - from a value for money perspective - specifically examining:

 g First Time Buyer Mortgage Affordability

 g Rent Affordability

 g Childcare Costs

 g Wage Costs

5.1 First Time Buyer Mortgage Affordability

28 https://www.ey.com/Publication/vwLUAssets/EY-just-how-affordable-is-housing-for-ireland-first-time-buyers/$File/EY-just-how-
affordable-is-housing-for- ireland-first-time-buyers.pdf

A report28 by EY-DKM Economic Advisory Services 
evaluates the affordability of Ireland’s housing 
market for first time buyers, on a county by county 
basis and assesses housing affordability using two 
factors, namely:

 g Whether a county’s first-time buyers can 
afford a property based on a mortgage of 3.5 
times their household income

 g Whether a county’s first time buyers can 
accumulate a 10% deposit, as required by 
Central Bank rules.

The report assumes that the income of first time 
buyers is about 89% of the average household 
income, which is reflected in their analysis. As 
evident from Figure 40, the results from the first 
element of the analysis are predominantly positive 

with the respect to the Northern & Western counties, 
with the only county within the region to register 
a mortgage to income ratio above the affordability 
threshold of 3.5 being Galway. The counties within 
the Northern & Western region to record the lowest 
mortgage to income ratios were Leitrim (2.1), 
Roscommon and Sligo (both 2.6).

However, while such statistics suggest that housing 
for first time buyers is affordable in the majority of 
counties across the State such figures ignore the 
requirement to have a deposit, which is increasingly 
difficult for potential buyers to accumulate. To take 
this into account, EY-DKM also included an overall 
affordability measure to help consider both the 
ability to pay the mortgage and the time needed to 
save for a deposit, giving an overall affordability 
ranking for first time buyers by county. 
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Figure 40: Mortgage to income ratio by County, 2018
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Counties are grouped depending on their score 
of this analysis, with counties split between five 
groupings namely:

1. Highly Affordable

2. Affordable

3. Modest

4. Relatively Unaffordable

5. Highly Unaffordable

Table 1 sets out the respective rankings of the 
Northern & Western counties out of the 26 
counties of Ireland, as well as their corresponding 
affordability grouping. Out of the eight counties 
within the region, Galway was the only one classified 
as highly unaffordable. Three counties, namely 
Leitrim, Sligo and Cavan were all considered highly 
affordable, while Monaghan was also deemed to 
be affordable. Donegal, Roscommon and Mayo 
were categorised as relatively modest in terms of 
affordability.

Affordability Ranking  
in Ireland

Affordability Grouping

Leitrim 1st Highly Affordable

Sligo 3rd Highly Affordable

Cavan 4th Highly Affordable

Monaghan 10th Affordable

Donegal 12th  Modest

Roscommon 13th  Modest

Mayo 15th  Modest

Galway 22nd Highly Unaffordable

Table 1: Overall Affordability Ranking for first time buyers, by Northern & Western County

Source: EY-DKM Economic Advisory Services
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5.2 Rent Affordability

29 Household disposable income is defined as household gross income less taxes and social insurance. The information on rents paid was 
sourced from the Residential Tenancy Board (RTB).

30 http://blog.myhome.ie/2017/10/24/dublin-dwellers-spending-55-income-rent/

In July 2019, the CSO released its geographical 
profiles of incomes in Ireland, examining the 
proportion to which rental payments accounted 
for household incomes29 in each local authority for 
the latest available year 2016. In general, financial 
experts recommend that a household keep their 
housing costs to 30% of their net income. When 
housing costs go above this level, it starts to impact 
on a household’s ability to save and cover other 
costs30. As per this publication, the average rate of 
rent accounted for 29% of household disposable 
income for tenants in Ireland, with each of the 
local authorities within the Northern & Western 
registering rent to income ratios below the State 
average and the recommended 30% mark.

On average, rental payments accounted for 28.7% 
of household incomes in Galway City. As evident 
from Figure 41, this is the highest proportion in 
the Northern & Western region, followed by Mayo 
(24.9%), Sligo (24.8%), and Donegal (24.4%). All 
of the remaining Northern & Western counties 

recorded rent to income ratios below 24%, with the 
lowest ratio being in Cavan (22%). This is in sharp 
contrast, to the local authorities based in based in 
urban areas with all four local authorities in Dublin, 
Cork City, Wicklow and Louth all registering ratios 
above the State average of 29%.

Figure 41: Rents to income ratio by Local Authorities, 2016
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5.3 Childcare Costs

In September 2019, the Department of Children 
and Youth Affairs released the average weekly 
cost of childcare by county, showing how the cost 
of childcare for children between the ages of 0 
and 6 varied across Ireland. Such information 
was drawn from almost 4,000 early learning, care 
and school childcare services located around the 
country, with the results broken down by full time 
and part time care.

According to the Department, the average weekly 
cost of childcare for a child aged between 0 and 
6 in full time care in Ireland was €184 per week. 
Dún Laoghaire-Rathdown had the highest average 
childcare costs for full time care, at €246 per 
week, followed by South Dublin (€214 per week), 
Fingal (€213) and Dublin City (€207). Wicklow, 
Kildare, Cork County and Cork City recorded the 
next highest average childare costs.

All of the counties within the Northern and Western 
region recorded childcare costs below the State 
average. Leitrim was the county to register the 
lowest average weekly childcare cost for full time 
care within the State, at €148, with the region’s next 
cheapest counties being Monaghan (€153), and 
Roscommon (€157). Sligo, Mayo, Cavan, Galway 
and Donegal all registered average childcare costs 
of between €157 and €167 per week. Such results 
highlight the cost advantage of raising a child within 
the Northern & Western region. Important to note 
that separate figures for Galway City and County 
were not made available by the Department.

This also proved to be the case with respect to the 
average weekly childcare costs for part time care. 
The average weekly cost of childcare for a child 
aged between 0 and 6 in part time care in Ireland 
was €110 per week. As evident from Figure 43, 
all of the counties within the Northern & Western 
region registered average weekly childcare costs 
for part time care below the national average.

Figure 42: Average weekly childcare costs for full time care, by county (€ per week)
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Figure 43: Average weekly childcare costs for part time care, by County (€ per week)
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5.4 Wage Costs

31  https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/er/cirgdp/countyincomesandregionalgdp2016/

By using CSO data, this report can provide a 
regional estimate for the average cost of wages. 
The CSO provides regional data with respect to 
“Compensation of Employees” (COE)31, which 
would capture the total remuneration paid by 
employers to their employees in return for work 
done. Compensation of Employees includes both 
wages and salaries, benefit in kind and employers’ 
social contributions, and provides an estimate as to 
total value of wages on a regional level. In addition 
to the above, the CSO – via its Labour Force Survey 
– provides the total level of employment on a 
regional level, as far back as 2012 for the latest 
NUTS 2 statistical definitions.

Using the above data, we can divide the total wage 
costs by the total number of people employed, 
providing us with an estimate of the average wage 

for each of the regions of Ireland. It should be 
noted that such data could only be analysed as far 
back as 2012, given that the CSO only provides 
labour market data in line with the new NUTS 2 
classifications as far back as this year. The year 
2017 represents the latest available data in terms 
of compensation of employees.
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Figure 44: Average Annual Wage Cost per Employee, by NUTS 2 Region (€), 2012-2017
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As evident from Figure 44, the average cost of 
wages per employee in the Northern & Western 
region was €30,780 in 2017, representing an 
increase of 3.4% relative to the base year of 2012. 
Average wage costs in the Southern region was 
€35,982 in 2017, up 10% compared to the base 
year of 2012, with the corresponding average in 
the Eastern & Midland region being €43,082, an 
increase of 5.3% relative to 2012.

For 2017, the average cost of wages per employee 
on a national basis was €38,670, an increase of 
6.7% relative to the base year of 2012. In every 
year between 2012 and 2017, the average cost 
of wages in the Northern & Western region was 
below the corresponding averages registered in 
its neighbouring regions. In 2017, the average cost 
of wages in the Northern & Western region were 
€7,890 cheaper per employee relative to the State 
average, while wage costs within the region were 
also €5,202 and €12,303 lower per employee 
compared to the Southern region and the Eastern 
& Midland region.
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Summary of Section 5

The majority of the counties within the Northern & 
Western region are considered to be affordable for first 
time buyers.

Rent as a proportion of a disposable income is 
considered to be affordable in all of the counties of the 
region.

All of the Local Authorities within the region registered 
Childcare costs – both full time and part time – below the 
State average.

Labour costs for businesses located within the region 
are lower relative to the Southern region and the Eastern 
& Midlands region.

From a cost of living perspective, the region offers 
strong value for money
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6Growing the Region

If regional gaps in GDP per capita are too 
large and remain consistent over time, 

this will inevitably lead to further 
economic decline. Therefore, 

“Positive Discrimination” towards 
the region will be insufficient 
unless additional government 

funding is directed towards 
policies that have been 

proven to revitalise 
regional economies.
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Growing the Region

This section of the report will now propose a series of policy recommendations 
to revitalise the economic fortunes of the region. If regional gaps in GDP per 
head of population are too large and remain consistent over time, this will lead 
to the continued decline of the region. 

It is widely accepted that gaps in output tend to 
be accompanied by high levels of unemployment, 
low levels of disposable income and prolonged 
population decline. The region’s inability to match 
the economic performance of the rest of the 
State has seen a steady decline in the region’s 
share of the State’s population over the past 50 
years, falling from 21.2% in 1966 to 17.8%, as per 
the latest Census data in 2016. Failure to address 
the poor economic performance of the region will 
inevitability lead to its continued decline.

Taking this into account, it is important to consider 
how the region’s economic wellbeing can be 
improved. The OECD notes that the performance 
of a region’s economy is the result of a combination 

of factors ranging from geography, demographics, 
specialisation, productivity, physical and human 
capital, infrastructure and the capacity to innovate. 
Considering these factors, Figure 46 provides a 
series of policies recommendations to revitalise 
the economic wellbeing of the region, which aim 
to target each of these keys factors using the 
latest available international research. Given how 
interconnected these policies are - particularly 
with respect to areas such as third level education, 
research & development and digital infrastructure - 
such solutions need to be delivered in conjunction 
with one another and not in isolation. Failure to do 
so will ultimately lead to the continued decline of 
the region’s economy.

Figure 45: Northern & Western region’s share of Ireland’s population, 1966-2016
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Figure 46: Framework for enhancing economic growth in the Northern & Western Region
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Ensure incentives allow the 
region to develop urban centres 
of sufficient scale, particularly 
the region’s designated “Regional 
Growth Centres” and “Key towns” Ensure continued development 

of current industrial clusters, 
particularly in high value industries 
operating in the “Technology and 
Knowledge Intensive” economy

Enhance investment and support 
for the Northern & Western 
region’s Higher Education 
Institutes, to improve the region’s 
overall human capital levels Provide transport infrastructure 

and services that ensure relatively 
lower commuting times and allow 
for a transition to low carbon 
economy

Support the region’s Higher 
Education Institutes in improving 
their R&D capabilities to attract 
greater funding levels, increasing 
the possibility of innovation Ensure the provision of high quality 

social infrastructure and services, 
particularly in the areas of health, 
housing and childcare

Ensure the delivery of the National 
Broadband Plan allowing for 
continued improvement in the 
region’s digital infrastructure

Highlight and maintain the region’s 
cost competitiveness for both 
workers and employers

Ensure continued support and 
investment into the region’s Airport 
infrastructure, with the view 
of improving accessibility and 
connectivity to global markets

Encourage employers and firms 
within the region to embrace the 
concept of remote working

Support SMEs within small 
towns and villages, particularly in 
geographical areas that suffer from 
deprivation, depopulation or high 
vacancy rates
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6.1 Urban Centres of Scale

Ensure incentives allow the region to develop urban centres of sufficient scale, 
particularly the region’s designated “Regional Growth Centres” and “Key towns”

32 https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sites/9789264293137-5-en/index.html?itemId=/content/component/9789264293137-5-en#wrapper
33 https://www.ecb.europa.eu/pub/conferences/shared/pdf/20190617_ECB_forum_Sintra/paper_Alfaro.en.pdf
34 https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sites/9789264293137-5-en/index.html?itemId=/content/component/9789264293137-5-en#wrapper
35 https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sites/9789264293137-5-en/index.html?itemId=/content/component/9789264293137-5-en#wrapper
36 https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sites/9789264293137-5-en/index.html?itemId=/content/component/9789264293137-5-en#wrapper

According to research by the OECD, European 
regions that were lagging behind the most 
productive “frontier” regions in their own country 
were able to narrow the gap between 2000 and 
2014, due to two important factors; one of which 
was the presence of well-functioning and 
integrated cities32.

Why this is the case can be explain through 
an important term known as “agglomeration 
economies”, which essentially are the economic 
benefits that arise from working in larger and 
denser areas. Economic benefits arise from the 
spatial concentration of workers, firms and capital, 
due to economies of scale in terms of transport 
costs, supply chains, supply of labour, as well as 
knowledge spill overs33. The Tradeable sector, 
which are firms who trade / could trade with 
international markets and provide high valued 
employment, tend to gravitate to urban centres with 
critical mass as they tend to offer all of the above 
benefits, as well as infrastructure connectivity, 
third level education, and a diverse quality of 
life for workers. Moreover, the OECD notes that 
companies and workers tend to be extremely 
productive within urban centres of scale relative 
to more disperse geographical areas34 due to the 
above reasons.

Given that the Tradable sector and productivity 
growth are central to enhancing regional economic 
growth, developing the Northern & Western region’s 
designated “Regional Growth Centres” and “Key 
Towns” to sufficient scale will be key in this regard.

It also should be noted that the benefits associated 
with developing the region’s urban centres – 
if managed properly – will not be limited to the 
borders of such areas, and that the benefits of such 
growth can be spread to surrounding rural areas. 
Smaller cities and rural villages, which wouldn’t 

be within the direct commuting zone of an urban 
centre might not have the capacity to create strong 
agglomeration economies, but strong linkages with 
urban centres can allow rural areas to capture the 
above benefits.

Efficient and accessible public transport 
infrastructure is key to whether rural areas can also 
harness the benefits of agglomeration economies. 
Short drives, bus or train trips can connect rural 
areas to growing urban centres, allowing rural 
based firms to tap into specialised services, 
along with the financial and human capital that is 
generally only available in urban centres of scale35. 
For example, in Germany, the town of Montabaur 
was connected via high-speed rail in the early 
2000s36, and at the time of this infrastructure 
development, the town had a population of less than 
15,000. Once the train line was opened in 2002, the 
town could be reached from Frankfurt and Cologne 
within 40 minutes of travel and the international 
airports of the two cities could be accessed within 
20 minutes. As a result of this transport linkage 
between a relatively rural area and an urban centre 
of scale, the industrial park next to the town’s new 
train station ultimately attracted more than 50 
companies. Therefore, creating linkages between 
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a region’s urban and rural areas can overcome 
disadvantages associated with dispersed rural 
economies. When developing the Northern & 
Western region’s urban centres to suffice scale, 
government bodies should ensure that local public 
transport infrastructure will integrate our urban 
centres with their surrounding rural areas as 
possible.

The OECD notes, if such urban development is 
not properly managed, urban growth can lead to 
congestion, environmental degradation, expensive 

37 https://read.oecd-ilibrary.org/urban-rural-and-regional-development/how-regions-grow_9789264039469-en#page1
38 http://www.oecd.org/regional/searf2009/42576934.pdf
39 https://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/11/3/766/htm
40 https://read.oecd-ilibrary.org/urban-rural-and-regional-development/how-regions-grow_9789264039469-en#page1
41 https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0272775718300414

housing costs, which can offset the productivity 
gains from agglomeration and reduce the well-
being of urban residents. Nevertheless, the OECD 
notes that agglomeration economies are partly 
responsible for regional growth, and that factors 
such as human capital and innovation are more 
important than a region’s physical distance from 
markets37. Therefore, simply developing urban 
centres of scale without enhancing the region’s 
overall human capital and innovation levels will not 
be enough to revitalise its economic performance.

6.2 Investment in Higher Education Institutes

Enhance investment and support for the Northern & Western region’s Higher 
Education Institutes, to improve the region’s overall human capital levels”

There is ample levels of international research that 
shows that regions with inadequate levels of 
human capital will not develop economically, 
whereas regions with increased levels of human 
capital will experience sustained economic growth.

OECD research has showed that infrastructure 
alone has no impact on regional growth unless 
these regions are endowed with adequate levels 
of human capital and innovation38. Amongst other 
factors, human capital is generally nurtured 
through the provision of high quality Higher 
Education Institutes, therefore higher education, 
as an investment in human capital, is regarded as 
an important determinant of sustainable economic 
growth39.

By enhancing the Northern & Western region’s 
Higher Education Institutes, the region will be 
able to generate greater levels of human capital, 
and increase regional economic growth. This is 
advocated by the OECD who notes that there is a 
clear positive relationship between investment in 
higher education and regional economic growth, 
after a period of approximately three years40.

This is echoed by Valero et al (2019) who notes 
that increases in the number of universities are 

positively and robustly associated with higher 
regional growth, with their model suggesting that 
a 10% increase in a region’s number of universities 
per capita is associated with 0.4% increase in 
future GDP per capita in that region. Furthermore, 
there appear to be positive spill over effects from 
universities to neighbouring regions41.

As a result of the region’s recent reclassification 
by the European Commission, and due to the 
importance of human capital levels to economic 
growth, positive discrimination should be applied 
towards the region’s Higher Education Institutes to 
combat the region’s poor economic performance. 
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For example, there should be greater funding 
levels for infrastructure projects that will enhance 
undergraduate teaching and learning facilities 
within the region’s Higher Education Institutes, as 
it is widely accepted that the standard of facilities 
is seen as an important influence on students’ 
choice of institution42. Furthermore, the expansion 
and consolidation of third level facilities to promote 
regional economic development is seen as key from 

42 https://www.researchgate.net/publication/235303814_The_impact_of_facilities_on_student_choice_of_university
43 http://www.oecd.org/sti/Merle%20Jacob%20-%20Public%20research%20funding%20instruments%20and%20modalities.pdf

central government perspective, as evident from 
the National Policy Objective 32 of the National 
Planning Framework. In addition to this, the 
Technological University process for the region’s 
Institutes of Technologies should be accelerated 
as the Connacht-Ulster Alliance Technological 
University will be crucial to supporting the 
economic, social and cultural development of the 
Northern & Western region.

6.3 Investment in Research and Development Capabilities

Support the region’s Higher Education Institutes in improving their R&D 
capabilities to attract greater funding levels, increasing the possibility of 
innovation

As stated in Europe 2020, innovation is instrumental 
to contributing to smart, sustainable and inclusive 
economic growth. Key to enabling greater levels of 
innovation within a region is its Higher Education 
Institutes. An array of academic research confirms 
that high levels of investment in R&D remains a 
critical component to innovation and that 
governments should continue to increase support 
for the main institutional drivers of innovation, 
namely Higher Education Institutes, private 
industry and research institutes.

Historically speaking, the role of Higher Education 
Institutes with respect to regional development has 
been to be the provider of academic knowledge 
and education, however such bodies are now one 
of the main drivers of a region’s innovation due to 
their research and development (R&D) capabilities. 
As evident from the previous section of this report, 
the Northern & Western region’s Higher Education 
Institutes are not receiving as much research 
funding relative to the State average.

This suggests that the R&D capabilities of the 
region’s Higher Education Institutes may need 
additional resources to ensure that adequate 
research support infrastructure is put in place, to 
allow researchers to be given permanent tenure 
and to facilitate the undertaking of research by 
academics across all discipline within the region, 
particularly with respect to Science, Technology, 
Engineering and Mathematics.

By providing greater funding to the region’s Higher 
Education Institutes in this regard, this could allow 
the region to enhance their R&D capabilities, which 
could allow them to capture a greater share of 
such research funding programs, increasing the 
possibility of greater innovative solutions / products 
been developed in the region. Such developments 
subsequently may lead to potential commercial 
opportunities and greater regional economic 
growth, as the OECD has noted that econometric 
studies indicate a high correlation between R&D 
expenditure and economic growth43. In the context 
of the region’s reclassification as a “Transition 
region”, additional government investment in this 
regard will be necessary if the region is to have 
a chance of experiencing high valued economic 
growth as a result of new innovations. Otherwise, 
innovation will continue to naturally follow the 
Higher Education Institutes within the Eastern & 
Midlands and the Southern region, due to their 
current competitive advantages in this field.
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6.4 National Broadband Plan

Ensure the delivery of the National Broadband Plan allowing for continued 
improvement in the region’s digital infrastructure

44 https://www.ofcom.org.uk/research-and-data/telecoms-research/broadband-research/economic-impact-broadband
45 https://www.esri.ie/system/files/media/file-uploads/2018-03/RB201805.pdf
46 https://www.ofcom.org.uk/research-and-data/telecoms-research/broadband-research/economic-impact-broadband
47 https://www.esri.ie/system/files/media/file-uploads/2018-03/RB201805.pdf

It is widely accepted that there is a significant 
positive relationship between broadband 
investment and economic growth44. Therefore, if 
the Northern & Western region is to revitalise its 
economic performance, it is vital that the region is 
equipped with high quality broadband coverage.

The Government’s National Broadband Plan (NBP) 
aims to ensure that all citizens and businesses in 
Ireland have access to high speed broadband no 
matter where they live or work. The delivery of 
this strategic project will be instrumental if the 
economic performance of the region is to be 
improved. According to research by the ESRI45, 
the provision of broadband infrastructure seems 
to attract almost all types of enterprises, while 
the appeal of an area for high-tech firms is also 
boosted by availability of high-speed infrastructure.

International research also highlights the 
importance of ensuring high accessibility and 
high speed broadband. A study carried out by 
Ofcom46 suggests that investment in broadband 
had significant benefits to the economies of 
OECD countries between 2002 and 2016. As part 
of this study, 35 OECD countries were analysed 
over a 15-year period (2002-2016) and from this 
research it was found that a positive relationship 
between broadband investment and economic 
growth exists. It was estimated that an increase 
in broadband adoption over the 15 year period 
led to an increase in GDP of 0.3% per annum on 
average across the 35 OECD countries. In addition, 
the paper also found a strong positive relationship 
between broadband speed and economic growth.

However, as stated by the ESRI research47, 
investing in broadband infrastructure isn’t enough 
to encourage economic development unless the 
regions are endowed with adequate levels of 
human capital and innovation. The ESRI note 
that only geographical with enough highly skilled 
staff seem to enjoy a boost in start-ups when 
they have broadband network access, a finding 
which is consistent with international research. 
Hence, for regions with relatively lower levels of 
human capital, a more appropriate approach would 
be to complement the investment in broadband 
with measures to improve human capital. Such 
an observation further justifies the need for the 
positive discrimination towards the region’s Higher 
Education Institutes, and that failure to do so may 
limit the expected benefits of the NBP in the 
Northern & Western region.
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6.5 Airport Infrastructure

Ensure continued support and investment into the region’s Airport infrastructure, 
with the view of improving accessibility and connectivity to global markets

48 https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sites/9789264293137-5-en/index.html?itemId=/content/component/9789264293137-5-en
49 https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/fef8/7c021f0b91a3e3174b25bc13bbbfc02ddcca.pdf
50 Halpern, Nigel. “Lapland’s airports: Facilitating the development of international tourism in a peripheral region.” Scandinavian Journal of 

Hospitality and Tourism 8.1 (2008): 25-47.

Airport infrastructure will play a key role in 
achieving economic development within the 
Northern & Western region, as such infrastructure 
is essential in facilitating tourism and trade. Given 
that airport transport is essential component of the 
global economy, having high quality and accessible 
airport infrastructure will be key to facilitating 
growth of the region’s Tradable sector, which are 
the sectors that produce / could produce goods or 
services that can be traded globally. In the context 
of the region’s reclassification such sectors 
couldn’t be more important, as tradable sectors are 
associated with successful regional catch up48  
while these firms tend to be highly productive, they 
export and provide high valued employment.

According to research by the OECD, European 
regions that were lagging behind the most 
productive “frontier” regions in their own country 
were able to narrow the gap between 2000 and 
2014, due to the contribution of their Tradable 
sectors to overall economic production. In 
European regions that were catching up, Tradable 
sectors accounted for, on average, about 37% of the 
total output in their respective region in 2000 and 
this percentage increased even further to nearly 
40% by 2014. In contrast, diverging regions started 
with a lower percentage of total output in tradable 
sectors in 2000 than the catching-up regions and 
the contribution of their Tradable sector did not 
increased by 2014.

It is important to consider why this is the case. 
For firms operating within the Tradeable sector, 
growth and success are not limited to the size of 
the local market giving them far more potential 
to grow, allowing these firms to have a larger 
impact on their respective regional economy. 
Firms operating within the Tradeable sector are 
also operating within a global market and in order 

remain profitable these types of firms are forced 
to be dynamic and innovative, forcing them to be 
highly productive, which subsequently increases 
the region’s productivity and innovation levels. 
Furthermore, enhancing access to global markets 
and international transport links is regarded 
as “absolutely essential” to businesses taking 
location decisions, and when airports have good 
connectivity they have act as a powerful magnet for 
companies, particularly service oriented firms49.

Research has also shown that airports act as 
operational spheres of influence, which along 
with the tourist centres that they serve, form 
the starting point of the regional structure for 
tourism50. An airport’s vicinity to such sites is 
a noticeable competition factor and supports 
the competitive advantage of the region, hence 
continued investment in the region’s airport 
infrastructure is required, particularly given the 
region’s downgrade by the European Commission.
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6.6 SME Support

Support SMEs within small towns and villages, particularly in geographical areas 
that suffer from deprivation, depopulation or high vacancy rates

51 https://oecd-development-matters.org/2017/04/03/unlocking-the-potential-of-smes-for-the-sdgs/
52 A recent survey of SMEs shows that a majority of SMEs have websites yet only 30 percent of SMEs can take online sales orders:  

https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/committee/dail/32/seanad_public_consultation_committee/reports/2019/2019-05-16_small-and-
medium-sized-businesses-in-ireland_en.pdf

Small rural towns and remote villages are 
particularly reliant on SMEs, since their local labour 
markets are generally too small to accommodate 
large scale enterprises and investments. These 
SMEs make vital contributions to the economic 
and social fabric of their rural communities and 
the development of these types of firms will 
be paramount in reversing economic decline 
and achieving more inclusive and sustainable 
economic growth in the most remote segments of 
the Northern & Western region.

Leading institutions such as the OECD have 
noted that the UN’s SDGs can only be achieved 
if countries manage to build up strong SMEs51, 
highlighting their importance in achieving more 
inclusive growth in Ireland. Likewise, SMEs provide 
more jobs than large scale enterprises, offer 
stable employment growth and employ persons in 
geographical areas that do not have enough scale 
to attract multinational companies or large scale 
indigenous firms.

Therefore, the development and enhancement of 
SMEs will be a key part of improving the quality of 
life and the economic environment of struggling 
rural towns and villages within the region. 
Ultimately, the health of a geographical area’s 
commercial environment plays a major role in 
determining the economic wellbeing of a location, 
therefore, support and initiatives that develop 
enterprise opportunities - particularly for SMEs 
- will be instrumental in enhancing the economic 
vibrancy of rural areas. Specifically, there should 
be a greater level of targeted financial incentives 
and instruments to support the development and 
growth of SMEs within rural towns and villages. 
Efforts to create greater awareness of the variety 
of government supports currently available to 
SMEs should be continued while SMEs within 
these remote locations need to be encouraged and 
incentivised to promote their businesses online52.
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6.7 Cluster Development

Ensure continued development of current industrial clusters, particularly in high 
value industries operating in the “Technology and Knowledge Intensive” economy

53 https://www.ecb.europa.eu/pub/conferences/shared/pdf/20190617_ECB_forum_Sintra/paper_Alfaro.en.pdf
54 http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.199.4104&rep=rep1&type=pdf: “Sourcing inputs from cluster participants (“local” 

outsourcing) can result in lower transactions costs than those incurred when using “distant” sources

Ensuring the continued development of the region’s 
current industrial clusters – particularly in high 
value industries operating in the “Technology and 
Knowledge Intensive” economy – will also help in 
revitalising the economic wellbeing of the region. 
Evidence on the co- location of industries in the 
U.S. shows that firms locate near industries who 
are their suppliers or customers53, while the 
benefits of clustering are clear from the perspective 
of economies of scale in terms of input costs54. 
Considering this, the continued development of the 
region’s current industrial clusters could potentially 
lead to a greater inflow of likeminded firms, 
ultimately benefiting the region’s economy.

The extent to which government bodies can 
dedicate the emergence of high valued clusters 
remains to be seen, but nevertheless government 
bodies should try to strengthen collaboration 
and clustering activities between domestic 

and multinational companies, while utilising the 
region’s Higher Education Institutions research 
capabilities. In doing so, this can enhance the 
performance of current clusters within the region, 
while also increasing the possibility of new cluster 
being developed.

6.8 Efficient and Low Carbon Transport

Provide transport infrastructure and services that ensure relatively lower 
commuting times and allow for a transition to low carbon economy

The Regional Spatial and Economic Strategy of the 
Northern & Western Regional Assembly recognises 
the importance of our “Regional Growth Centres” 
and “Key Towns” in developing the region’s overall 
urban structure. Developing these geographical 
areas to urban centres of scale will be an important 
component in revitalising the economic wellbeing 
of the region.

In conjunction to such urban development, it is 
instrumental that an accessible, efficient and low 
carbon public transport network is delivered, 
with the view of acting as a vital link between 
urban economic hubs themselves, as well as 
their respective rural hinterlands. This should 
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ensure that the previously mentioned benefits 
of agglomeration can also be felt not just in 
our region’s urban centres but also in their 
surrounding rural communities. Such a public 
transport system should also facilitate access 
to the region’s airports and port infrastructure, 
as well as its key tourism and cultural assets. 
Failure to implement an efficient and accessible 
local transport infrastructure will ensure that our 
designated growth centres and key towns will 
suffer from high levels of congestion, increase 
housing costs and environmental degradation, 

55 https://www.jstor.org/stable/4407415?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
56 Summary version https://www.oecd.org/inclusive-growth/resources/Opportunities-for-all-OECD-Framework-for-policy-action-on-

inclusive-growth.pdf
57 Full version: https://read.oecd-ilibrary.org/economics/opportunities-for-all_9789264301665-en#page1
58 Marmot, M & Wilkinson , R.G (2001). “Psychosocial and material pathways in the relation between income and health: a response to Lynch 

et al”. British Medical Journal 322, 1233-1236

ultimately reducing the region’s offer of a high 
quality of life.

In addition to this, the region should strive for the 
implementation of electric vehicle infrastructure 
given that it will be a key infrastructure 
requirement in the comings years.

Such infrastructure has the potential to help 
workers in our rural communities to reduce high 
cost of travel to work, a factor consistently noted 
as one of the biggest barriers to employment in 
rural communities.

6.9 Social Infrastructure

Ensure the provision of high quality social infrastructure and services, particularly 
in the areas of health, housing and childcare

The impact of public investment and physical 
infrastructure on both private investment behaviour 
and regional economic development has been 
found to be highly significant and positive55. To 
accommodate such logic and to encourage 
inclusive economic growth, the OECD has outlined 
that one of the key principles of its “Framework for 
Policy Action on Inclusive Growth”5657 is that 
Governments need to invest in people and places 
that have been left behind. To achieve this, the 
OECD recommends:

 g Ensuring access to quality health services, 
housing and infrastructure;

 g Promoting quality childcare, early education 
programmes and life-long learning and 
acquisition of skills, in particular through 
vocational and tertiary education;

 g Promoting regional catch-up by enabling the 
fair and efficient reallocation of labour, capital 
and natural resources within and across 
regions.

By allowing greater access to social infrastructure 
and public services, this can lead to improved 
employment opportunities, increased workforce 

participation and higher human capital levels, 
while residents can be attracted and encouraged 
to stay within areas that have high quality social 
infrastructure.

A number of leading research institutes have 
provided extensive evidence that the economic 
benefits of providing social infrastructure far out-
weight the costs of provision, resulting in a net 
return on investment. For example:

 g Marmot and Wilkinson of the British Medical 
Journal found that for every $1 invested in 
community networks and services, $10 were 
saved in costs on poor health, reduced crime 
and better employment outcomes amongst 
other things58.
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 g Washington State Institute for Public Policy 
calculated a benefit-cost ratio of over $2 per 
dollar of cost for some pre-school education 
programs and benefit-cost ratios of up to $11 
per dollar of cost for some youth development 
programs59.

59 Aos, S., Lieb, R., Mayfield, J., Miller, M. and Pennucci, A. (2004), Benefits and Costs of Prevention and Early Intervention Programs for 
Youth, Washington State Institute for Public Policy, Olympia.

60 https://www.sgsep.com.au/assets/20130332-Linda-Perrine-presentation-130719.pdf

Such studies provide a sense of the how public 
investment in social infrastructure can have an 
economic dividend as well as a social one. Rural 
and regional communities cannot achieve economic 
development without social infrastructures such 
as schools, community and health facilities60, 
therefore it is vital that positive discrimination 
is applied to such funding areas for the region, 
with the view of countering the region’s recent 
economic decline.

6.10 Cost Competitiveness

Highlight and maintain the region’s cost competitiveness for both workers and 
employers

As evident from the previous section, the Northern 
& Western region is not undergoing the same 
upward pressure in the cost of living relative to 
other parts of Ireland, and the region is quite cost 
competitive. Housing affordability for both first 
time buyers and renters is significantly cheaper, 
while childcare and wage costs are considerably 
lower in the region compared to the rest of the 
State. Given that Ireland remains one of the most 
attractive locations for Foreign Direct Investment, 
the region’s cost competitiveness acts as a unique 
competitive advantage in attracting inflows of 
capital and high valued employment.

It should be noted that while such cost advantages 
does offer a competitive advantage relative to the 

other regions of Ireland, it is important to note that 
human capital, urban centres of scale, innovation 
and infrastructure remain the overriding drivers 
of businesses choice of location, hence such cost 
advantages can only be exploited if the region 
continues to develop these areas. Nevertheless, 
the region should maintain and highlight its 
costs competitiveness to potential domestic and 
foreign investors, via the appropriate government 
enterprise bodies. In the event that the region 
begins to experience significant economic growth 
and urban development; the provision of well-
planned and high quality infrastructure and public 
services should limit the expected uplift in cost 
inflation that is generally associated with growing 
regional economies.
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6.11 Remote Working

Encourage employers and firms within the region to embrace the concept of 
remote working

61 https://www.idaireland.com/newsroom/blog/october-2018/grow-remote-2018

In Ireland, remote working is growing in popularity 
and it has been estimated that there are around 
216,000 people working remotely in Ireland61. Many 
leading international companies with operations in 
Ireland and across the world have already started 
implementing remote working policies, a trend 
which offers a huge opportunity to rejuvenate rural 
towns and villages within the region. By allowing 
employees to work remotely from their rural home 
or their local co-working space, workers can avoid 
expensive travel costs, costly house prices and 
rent rates in major urban centres, while allowing 
them to contribute to their own local economies by 
spending their earnings in nearby businesses.

From a logistical perspective, remote working 
reduces demanding and stressful commutes, 
providing greater time for an employee’s social life 
which should enhance the region’s world class 
quality of life offering. Furthermore, reducing the 
number of commuters on our roads will be 
environmentally beneficial, ensuring an easier 
transition to a low carbon economy.

Working from home isn’t for every job and every 
person. Some jobs require constant face-to-face 
interaction and can’t be performed remotely, while 
some people prefer a traditional work environment. 
However, for sectors where remote working is 
possible, the Northern & Western regional assembly 
will aspire to become the ultimate location for 
remote working, with the view of attracting high-
value labour to all parts of the region while easing 
demand on housing and rents in Ireland’s major 
cities. The delivery of the National Broadband 
Plan and the availability of high quality digital 
connectivity will be key in this regard.

Continued support for the region’s current network 
of innovation and co working hubs, while ensuring 
the development of similar style facilities in 
relatively smaller towns and villages throughout the 
region will allow for greater remote working / out 
of office work. Furthermore, government bodies 
should introduce policies that would encourage 
enterprises to allow their employees greater 
flexibility in terms of off-site / remote working, in 
a manner which contributes to a healthy, attractive 
and climate-friendly region
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Summary of Section 6

This section of the report proposed a series of policy 
recommendations to revitalise the economic fortunes of 
the region.

Given how interconnected these policies are, such 
solutions need to be delivered in conjunction with one 
another and not in isolation.

Specifically, this report recommends developing the 
region’s designated “Regional Growth Centres” and “Key 
Towns”, improving the region’s human capital levels and 
R&D capabilities, enhancing regional infrastructure that 
enables growth, supporting SMEs in rural communities, 
maintaining cost competitiveness, developing current 
industrial clusters and encouraging the concept of 
remote working.

“Positive Discrimination” towards the region will be 
insufficient unless such additional resources are 
directed towards policies that have been proven to 
revitalise regional economies
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Conclusion

It has been well documented that the Northern & Western region has not 
performed economically as well as its fellow regions in Ireland and relative 
to the EU norm. As a result of the region’s poor economic performance, the 
European Commission has downgraded the region from a “More Developed 
Region” to a “Transition Region”, reflecting the continued decline of the region’s 
economy. An examination of trends in other key economic indicators of the 
region reinforces the European Commission’s decision.

62 http://www.oecd.org/els/soc/trends-in-income-inequality-and-its-impact-on-economic-growth-SEM-WP163.pdf

If regional gaps in GDP per head of population are 
too large and remain consistent over time, this 
will inevitably lead to further economic decline. 
It is widely accepted that gaps in output tend to 
be accompanied by high levels of unemployment, 
low levels of disposable income and prolonged 
population decline. Furthermore, inequality has 
a sizeable and statistically significant negative 
impact on a nation’s economic growth62.

Encouragingly, the OECD have noted that policies 
that help limit or – ideally – reverse the long-run 
rise in inequality would not only make societies 
less unfair, but actually richer. In light of the 
ample evidence that supports the reduction of 
regional inequality and considering the European 
Commission’s reclassification of the region, there 
is a strong argument for greater government 
intervention or “Positive Discrimination” towards 
the Northern & Western region.

As evident from section four of this report, there 
seems to be capacity for greater government 
investment in the region’s key growth enablers. 
“Positive Discrimination” - in the form of additional 
government investment towards the region - 
should aim to increase the Northern & Western 
region’s productive capacity and improve the 
standard of living of its citizens. This should be 
viewed from the perspective that the region offers 
strong value for money, particularly in terms 

of cost competitiveness which can be a useful 
competitive advantage in developing significant 
economic growth and high valued employment.

However, “Positive Discrimination” towards the 
region will be insufficient unless such additional 
resources are directed towards policies that have 
been proven to revitalise regional economies. 
Regional economic performance is the result of 
a combination of factors ranging from geography, 
demographics, specialisation, productivity, physical 
and human capital, infrastructure and the capacity 
to innovate. Taking this into account, this report 
provides a series of policies recommendations to 
revitalise the economic wellbeing of the region, 
which aim to target each of these key factors. 
Given how interconnected these policies are, such 
solutions need to be delivered out in conjunction 
with one another and not in isolation. Failure to do 
so will ultimately lead to the continued decline of 
the region’s economy.

Specifically, this report recommends developing 
the region’s designated “Regional Growth Centres” 
and “Key Towns”, improving the region’s human 
capital levels, enhancing regional infrastructure 
that enables growth, supporting SMEs in rural 
communities, maintaining cost competitiveness, 
developing current industrial clusters and 
encouraging the concept of remote working.
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Ensure incentives allow the 
region to develop urban centres 
of sufficient scale, particularly 
the region’s designated “Regional 
Growth Centres” and “Key towns” Ensure continued development 

of current industrial clusters, 
particularly in high value industries 
operating in the “Technology and 
Knowledge Intensive” economy

Enhance investment and support 
for the Northern & Western 
region’s Higher Education 
Institutes, to improve the region’s 
overall human capital levels Provide transport infrastructure 

and services that ensure relatively 
lower commuting times and allow 
for a transition to low carbon 
economy

Support the region’s Higher 
Education Institutes in improving 
their R&D capabilities to attract 
greater funding levels, increasing 
the possibility of innovation Ensure the provision of high quality 

social infrastructure and services, 
particularly in the areas of health, 
housing and childcare

Ensure the delivery of the National 
Broadband Plan allowing for 
continued improvement in the 
region’s digital infrastructure

Highlight and maintain the region’s 
cost competitiveness for both 
workers and employers

Ensure continued support and 
investment into the region’s Airport 
infrastructure, with the view 
of improving accessibility and 
connectivity to global markets

Encourage employers and firms 
within the region to embrace the 
concept of remote working

Support SMEs within small 
towns and villages, particularly in 
geographical areas that suffer from 
deprivation, depopulation or high 
vacancy rates
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Notes
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