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This response has been prepared by the Centre for Cross Border Studies as a contribution to 

the strategic review of Irish-Scottish relations being undertaken by the Irish and Scottish 

Governments as they seek to enhance cooperation in existing areas, and identify new areas 

where collaboration would  be of mutual benefit.1 

About The Centre for Cross Border Studies 

The Centre for Cross Border Studies (CCBS), based in Armagh, Northern Ireland, has a strong 

reputation as an authoritative advocate for cross-border cooperation and as a valued source 

of research, information and support for collaboration across borders on the island of Ireland, 

Europe and beyond. 

The Centre empowers citizens and builds capacity and capability for cooperation across 

sectors and jurisdictional boundaries on the island of Ireland and further afield. This mission 

is achieved through research, expertise, partnership and experience in a wide range of cross-

border practices and concerns (for more details visit www.crossborder.ie). 

The Centre also supports two all-island networks through its provision of secretariat services: 

Universities Ireland, and the Standing Conference on Teacher Education, North and South 

(SCoTENS). Universities Ireland brings together at the highest level the academic and 

administrative leaders of universities on the island of Ireland to promote and develop 

cooperation between their institutions, including on matters of higher education policy, and 

acting together to influence change in support of peace and reconciliation (for more see 

http://universitiesireland.ie/). SCoTENS was established in 2003 to create a safe space for 

teacher educators from both jurisdictions on the island of Ireland to come together to discuss 

issues of common interest and explore ways of cooperating closely together. The network 

includes 24 colleges of education, university education departments, teaching councils, 

                                                           
1 This response was authored by Dr Anthony Soares, Director of the Centre for Cross Border Studies. 
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curriculum councils, education trade unions and education centres on the island of Ireland 

(see http://scotens.org/ for more details). 

The response that follows is informed by the Centre’s experience and knowledge of cross-

border and transnational socio-economic cooperation involving a range of sectors from both 

Northern Ireland and Ireland as well as in other European regions, including public bodies, 

business and civil society. It is also informed by the Centre’s ongoing work on the impacts of 

the UK’s withdrawal from the EU on the ability of administrations, public bodies, business and 

civil society to engage in mutually beneficial North-South (on the island of Ireland) and East-

West (between the island of Ireland and Great Britain) cooperation post-Brexit.2 

Of the five main areas of activity that form the focus of the joint review, the Centre’s response 

will restrict itself to two of them: rural, coastal and island communities, and academic, 

educational and research links. However, before doing so, it is important to reflect on broader 

connections and associations that currently link Ireland and Scotland as a particular strand of 

the relations between the islands both countries are part of. It is also necessary to underline 

the opportunity to exploit the potential of including an all-island dimension to the review of 

Scottish-Irish relations. 

A New Common Charter for Cooperation 

In 2019, and after a process of intense dialogue that had begun in early 2015, grass-roots 

community organisations from both jurisdictions on the island of Ireland, as well as Scotland, 

Wales and England, agreed on a final version of the New Common Charter for Cooperation 

Within and Between these Islands.3 The organisations responsible for the drafting of the New 

Common Charter insisted that it include recognition that what they were proposing  was done 

while “Acknowledging and respecting the differences that make these islands what they are, 

[and] recognising and cherishing the relations between the people and communities that live 

in its different nations and regions”, and that “our islands are connected by family bonds that 

cross the border that separate them”. 

The New Common Charter also constitutes a shared grass-roots vision of what cross-border 

cooperation can bring added value to, such as the joint exploration of economic opportunities 

and the exploitation of “mutually beneficial links in education, including adult and community 

                                                           
2 The Centre has responded to a range of relevant parliamentary inquiries and produced a number of Briefing 
Papers, which can be consulted at http://crossborder.ie/category/research-and-policy/policy/consultation-
responses/ and http://crossborder.ie/category/research-and-policy/policy/briefings/. Much of our Brexit-
related work has been gathered together and can be consulted at http://crossborder.ie/research-
policy/research/uk-eu-referendum/. 
3 The New Common Charter was produced as a result of the “Towards a New Common Chapter” project, which 
was made possible through the generous support of the Joseph Rowntree Charitable Trust, with additional 
funding provided in the final stages by the Community Relations Council and by the Irish Government through 
the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade’s Reconciliation Fund. The text of the New Common Charter for 
Cooperation Within and Between these Islands can be accessed at http://crossborder.ie/site2015/wp-
content/uploads/2019/05/A-New-Common-Charter-FINAL.pdf. 
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education, as well as higher education”. Among the issues it identifies as ones to which grass-

roots community cross-border cooperation can usefully contribute to are the “exploration of 

histories and heritage that cross borders within and between these islands”, and “Promoting 

the need to facilitate educational opportunities within and between these islands”, as well as 

the “Promotion and support for rural proofing and regionally balanced budgeting and 

resourcing”. 

From the outset there is, of course, a recognition in the concept note informing the joint 

strategic review of Irish-Scottish relations that “Ireland and Scotland have close political, 

economic, community and cultural ties”.4 The joint op-ed in The Examiner and The Scotsman 

by Ireland’s Tánaiste and Minister for Foreign Affairs and Trade, and Scotland’s Cabinet 

Secretary for Culture, Tourism and External Affairs, also remarks on how “It is easy to take 

relationships for granted”.5 The New Common Charter for Cooperation Within and Between 

these Islands is a shared effort to both recognise and build on existing ties between Scotland 

and Ireland and the other nations of these islands, and to ensure that existing cross-border 

relationships are not taken for granted, and are instead valued and reinforced. 

Crucially, the Irish and Scottish Ministers’ joint op-ed further states that the two governments’ 

review will “also look beyond government”, and that they “want to learn from the best in 

each country and empower those who can bring our relationship to a new level”. In that 

search beyond government, it is important that the mapping of existing areas of cooperation 

goes deeply and broadly enough to capture the energy and dynamism of current relations 

between community organisations, and particularly grass-roots organisations, and that it 

goes below the level of overarching sectoral interests or larger institutions. 

The All-Island/Ireland dimension of Scottish-Irish Relations 

Whereas this Strategic Review is being undertaken by the Governments of Scotland and 

Ireland, it is nevertheless important to include Northern Ireland in considerations of the 

current nature of Scottish-Irish relations and of the potential for developing those relations 

in the new context provided by the UK’s departure from the European Union. Indeed, EU 

funding programmes have until now encouraged highly productive collaborations between 

all three jurisdictions, not least through the INTERREG Programme.6 INTERREG has supported 

the application of knowledge and resources from the island of Ireland and Scotland to 

addressing common challenges and exploiting opportunities together, including in some of 

                                                           
4 Scottish Government and Government of Ireland, “Irish-Scottish relations – strategic review: concept note”, 
https://www.gov.scot/publications/irish-scottish-relations---strategic-review-concept-note/ [last accessed 
04/03/2020]. 
5 https://www.dfa.ie/our-role-policies/our-work/casestudiesarchive/2019/november/strategic-review-of-irish-
scottish-relations.php [last accessed 4/03/2020]. 
6 Of course the eligible area for the INTERREG Programme we are concerned with here consists of Northern 
Ireland, the Border Region of Ireland (made up of the counties of Cavan, Donegal, Leitrim, Louth, Monaghan 
and Sligo), and Western Scotland (specifically Lochaber, Skye & Lochalsh, Arran & Cumbrae and Argyll & Bute, 
Dumfries and Galloway, East Ayrshire and North Ayrshire mainland, and South Ayrshire), although there is 
scope to include partners from outside the eligible area. 
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the areas of consultation selected for this Strategic Review. Thus, for example, the current 

INTERREG VA Programme has enabled the COMPASS project, which brings together Northern 

Ireland’s Agri-Food and Biosciences Institute (AFBI) as its lead partner, Ireland’s Inland 

Fisheries and Marine Institute, and Scotland’s Marine Scotland Science and the Scottish 

Association for Marine Science. Together they are looking to “deliver the first fully coherent 

network of monitoring buoys across the regional seas of Ireland, Northern Ireland and West 

Scotland”, thereby providing “cross-border capacity for effective monitoring and 

management of Marine Protected Areas”.7 Also led by an organisation in Northern Ireland – 

RSPB NI – the INTERREG VA-funded CABB project is a collaboration with RSPB Scotland, 

BirdWatch Ireland, NI Water, Butterfly Conservation and Moors for Future, “improving 

habitats for birds, butterflies and plants across Northern Ireland, Ireland and the west coast 

of Scotland”.8 Meanwhile, Ulster University leads an INTERREG VA project involving partners 

from Ireland and Scotland, and looking “to create innovative products and new optimised 

care pathway tools in priority disease areas for patients and commercial benefit”.9 

Significantly, InterTradeIreland – one of the implementation bodies established under Strand 

2 of the 1998 Good Friday/Belfast Agreement – leads the Co-Innovate project, which as well 

as involving a range of local enterprise organisations in Northern Ireland and the border 

counties of Ireland, includes Scottish Enterprise and Highlands and Islands Enterprise, as 

together they work to give “companies the tools and tailored support to help businesses 

innovate, differentiate and compete successfully”.10 

The INTERREG Programme is simply paradigmatic of existing relations and collaborations that 

involve Scotland and both jurisdictions on the island of Ireland, where all three bring together 

their respective intellectual, natural and other assets to maximise efforts in the resolution of 

shared challenges and the exploitation of common opportunities. As the Scottish and Irish 

Governments look to collaborations in the five areas identified for this Strategic Review, it 

should be noted how in many ways they intersect with the broad areas of cooperation for the 

Governments of Ireland and Northern Ireland under the North South Ministerial Council,11 as 

well as those of the implementation bodies. This means that the mapping of existing Scottish-

Irish relations and the identification of opportunities for future Scottish-Irish cooperation (the 

                                                           
7 Special EU Programmes Body, “Project Case Study: Collaborative Oceanography and Monitoring for Protected 
Areas and Species (COMPASS)”, 
https://www.seupb.eu/sites/default/files/styles/INTERREGVA/COMPASS_CaseStudy1.pdf [last accessed 
16/03/2020]. 
8 Special EU Programmes Body, “Project Case Study: Cooperation Across Borders for Biodiversity (CABB)”, 
https://seupb.eu/sites/default/files/styles/INTERREGVA/CABB.pdf [last accessed 16/03/2020]. 
9 Special EU Programmes Body, “Project Case Study: Centre for Personalised Medicine, Clinical Decision 
Making and Patient Safety”, 
https://www.seupb.eu/sites/default/files/styles/INTERREGVA/CentreForPersonalisedMedicine_CaseStudy1.pd
f [last accessed 16/03/2020]. 
10 Special EU Programmes Body, “Co-Innovate (The Innovation Pathway Programme)”, 
https://seupb.eu/sites/default/files/styles/INTERREGVA/Con%20Innovate.pdf [last accessed 16/03/2020]. 
11 The six areas of cooperation are agriculture, education, environment, health, tourism, and transport. See 
https://www.northsouthministerialcouncil.org/areas-of-cooperation. 
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East-West axis) should always be fully attentive to how they overlap with existing relations 

and future opportunities for cooperation between Ireland and Northern Ireland (the North-

South axis). However, this does not imply that the development of bilateral relations between 

the Irish and Scottish Governments must by necessity or some kind of obligation become 

essentially trilateral, with the permanent involvement of Northern Ireland. Instead, it implies 

making sure the two Governments are alert to how their bilateral relations can in certain 

instances benefit from activating a North-South dimension. Crucially, it also means the two 

Governments being attentive and open not only to the East-West relations that exist between 

Scottish and Irish organisations of all kinds (including community organisations), but also to 

those that encompass organisations in Northern Ireland. 

Rural, Coastal and Island Communities 

Clearly rural, coastal and island communities in Ireland and Scotland face common challenges 

derived from poor connectivity, whether in terms of transport or adequate broadband, for 

example, with the resulting inequities in relation to access to services or local employment 

opportunities. Within communities in these settings there are also specific concerns in 

relation to women’s participation in public life, particularly in political life, as well as the 

position of older people and opportunities for younger people and families, including 

availability and affordability of housing. More recently, climate change and the effects of 

flooding, rapid soil erosion and other natural disasters on rural, coastal and island 

communities and on their economic activities have become major concerns for both 

jurisdictions. 

However, there is also significant sharing of learning and best practice between Irish and 

Scottish organisations in rural settings or concerned with rural issues, although such sharing 

can often take place within the wider context provided by the European Union’s rural 

development initiatives. This EU framework, with its promotion of Community Led Local 

Development (CLLD), has enabled the establishment of networks of rural organisations in 

which Irish and Scottish representatives have been able to develop collaborative relationships 

as part of wider transnational initiatives. A recent example of this EU-level platform 

supporting the development of Scottish-Irish relations among wider relations for the benefit 

of rural communities was an event held in Scotland House in Brussels, which looked at social 

innovation and local development.12 

Bearing in mind Ireland remains a fully committed Member State of the European Union, and 

therefore with direct access to and the ability to influence the EU’s policies in relation to rural 

development and territorial cohesion (which pays particular attention to rural, coastal and 

island territories), it would be important for Scotland to collaborate with Ireland in these 

areas, particularly in relation to the promotion of the principle of CLLD. Moreover, in order to 

                                                           
12 See LDnet, “LDnet lab on social innovation and local development: linking urban and rural approaches”, 
https://ldnet.eu/ldnet-lab-on-20-2-2020-social-economy-and-local-development-linking-urban-and-rural-
approaches/ [last accessed 16/03/2020]. 

https://ldnet.eu/ldnet-lab-on-20-2-2020-social-economy-and-local-development-linking-urban-and-rural-approaches/
https://ldnet.eu/ldnet-lab-on-20-2-2020-social-economy-and-local-development-linking-urban-and-rural-approaches/
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facilitate the sharing of learning and best practice between Irish and Scottish rural 

organisations and communities to ensure their resilience, the Scottish and Irish Governments 

should explore means of encouraging the establishment of cross-border Local Action Groups 

to address issues of common concern. 

Nevertheless, it remains the case that the Centre for Cross Border Studies’ recent direct 

knowledge of Scottish-Irish relations concerned with rural, coastal and island communities 

comes principally from its management of the “Towards a New Common Chapter” project, 

and of the activities of the organisations that participated in that project. Here, for example, 

we witnessed Irish and Scottish women’s organisations with pre-existing relations develop 

those relations further within the project, as they widened them to include rural women’s 

organisations from Northern Ireland and focused more clearly on issues relating to women in 

rural settings. Similarly, rural organisations from Northern Ireland shared their experiences 

with Scottish and Irish counterparts of embedding the concept of “rural proofing” at the 

legislative level,13 while Scottish organisations shared their views on what Scotland’s 

Community Empowerment Act meant for rural communities as organisations from Ireland 

and Northern Ireland visited Scotland as part of the project. 

There is ample scope for further Scottish-Irish collaboration and sharing of knowledge in 

relation to these issues, but it should remain open to Northern Ireland participation. 

Academic and Research Links 

The concept note informing the joint strategic review of Irish-Scottish relations identifies 

Universities Ireland as a potential stakeholder in relation to the discussion on Scottish-Irish 

academic and research links. Universities Ireland is, in fact, a network constituted of the 

academic and administrative leaders of universities on the island of Ireland – Ireland and 

Northern Ireland. However, given the existing mobility of academic staff and students 

between Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) in all three jurisdictions, as well as research 

collaborations between individual academics or academic units, there is ample reason to 

engage with Universities Ireland as a contributor to discussions on how to develop strategic 

approaches to future relations. 

Of course, as representative of universities in the Republic of Ireland, the Irish Universities 

Association (IUA) should be a prime stakeholder in any strategic review on academic and 

research links between Scotland and Ireland.14 Nevertheless, as the IUA’s member 

universities are all committed through Universities Ireland to furthering academic and 

                                                           
13 In Northern Ireland this led to the Rural Needs Bill (see Committee for Agriculture and Rural Development, 
“Report on the Rural Needs Bill”, http://www.niassembly.gov.uk/globalassets/documents/agriculture-and-
rural-development/reports/ard-report-on-the-rural-needs-bill.pdf). In Scotland there are similar moves, as can 
be seen, for example, in the proposals sets out by Gail Ross MSP in “Safeguarding Scotland’s remote rural 
communities: A proposal for a Bill to enhance the consideration given to remote rural mainland communities 
by public bodies in Scotland” (October 2019), 
https://www.parliament.scot/S5MembersBills/GR_Consultation_Final.pdf [last accessed 16/03/2020]. 
14 See https://www.iua.ie/.  

http://www.niassembly.gov.uk/globalassets/documents/agriculture-and-rural-development/reports/ard-report-on-the-rural-needs-bill.pdf
http://www.niassembly.gov.uk/globalassets/documents/agriculture-and-rural-development/reports/ard-report-on-the-rural-needs-bill.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5MembersBills/GR_Consultation_Final.pdf
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research links with the three universities in Northern Ireland, including through the 

establishment of all-island centres of global research excellence, Universities Ireland should 

be involved in these discussions. 

The inclusion of Universities Ireland as a stakeholder in the joint strategic review is also 

understandable in the context created by the UK’s departure from the EU, and what that will 

mean for collaboration between HEIs, particularly in terms of research collaboration and 

access to funding for such collaboration. By including Universities Ireland in the development 

of initiatives by the Scottish and Irish Governments to promote academic and research 

collaboration in the post-Brexit context, this will provide Scottish and Irish HEIs with a 

reinforcement to such collaboration by bringing in the research capacity of the Northern 

Ireland HEIs, which includes areas of world-leading expertise. 

Conclusion 

There is a desire at all levels to maintain and strengthen relations between Scotland and 

Ireland, especially in the light of the changed circumstances resulting from the UK’s departure 

from the EU. This joint strategic review of Irish-Scottish relations undertaken by the Scottish 

and Irish Governments is, therefore, very welcome. However, it is crucial that once the review 

has identified and agreed priorities for future collaboration, policies and funding streams are 

put in place to encourage and support relations at all levels, particularly as EU funding will no 

longer be available to do so. 

Any new funding streams provided by the Irish and Scottish Governments to support the 

development of Scottish-Irish collaboration should be designed in order to maximise 

synergies with the forthcoming PEACE PLUS programme, which will support ongoing 

cooperation between Ireland and Northern Ireland. Moreover, the Irish Department of 

Foreign Affairs and Trade’s Reconciliation Fund already provides for the possibility of 

supporting “Irish-British” relations, but this element could be augmented to offer a specific 

focus on Irish-Scottish relations, with consideration given to a financial contribution from the 

Scottish Government. However, in order to both maximise potential opportunities and avoid 

distorting the Reconciliation Fund’s primary objectives, it should support relations between 

Scotland and both jurisdictions on the island of Ireland, and ensure that there would be no 

reduction of the funding available to North-South initiatives. 

The new landscape presents opportunities to reconfigure and strengthen relations within and 

between these islands, including between Scotland and Ireland. The Centre for Cross Border 

Studies, as an organisation committed to supporting cross-border relations, is ready therefore 

to support the Irish and Scottish Governments in their efforts. 


