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Towards a Border Development Zone1 

Philip McDonagh and Maureen O’Reilly 

The origins of the concept 

The cross‐border region of Ireland and Northern Ireland faces a unique set 
of economic development challenges. Not only does it experience the 
economic problems arising from the existence of the border, including 
different trading conditions, a different currency and different institutional 
arrangements, but it also faces the legacy of the Troubles and their impact 
on the economy of the area. 

The Centre for Cross Border Studies (CCBS) was awarded Interreg IVA funding 
to undertake a ‘basket’ of eight research, training and information projects 
in 2013‐2015. Among these projects is ‘Towards a Border Development Zone 
(BDZ)’. This research project, building on a proposal in the 2009‐2012 CCBS 
research project Cross‐border Economic Renewal: Rethinking Regional Policy 
in Ireland (by Dr John Bradley and Professor Michael Best),2 was designed to 
explore the potential of a joint economic development approach across the 
whole Ireland/Northern Ireland cross‐border region.3 

In their 2009‐2012 study, Bradley and Best said that the measure of success 
of such an initiative would be “the rebalancing of the border region economy, 
and particularly of the North‐West and mid‐border regions so that it is less 
dependent on external financial subvention and able to generate resources 
for development internally from a revitalised small‐scale manufacturing and 
service sector base that has the potential for higher external sales and 
ultimately a greater international export potential.” 

Bradley and Best outlined three dimensions to the establishment of such a 
‘border development zone’: 

1. Spatial: to define the cross‐border region “where the twin challenges 
of peripherality and ‘border’ policy fault lines need to be addressed”; 

2. Sectoral: to identify a range of productive sectors which are uniquely 
suitable and adaptable for promotion within such a border 
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development zone (for example, environmental, manufacturing, food 
processing); and 

3. Institutional: to identify the kinds of cooperative policy frameworks 
and actions that will be needed if the border development zone is 
to have a greater prospect of participating in all‐island prosperity. 

Bradley and Best emphasised that the objective should not be to design new 
institutions from scratch but to “propose ways that elements of the existing 
institutional policy framework can be improved and refocused in order to 
overcome the weaknesses caused by coordination failure, mainly by 
articulating a shared vision of the challenges faced within the border 
development zone”. The existing framework could be said to include the local 
authority cross‐border networks such as the east border region, ICBAN and 
the northwest region cross‐border group. 

Bradley and Best quoted the views of former IDA Managing Director (and 
Chair of Louth Economic Forum) Padraic White. At a conference in Cavan in 
November 2011, Mr White emphasised the border region’s limited control 
over its development and the risk of the region becoming ‘economically 
stranded’. White’s conclusion was: 

The immediately adjoining border areas have common economic 
threats, but also have a strong common interest in maximising their 
joint strengths, and the district councils and counties in this border 
development zone can drive economic development by cooperation 
and sharing successful ideas. 

Existing economic situation in the border region 

Attempts to present a picture of the state of the economy of the cross‐border 
region are beset by data issues. Despite European efforts to establish 
consistent approaches to data collection and presentation across member 
states, it is still difficult to bring together data for both sides of the border 
region that will illustrate the state of the local economy on a common basis. 

Despite these difficulties, estimates of unemployment and participation rates 
for the two border regions have been generated for this study. These data 
show that in 2012, there was a total workforce of over 500,000 people in the 
region, of whom roughly 60 per cent were living in Northern Ireland and 40 
per cent in Ireland. There were also over 60,000 unemployed persons in the 
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two border regions, of whom the majority (61 per cent) were living in the 
border region of Ireland. The labour market in Ireland has suffered much 
more from the economic recession than the Northern Ireland labour market. 
This is reflected in the much higher unemployment rate of 17.7% in the 
border region of Ireland, compared with 7.4% in the border region of 
Northern Ireland. The Northern Ireland border region also has a higher 
participation rate (59.9%) than the border region of Ireland (53.3%). 

Current regional development strategy in Ireland 

Regional development strategy in Ireland is set out in the National Spatial 
Strategy 2002‐2020 and was designed to achieve a better balance of social, 
economic and physical development across Ireland, supported by more 
effective planning. The strategy was particularly relevant to the border region 
as it identified three new ‘gateway’ towns, all located in the border counties 
– Dundalk, Sligo and Letterkenny, which was matched with Derry in Northern 
Ireland. The strategy was designed at a time when the economy was growing 
very fast, but since the collapse of the property boom and the associated 
financial crisis, it has become less relevant. The Minister for Environment, 
Community and Local Government announced earlier this year that the 
strategy was being set aside and that a review of the appropriate framework 
for spatial/regional development for the country would be undertaken. 
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Meanwhile, in April 2012, the Irish government announced its intention to 
close the 35 city and county enterprise boards across Ireland and replace 
them with 31 local enterprise offices (LEOs). While the county enterprise 
boards have operated independently of the government, the LEOs will 
involve a service‐level agreement between Enterprise Ireland and the local 
authorities. Enterprise Ireland will negotiate service level agreements with 
all local authorities, which will set out budgets and project evaluation 
methods as well as a series of demanding metrics and targets for the delivery 
of services by the LEOs, including the numbers of jobs and businesses to be 
supported. 

The creation of the LEOs will establish a local first‐stop shop for new 
entrepreneurs and existing micro‐enterprise and small business owners. The 
offices will deliver the combined functions of the former county enterprise 
boards and business development units of the local authorities, as well as 
develop an enhanced service to businesses at a local level. Businesses with 
clear, high‐growth potential can be fast‐tracked to the next level of support 
from Enterprise Ireland or other state agencies. 

The changes will also take place in the wider context of major changes in the 
local government system in Ireland. In October 2012, the government 
launched Putting People First: Action Programme for Effective Local 
Government. Proposals include streamlining local government structures at 
sub‐county, county, and regional levels, reducing the number of local 
authority seats, and devolving a substantial range of reserved functions to 
local government with scope for further expansion. 

One of the effects of these very significant structural changes is that they 
have generated a lot of activity at all levels of regional and local government 
in Ireland. It is clear that the specific challenges in the border region of 
increasing the level of economic development and the opportunities for 
greater cross‐border cooperation have taken a back seat while the system 
copes with the major change process. 

Sub‐regional development strategy in Northern Ireland 

The regional development strategy, Northern Ireland 2035, was launched in 
March 2012 following a consultation period. The vision statement set out in 
the strategy is as follows: 
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An outward‐looking, dynamic and liveable region with a strong sense 
of its place in the wider world; a region of opportunity where people 
enjoy living and working in a healthy environment which enhances 
the quality of their lives and where diversity is a source of strength 
rather than division. 

The spatial framework has a number of components, including the 
metropolitan area of Belfast and a northwest region centred on 
Derry/Londonderry, whose catchment area includes a large part of Donegal. 
There are also several hubs and clusters of cities and towns, a rural area and 
six gateways and corridors. However, there is no specific recognition or 
acknowledgement of the border area except in the North‐West. However, 
the executive summary points out that: 

The region can benefit from collaboration with its neighbours on both 
a North‐South and East‐West basis. 

A key plank of the NI Executive’s Review of Public Administration in Northern 
Ireland is a local government restructuring with increased powers being 
devolved to a local level. The 26 existing local authorities are being reduced 
to 11 new councils, which will have new powers in planning, roads, urban 
regeneration, community development, housing, local economic 
development and local tourism. It is also proposed that the councils will have 
a new statutory duty of community planning. The reform process will be 
completed by April 2015. 

As in Ireland, this reform process has generated a lot of activity and internal 
planning. As a result, some areas of council activity, such as cross‐border 
cooperation, have slipped down the priority list. 

The economic strategy for Northern Ireland 2011‐2015 does not have a 
strong sub‐regional development element. One of the cross‐cutting principles 
in the strategy (alongside equality and sustainability) is ‘balanced sub‐
regional growth’, which is described as follows: 

We will ensure that all sub‐regions are able to grow and prosper 
whilst recognising the importance of Belfast and Derry/Londonderry 
as key drivers of regional economic growth. 

However, there is little further recognition of the principle in the rest of the 
strategy except for references to economic development in Belfast and 
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Derry/Londonderry. Invest NI has six regional offices outside Belfast, of which 
five are in the border region – northwestern in Derry, western in Omagh and 
Enniskillen and southern in Newry and Craigavon. The role of these offices is 
to work with Invest NI clients and other businesses located in the area in all 
areas of Invest NI activity but particularly in encouraging business growth 
and promoting employment and employability. Invest NI does not have any 
sub‐regional targets in its corporate plan. 

An economic pact signed by the Northern Ireland Executive and the 
Westminster government in June promised that the two bodies would 
look for a ‘new way forward on enterprise zones and planning reform, 
as well as initiatives to drive investment in infrastructure, promote 
new businesses and boost tourism’. 

Should the Executive propose them, the British government would be willing 
to consider designating a range of sites within any Northern Ireland 
enterprise zone as designated areas for Enhanced Capital Allowances (ECAs). 
Businesses in these areas would then be entitled to 100 per cent first‐year 
allowances on qualifying plant and machinery expenditure, subject to state 
aid considerations. The Executive is currently examining the potential 
designation of Northern Ireland as an enterprise zone. 

Cross‐border framework for cooperation 

In June 2013, the two governments issued a joint framework for cooperation 
between the two spatial strategies – the Regional Development Strategy for 
Northern Ireland and the National Spatial Strategy for Ireland. The 
framework’s purpose is to facilitate economic recovery through more 
effective planning and prioritisation of investment. 

The framework acknowledges that many key planning and development 
issues are the same in both jurisdictions, including the regional differences 
between the more urbanised east and the more rural west, the economic 
challenge of recovering from the recession, and the need to meet 
environmental targets. It also draws attention to the need for both 
governments to work together to provide “a more comprehensive and co‐
ordinated approach to integrating datasets” and make this information 
widely available.
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It identifies four areas for priority cooperation: 

1. Enhancing competitiveness 

2. Competitive places 

3. Environmental quality 

4. Spatial analysis 

The International Centre for Local and Regional Development (ICLRD) was 
instrumental through its work over a number of years in securing the two 
governments’ agreement to this framework for cooperation. The ICLRD has 
welcomed the publication of the framework, saying that it will be helpful in 
the light of local government reform and “bringing together local authorities, 
cross‐border bodies and the regional networks in the Irish border region who 
share common challenges and opportunities”. 

The framework clearly provides a basis for further exploring the border 
development zone, which could be one of the areas identified by the two 
departments for further consideration. It has been suggested that proposals 
for establishing a border development zone might include a recommendation 
that some form of joint planning framework should be developed for the 
border development zone. 

Local authority development strategies 

A wide range of economic development strategies is already in place for 
county councils and local authorities in the border region of Northern Ireland. 

In the border counties of Ireland, the County and City Managers’ Association 
(CCMA) has produced a useful report, Supporting Enterprise, Local 
Development & Economic Growth, which presents the results of a survey of 
local authority economic development activity across the whole country. This 
illustrates the range of activities in which councils are engaged and concludes 
that this is much wider than was previously acknowledged. These activities 
include financial incentives, support for business networking events, 
infrastructure and enterprise, tourism/heritage/sporting events and 
collaborative ventures with other agencies. This research will provide the 
basis for local action plans for enterprise support that councils will develop. 

In Northern Ireland, local council economic development activity is also wide‐
ranging. Councils have limited powers to undertake economic development 
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and have drawn down European Structural Funds to supplement their own 
resources. Many of the strategies have been prepared in support of 
applications for assistance, and activities typically include the following: 

• Entrepreneurship and small business support 

• Sectoral support programmes 

• Tourism and event development 

• Urban and rural regeneration 

• Investment attraction 

Restructured councils under the review of public administration will be 
granted some additional powers in relation to economic development, which 
may involve the transfer of some functions from Invest NI. 

Two important local economic development strategies for areas within the 
border development zone deserve particular mention: the Louth Economic 
Forum and the One Plan for Derry/Londonderry. 

Cross‐border network development strategies 

The three cross‐border networks – the North‐West Region Cross Border 
Group (NWRCBG), the Irish Central Border Area Network (ICBAN) and the 
East Border Region Committee (EBRC) – were specifically designed to 
respond to the unique economic and social needs of their respective border 
regions. From an examination of the programmes of activities that were 
approved under Interreg IVA, it would appear that each has developed a 
distinctive set of initiatives to respond to their local development needs: 

• The NWRCBG’s funding under Interreg IVA has been strongly focused 
on developing the North‐West Science Park, which is due for 
completion in June 2014. 

• ICBAN has opted for a mix of strategic and programme/project‐
driven initiatives, including its strategic planning initiative, to ensure 
that national strategies are translated meaningfully at a central 
border region level. 

• The EBRC has adopted a project‐ and programme‐driven approach 
based on three key themes: enterprise, tourism, and the 
environment. 
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If the border development zone concept is to be developed, having a more 
integrated and coordinated approach to cross‐border development among 
these representative groups would be important. 

Interreg V 2014‐2020 

The Special EU Programmes Body (SEUPB) is the managing authority for the 
forthcoming European territorial cooperation programmes in Northern 
Ireland and Ireland – Interreg V and PEACE IV. An initial round of consultation 
was undertaken last year, and the Ireland‐Northern Ireland Interreg V 
programme for 2014‐2020 will be issued for public consultation very shortly. 

While the details of the proposed programme are not yet available, there 
are several important features which can be anticipated based on the 
regulations and the initial consultations: 

• The new regulations ask for a focus on results rather than process, 
and this will be reflected in the programme;  

• The programme is likely to focus on a narrower range of sectors than 
the previous Interreg programmes, including, for example, research 
and innovation, renewable energy & environmental management, 
sustainable transport and other sectors;  

• The eligible area will likely include Belfast and West of Scotland, 
increasing the competition for funds away from the immediate 
border region. 

The implications for the border development zone are that proposals must 
be well prepared and clearly focus on results. In view of the council mergers, 
particularly in Northern Ireland, councils may choose to collaborate directly 
with each other rather than through the cross‐border network bodies. There 
may be merit in considering a more strategic approach to the funding by 
collaborating on a border development zone basis, similar to the border 
corridor strategy adopted in 1999 for Interreg III.
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Conclusions on regional development strategy 

The main conclusions from this analysis of current development strategies 
for the border region can be summarised as follows: 

• Regional development strategy is not particularly strong in either 
jurisdiction, although spatial strategies are in place; 

• The joint framework for cooperation on spatial strategies between 
the two governments provides an interesting platform for the 
potential development of a border development zone; 

• Major structural reforms of local government are taking place in both 
jurisdictions, which is absorbing a lot of energy; 

• The creation of LEOs in county councils in the southern border 
counties is an important new development; 

• Enterprise zones are under consideration in Northern Ireland, but 
there are no proposals to apply this designation to the border area; 

• Restructured councils in Northern Ireland will have new powers in 
several areas, including local economic development; 

• Louth Economic Forum and the One Plan for Derry/Londonderry 
provide interesting examples of existing economic initiatives within 
the border area; 

There are opportunities for the cross‐border network bodies to develop a 
more strategic and coordinated approach to the next round of Interreg 
funding. 

Options for border development zone 

It is envisaged that the overall objective of a border region development zone 
would be: 

To promote the economic development of the cross‐border zone 
between Ireland and Northern Ireland on a coordinated basis, 
maximising the use of national resources and stimulating the use of 
local resources and expertise. 
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In light of this, options for the strategy and structure of the border 
development zone have been considered in the three dimensions proposed 
by Bradley and Best: spatial, sectoral, and institutional. 

Spatial options 

Three broad spatial options have been considered in the following diagrams: 

Option A: Single development zone – this would encompass the whole 
border region in a single zone; 

Option B: Three development zones – this would recognise the 
different nature of the north‐west and Newry Dundalk areas 
which are both more urbanised than the central, more rural 
area; 

Option C: Two development zones – this reflects an east‐west split 
within the area, with the eastern area having strong 
connections north and south to Belfast and Dublin, 
respectively, and the western area having stronger links to 
the west corridor of the island. 

Having assessed these options, option B, three development zones, is viewed 
as the best option as it reflects the reality that the two zones at each end of 
the border corridor (that is, the areas around Derry/Donegal and 
Newry/Dundalk) have different economic characteristics compared with the 
rural development zone between them. 

These two zones are urban and receive most of the area’s foreign direct 
investment (FDI). The labour market includes a stronger representation of 
public and private services. The rural development zone between them 
(broadly equivalent to the central border area covered by ICBAN) has a strong 
small‐scale manufacturing base with some important clusters and tends to 
look towards Belfast and Dublin for significant service provision. 

This does not mean that the border development zone cannot be developed 
and promoted as a single entity, but it is important to recognise the three 
sub‐zones within it.
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Sectoral options 

Four sectoral research studies were undertaken alongside this study to 
provide a tangible illustration of how the border development zone concept 
might be applied in practice. They identified several opportunities and ideas 
for development which can be taken forward as part of the overall 
development of the zone. 

Tourism study 
The tourism study produced a detailed sector action plan with a number of 
proposals, which included the process for delivery, the lead organisation, any 
partners, financial resources, the timeframe, and key performance indicators. 
The actions can be summarised as follows: 
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Agri‐food study 
The actions set out in this study seek to exploit the region’s natural 
advantages, such as its unspoiled landscape and long history of food 
production. They also seek to exploit internal synergies and build on the 
strong base of leading food and fish processing firms located within the 
border development zone. The study focuses on actions that can be 
implemented using the resources available in the border development zone. 

Actions are summarised under six headings as below: 

1. Exploit the natural unspoiled landscape and history of food 
production in the area to differentiate products in export and 
domestic markets. 

2. Apply the same concept to develop local markets and food‐related 
tourism and encourage people to visit the area. 

3. Leverage domestic procurement opportunities. 

4. Leverage the base of large food producers to support SME 
development. 

5. Share resources between SMEs to overcome scale and peripherality 
disadvantages. 

6. Strengthen linkages between industry and education/research 
institutes. 
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Low‐carbon study 
This study suggests several themes based on case studies of good practice 
elsewhere in Ireland, the UK and Europe. 
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SME export study 
The SME export study highlights the strengths of the business base in the 
border development zone and summarises some of the challenges that face 
them. It proposes ten actions to improve the export potential of SMEs: 

1. Establish a BDZ trade forum. 

2. Celebrate border trade success. 

3. Establish a bank of BDZ export mentors. 

4. Research and review the significance of logistics as a key trade barrier 
for border‐based businesses. 

5. Highlight potential for high‐tech/higher value‐added industry in the 
BDZ. 

6. Provide greater business exposure to trade opportunities with 
Northern Ireland and Scotland in the southern border region. 

7. Develop BDZ clusters. 

8. Pilot a programme of shared trade interventions by Enterprise 
Ireland/Invest NI for businesses in the BDZ. 

9. Ensure that indigenous BDZ entrepreneurial talent is nurtured and 
developed. 

10. Review demand for/accessibility to trade support programmes for 
border‐based businesses. 

The actions proposed by the various sectoral studies provide a starting point 
for a strategy for the border development zone. Some work would need to 
be done to combine the various proposals into a single action plan. 

Institutional options 

Discussions with representatives of local authorities suggest that they are 
engaged in significant internal and external restructuring processes on both 
sides of the border. The area has five county councils and ten city and district 
councils. However, following the Review of Public Administration in Northern 
Ireland, the number of local authorities along the border area in Northern 
Ireland will reduce to five – Derry/Strabane, Fermanagh/Omagh, 
Armagh/Banbridge/Craigavon, Newry and Mourne/Down and the mid‐Ulster 
authority which includes Dungannon. 
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The restructuring processes are absorbing a lot of energy, and this is not the 
time to propose radical institutional changes in cross‐border work. Once the 
new structures are in place in a few years, the local authorities will be in a 
better position to consider how they can become more active in promoting 
and developing a border development zone. 

Furthermore, in light of these developments, it would not be helpful to 
propose some overarching border development zone authority to represent 
all local authorities. The cross‐border network bodies are well established 
and can continue to coordinate cross‐border activity for their member 
councils. 

Recommendations 

Careful consideration of the issues raised through this research has led to a 
number of recommendations for actions to progress the border development 
zone concept. 

Promote the concept of the border development zone 
There is an opportunity to develop an awareness of a border development 
zone by promoting the concept publicly and clearly. There are important 
lessons to learn in this respect from the development of the Belfast‐Dublin 
Economic Corridor during the 1990s. This corridor was developed in almost 
a virtual manner without any specific new measures or initiatives and 
without even defining a precise economic boundary for the corridor, except 
that it covered the area between Dublin and Belfast. 

Identify industry champions for the border development zone 
One of the features of the Belfast‐Dublin economic corridor was that it had 
two industry champions, one from each side of the border – George Quigley 
and Liam Connellan – who constantly promoted the importance and 
potential benefits of the corridor to the business community and effectively 
pushed it into the consciousness of both governments. Two or more similar 
industry champions could be identified for the border development zone or 
each of the three elements of the zone. 

Create a border development zone forum 
To develop and strengthen the border development zone concept, a forum 
might be established to discuss and debate the opportunities and share 
experience and knowledge across the whole cross‐border region. The 



The Journal of Cross Border Studies in Ireland 2024   |   92

proposed forum might be modelled on the Louth Economic Forum which has 
been very effective in providing advice to Louth County Council across a 
whole range of areas. One project that the forum might consider lobbying 
for is establishing a non‐statutory cooperation framework for the border 
development zone, similar to the national joint framework. 

Develop an annual ‘state of the border development zone’ report 
A regular report on the area’s economy should highlight the border region’s 
opportunities and potential. This might identify and collate several key 
indicators collected on a common basis for the two jurisdictions into a single 
‘dashboard’. While there are problems at the moment in assembling data on 
the same basis, the cross‐border local authority networks have data capture 
projects that should facilitate this approach. 

Explore with InterTradeIreland, Enterprise Ireland and Invest NI the 
opportunity to pilot a cross‐border trade support initiative 
The British and Irish governments commissioned a study on the economic 
relationship between the UK and Ireland in 2012, and one of the 
recommendations was that there should be an opportunity to undertake 
more joint initiatives in trade promotion. This might include an initiative on 
cross‐border trade on an all‐island basis, building on the existing activity 
undertaken by InterTradeIreland before moving outside the UK and Ireland. 

Consider a joined‐up approach to funding bids for Interreg V from border 
development zone 
The three cross‐border network bodies have previously made efforts to make 
an integrated and more strategic proposal. The Stutt report in 1999, Border 
Corridor Strategy and Integrated Area Plans for Border Corridor Groups, 
which was submitted for funding under Interreg III, was a good and successful 
example of how proposals can be presented in an integrated strategic 
manner. 

The inclusion of Belfast and the West of Scotland in the eligible area for 
Interreg V funding will result in strong competition for the next round of 
funding. The relative advantage of the border region organisations is that 
they have been doing this work for much longer and should know what 
works. The proposals from the border development zone should, therefore, 
consider the most effective interventions in previous funding rounds and 
build on these. 
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Increase use of Interreg and other funding for programmes rather than 
projects 
Much of the funding drawn in through Interreg is focused on project funding, 
and the cross‐border networks have been particularly successful in this. 
However, there is an opportunity to move into programme support focused 
on some of the programmes proposed in the sectoral reports accompanying 
this research. For example, the border export mentor programme proposed 
in the SME study or the food industry collaboration programme proposed in 
the agri‐food study are good examples of programmes that could benefit 
from Interreg funding. 

Support the development of a North‐West partnership 
The strengthening of the North‐West partnership is already underway, 
supported by the ICLRD team. This must be successful, as the northwest pole 
of the zone needs to provide a strong counterbalance to the Newry/Dundalk 
pole. The northwest has particular strengths that it can build on, but it also 
needs to address the issue of accessibility and infrastructure, which continues 
to represent a significant challenge to the economic development of the area. 

Build on ICBAN regional strategic framework 
The ICBAN regional strategy framework was published for public consultation 
in July 2013 and represents a groundbreaking first step at designing a 
coordinated development strategy for the central border area. There is a 
need to build on this framework, generate some early project successes, and 
ensure that any BDZ initiatives or proposals support this important 
development pathway. 

Continue to develop the work of East Border Region Committee (EBRC) and 
realise the potential of the Memorandum of Understanding 
The EBRC has successfully attracted funding for both projects and 
programmes to the area. Each cross‐border network works in a different 
context, and the EBRC benefits from the strong economic development links 
between Newry and Dundalk. There is potential for further development of 
the Memorandum of Understanding that was signed between the two 
councils to explore how this can be turned into more practical development 
opportunities.
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A presentation based on this research was given at the Annual 
CCBS/ICLRD Conference, which was held at the Cavan Crystal Hotel from 
30th to 31st January 2014. 

Draft Solidarity Charter for the Economic Revitalisation 
of the Irish Border Development Corridor 

PART A September 2014 

Preamble to the Charter 

The Solidarity Charter for the Economic Revitalisation of the Irish Border 
Development Corridor represents the unified position of many people and 
organisations proposing action to capitalise on the economic, social and 
environmental assets of the Irish border region and to redress the economic 
disadvantages that have accrued in the area from decades of 
underinvestment, back‐to‐back policy development and the legacy of our 
troubled history. The border development corridor – comprising the local 
authority areas indicated in the Appendix to the charter in Part C – consists 
of a patchwork of communities faced with an array of differentiated 
challenges. In their close proximity to the border, however, they share a 
common reality and find common cause in their desire for a better future 
irrespective of jurisdictional boundaries. The conclusion of this charter 
represents a modest, but not inconsiderable, step towards ensuring a better 
future for all those living and working within the Irish border region. Its 
implementation will depend on the continued support and goodwill of many 
organisations in addition to the citizens of the border region itself. 

The charter promotes the principle of subsidiarity and is designed to 
complement and support the work of existing agencies with a local and 
regional development remit in the Irish border region. This includes local 
government, local development partnerships, and cross‐border networks, to 
name but a few. A fully elaborated introduction to the charter and its 
underpinning necessity is provided in Part B, including a range of priority 
actions outlined in support of the seven high‐level aims listed below. The 
membership of the Border Development Corridor Steering Committee, which 
was responsible for creating and promoting the draft charter, is provided in 
Part C. 
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The steering committee comprises individuals and organisations motivated 
to act in the interests of the entire border region who were initially prompted 
by the findings of the 2012 Bradley and Best report, Cross‐Border Economic 
Renewal: Rethinking Regional Policy in Ireland, published by the Centre for 
Cross Border Studies. Membership of the steering committee can be 
modified as required. 

Charter purpose 

This charter aims to articulate the shared position of a wide range of 
organisations in the Border Development Corridor that are coalescing around 
a defined number of high‐level themes for the economic revitalisation and 
sustainable development of their area. The charter embraces a strategic 
approach by focusing on seven priority thematic areas and their potential to 
strengthen the economic and social development of the entire border region. 
The themes are generally reflected in the economic objectives and plans of 
individual county and district councils and the cross‐border networks. It is 
considered that an approach founded on solidarity between local authorities 
in the border region and the cross‐border networks, and carrying the backing 
of the entire region, is more likely to win the support of both governments, 
government ministers, government departments, state agencies and private 
sector interests. 

Charter aims 

1. Critical infrastructure 
Achieve a greater priority and urgency in advancing critical 
infrastructure projects, particularly roads and broadband, to facilitate 
the economic and social development of the Border Development 
Corridor. 

2. Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) 
Promote expansion by IDA Ireland and Invest NI of the existing FDI 
base and give more determined priority to locating new FDI in the 
border region, which has demonstrated its capacity to support 
internationally trading enterprises, both foreign and indigenous. 

3. SMEs with export potential 
Support the needs of SMEs with export potential across the Border 
Development Corridor, encourage knowledge transfer and 
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networking, and capitalise on the research and cross‐border business 
supports available from InterTradeIreland.  

4. Agriculture, food & fish processing 
Strengthen the local food economy by encouraging greater public 
and private sector purchasing from local and regional food producers 
and suppliers and working closely with local producers to develop 
their branding and export potential. 

5. Tourism & recreation 
Recognise and work collectively to harness the opportunities 
presented by the natural, built, cultural and physical environment of 
the Border Development Corridor to maximise the growth and 
development of tourism and recreation for the greater benefit of the 
communities in the border region. 

6. Low‐carbon, energy saving & renewables 
Advance the region as a champion of the green economy, sustainable 
development and renewables agenda on the island of Ireland 
through the maximisation of the local resource base and assets. 

7. Diaspora 
Embrace the goodwill of the diaspora and capitalise on successful 
initiatives through sharing the learning across the Border 
Development Corridor and engaging with the proposed National 
Diaspora Centre. 

Future evolution of the charter 
To ensure the maximum desirable impact, a charter of this kind requires the 
support of all county and district councils within the border region. However, 
the new councils in Northern Ireland do not become operative until April 
2015, and the councils in the south are also in the midst of substantial change 
in responding to their amended mandate, including developing an economic 
and social plan by the end of March 2015. Accordingly, the steering group is 
disseminating the draft charter for consideration and comment with a view 
to subsequently seeking more formal support from the county and district 
councils for a finalised version of the charter in the second quarter of 2015, 
taking into account the responses received in the interim. 

September 2014 
Secretariat: The Centre for Cross Border Studies and the International Centre 
for Local and Regional Development 
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PART B 

Introduction: Setting the scene 

In recent years, the Irish border region has benefitted from a number of 
significant developments that have been driven by both local government 
and the cross‐border networks; with many of these initiatives being cross‐
border in nature and in receipt of EU funding. Such initiatives have focused 
on broadband development (Project Kelvin), environmental protection and 
management (Tellus Border Project), and renewable energy opportunities 
(ISLES and BioMara Projects). However, the region still faces many challenges 
and has a distance to go before realising its potential in contributing to the 
sustainable growth and development of the island as a whole. 

As noted in the 2012 Bradley and Best report, the renewal of the border 
region following the Troubles was largely left to the local authorities, north 
and south, who were in many ways ill‐equipped to undertake the task. This 
can be attributed to a number of factors ranging from limited strategic 
responsibilities, dependence on central government funding, and currency 
fluctuations and tax differentials, which impact spending patterns and ‘what 
you can get for your money’. While EU investment through funding 
programmes such as PEACE and Interreg have gone some way to address 
these deficiencies, the border region continues to lag behind in 
developmental terms. The current economic crisis has further heightened 
the risk of the region being further ‘stranded economically’. 

Central governments in both jurisdictions on the island are grappling with 
European economic stagnation and national revival. Public budget cut‐backs 
have meant that no discretionary spending power has been available for 
border areas for the past six or so years. In many ways, this has been to the 
detriment of cross‐border cooperation – with regional policies and priorities 
falling further down the list of concerns of both governments. In this context, 
the national development agencies have proven to be insufficiently geared 
to respond to the particular challenges facing the border region and much 
greater attention is needed at central government level to redress this 
disadvantage. 

Counties on both sides of the Irish border are characterised by having a weak 
economic base, few large urban centres, high unemployment and deprivation 
within their respective jurisdictions, and a high dependency on social welfare 
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transfers. The settlement structure of the region is diverse – ranging from 
very rural towns and villages to urban settlements with populations over 
20,000, the largest urban population centre being Derry/Londonderry with 
107,877 (in the Derry City Council area at the 2011 census). The challenges 
facing the region tend to be amplified by the presence of the border and its 
peripherality in terms of infrastructure links and connectivity. 

Yet, the region itself is not insignificant – the wider border region comprises 
a population of approximately one million people. This represents 16 per 
cent of the population of the island of Ireland and an increase of 25 per cent 
over twenty years. Building on this significant asset, Bradley and Best argued 
in their 2012 report that the region must build on and strengthen its existing 
productive base – whether that be good, bad or indifferent! To this end, they 
proposed that local government, the cross‐border networks and other 
development agencies – whether with a regional, national or cross‐border 
remit – must use their discretionary powers and leadership roles to advance 
economic development opportunities. The most effective way of doing this 
is through cooperation, sharing ideas and resources around common 
economic threats, and a common interest in maximising joint strengths and 
shared assets. 

The 2014 report by the Commission for the Economic Development of Rural 
Areas (CEDRA) recognises the diversity of rural Ireland’s landscape and its 
people, noting that this is also the backbone of its potential. The report 
further acknowledges that there is an abundance of natural, physical, human 
and capital resources and high‐quality assets across rural Ireland that must 
be leveraged to support the development of these communities as well as 
national economic growth. The report argues that the interrelated nature of 
rural Ireland’s challenges – irrespective of borders – can only be addressed 
through an integrated strategic and operational approach that aligns the 
goals of national‐level economic plans with regional, county and local 
(bottom‐up) strategies. Of particular interest to the Border Development 
Corridor concept is the recommendation by CEDRA that a number of Rural 
Economic Development Zones (REDZs) be piloted. This would involve creating 
local strategic economic development plans that contribute to and align with 
local, regional and national economic development plans and which will 
identify and specify the needs and opportunities with a REDZ and identify 
those supports that both enterprise and labour require to realise the 
dormant potential of the area (CEDRA, 2014, pp. 8‐9). 
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A window of opportunity 

Initial evidence is emerging of an economic recovery being underway. This is 
being largely driven by exports, and ‘on the ground’ is being translated as 
increases in GDP and falling unemployment rates. It is critical that the Border 
Development Corridor is not left behind at these initial stages – but instead 
portrays itself as a (potential) active contributor to this recovery. 

The strong entrepreneurial tradition of the region can play an important role 
in ensuring that the Border Development Corridor is an active player in the 
recovery process. However, any policy in this regard must be backed up by 
strong regional development policies at the central government level. In 
recognition of this, Minister Bruton recently acknowledged the negative 
impact of the lack of coherent regional policies – especially as they relate to 
the regional development function of industry.4 

Significant agencies such as IDA Ireland are undergoing policy reviews, and 
new members/chairs of their boards could place a greater emphasis on 
regional development. A Charter for the Border Development Corridor, which 
advocates for stronger regional policy, will be an important resource. 

The development of this charter coincides with the reform of local 
government across both jurisdictions – and, in particular, the increased 
emphasis being placed on local government in supporting and driving 
economic development. With the buy‐in of local and regional government, 
the charter has the potential to be a key support document for the economic 
development strategy of the Irish Border Development Corridor. 

The 2013 policy document jointly issued by the Department for Regional 
Development and the Department of Environment, Community and Local 
Government, Framework for Cooperation: Spatial Strategies of Northern 
Ireland and the Republic of Ireland, needs to be implemented at the earliest 
opportunity. The framework encourages decision‐makers to take account of 
the wider impact of their work and to recognise and exploit opportunities – 
including on a cross‐border basis – as and when they arise. The framework 
places a particular emphasis on cross‐border cooperation in the areas of 
enhancing competitiveness, competitive places, environmental quality and 
spatial analysis, with cooperation encouraged at the level of government 
departments and regional and local authorities.
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The Charter: High‐level themes 

This charter focuses on those key areas where it is felt that the Irish Border 
Development Corridor can make a difference to the coherent and integrated 
development of the region – and the island as a whole. There is a growing 
political awareness and acceptance of the need for more specific 
development policies across government, north and south, to support cross‐
border working and ensure greater coherency and integration between and 
across development policies. This is despite – or in spite of – the shift in 
national politics away from cross‐border development (joint investment) and 
the promotion of cooperation. 

The institutional reforms of local government across both jurisdictions on 
the island of Ireland – including the new mandates of local government and 
the associated local and European elections – create many opportunities for 
more coherent working on a cross‐border basis. This is greatly supported by 
the stronger alignment of functions across local government in both 
jurisdictions from April 2015 onwards – including in the field of economic 
development. 

The realignment of functions across local government will inevitably lead to 
enhanced opportunities for local authorities, communities, and business 
interests to come together to support the emerging key themes of the Border 
Development Corridor (see below). 

This charter presents a unique opportunity for a wide range of agencies and 
bodies with an interest and strong commitment to regional development to 
come together around a defined number of high‐level themes with a united 
vision and single voice for the future advancement of the Irish Border 
Development Corridor. The charter takes a broad approach, concentrating 
on seven thematic areas and their potential role in strengthening the region’s 
economic development. These themes are generally reflected in county and 
district councils’ economic objectives and plans and the cross‐border 
networks.
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Critical infrastructure 

Charter aim: 
Achieve a greater priority and urgency in advancing critical infrastructure 
projects, particularly roads and broadband, to facilitate the economic and 
social development of the Border Development Corridor. 

Priority actions: 

• Given the absence of a strong rail network in the border region, there 
is a necessity to redress the ‘three‐speed’ economy emerging across 
the island led by the city regions of Belfast and Dublin, followed by 
the regions well connected to these city regions through high‐quality 
transportation and other infrastructure, and, lastly, the border 
region. To redress this imbalance, key stakeholders within the region, 
from local government, the community and private sectors, must 
jointly advocate for the progression of strategic road projects, 
particularly the N2/A5 (Dublin‐Derry/Londonderry), N16/A4 (Sligo‐
Ballygawley), and the East‐West link. 

• Increase the broadband capacity of the region to facilitate the growth 
of all businesses, including tourism, across the entire Border 
Development Corridor. The border region and its enterprises suffer 
in many locations from low‐speed broadband capacity through fixed 
telecom lines, which results in a lack of Wi‐Fi. Smartphones and 
tablets now form part of everyday business life, yet 3G is lacking in 
many areas, and numerous black spots exist with no or poor service. 
This impedes: 

a. The normal functioning of firms and businesses; 

b. The start‐up of micro‐business or SMEs;  

c. The development and location of FDI in the region; 

d. Tourists who expect to have access to modern 
communications. 
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Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) 

Charter aim: 
Promote expansion by IDA Ireland and Invest NI of the existing FDI base and 
give more determined priority to locating new FDI in the border region which 
has demonstrated its capacity to support internationally trading enterprises, 
both foreign and indigenous. 

Priority actions: 

• Ensure a commitment to locate more FDI in the Border Development 
Corridor where existing and proposed facilities and the skills base of 
the local population (and the growing emphasis on R&D by third‐
level institutes) can support it.  

• Increase the number of site visits organised by IDA Ireland and Invest 
NI for potential investors to the border region. This will require local 
government and private sector interests to come together to 
demonstrate critical mass and the existence of the relevant 
services/skills‐set needed for particular types of investment. 

• IDA Ireland and Invest NI should consider cooperating following 
consultation with local authorities to identify investment 
opportunities and suitable locations in the border region where 
success in attracting new FDI would benefit adjacent areas on both 
sides of the border. 

SMEs with export potential 

Charter aim: 
Support the needs of SMEs with export potential across the Border 
Development Corridor, encourage knowledge transfer and networking, and 
capitalise on the research and cross‐border business supports available from 
InterTradeIreland. 

Priority actions: 

• Encourage high‐potential start‐ups along the Border Development 
Corridor, capitalising on the emphasis being placed by central 
government policy and EU funding programmes on the development 
of the knowledge economy, the greater role of local government in 
driving and supporting economic development, the greater emphasis 
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being placed on R&D in third‐level institutions, and the successes 
and intellectual capital of existing enterprise. 

• Undertake an audit of the different types of training available to 
SMEs across the border region – including those courses and training 
events provided by local government, enterprise agencies, colleges 
and other training providers – with an emphasis being placed on 
identifying the type of training for which there is most demand and 
opportunities for providing such programmes on a cross‐border 
basis. Roll out a communications plan to make businesses aware of 
the types of training/courses available to them to support innovation 
and exporting. Local councils can also be brought together to share 
their resources and expertise and engage in a programme of peer‐
to‐peer learning. 

• Support the fostering of new SMEs across the Border Development 
Corridor with export potential – especially in higher value‐added 
sectors – and, where possible, do this in association with the 
diaspora. 

• Where appropriate, contribute to implementing the 
recommendations outlined in the InterTradeIreland mapping of the 
potential for all‐island clusters and clustering report. This research 
identifies a number of clusters with potential for cross‐border or all‐
island clustering and suggests some lines of action on how best to 
develop them. 

• Local councils in the border region should be supported in seconding 
staff across clusters of councils to improve the transfer of knowledge 
and encourage export and innovation among SMEs. Such 
export/innovation officers could play a key role in harnessing the 
concept of clustering, bringing businesses together on a cross‐border 
basis, and encouraging the development of technologies – such as 
apps – to support local businesses. 

Agriculture, food & fish processing 

Charter aim: 
Strengthen the local food economy by encouraging greater public and private 
sector purchasing from local and regional food producers and suppliers and 
working closely with local producers to develop their branding and export 
potential.
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Priority actions: 

• Identify existing local food procurement policies and practices across 
both jurisdictions with respect to local food sourcing. 

• Develop a consumer awareness campaign to highlight the benefits 
of sourcing local food through a variety of media. 

• Promote increased local food procurement in local government, 
education, and healthcare bodies. 

• Enhance linkages between the agri‐food sector and tourism and 
recreation initiatives, placing emphasis on food‐based tourism – 
including local festivals, cookery schools, farmers markets, artisan 
food producers, and gourmet restaurants. 

Tourism & recreation 

Charter aim: 
Recognise and work collectively to harness the opportunities presented by 
the natural, built, cultural and physical environment of the Border 
Development Corridor to maximise the growth and development of tourism 
and recreation for the greater benefit of the communities in the border 
region. 

Priority actions: 

• Recognising that tourism has the potential to bring increased 
spending and resultant jobs across the entire border region and that 
the traveller is more interested in following their recreation interests 
irrespective of administrative or political boundaries – we support 
enhancing the tourist offering by encouraging connectivity between 
tourist assets on both sides of the border – cycle ways, walking 
routes, greenways, blueways on the water amenities, heritage and 
cultural tours, accommodation packages – in the interests of 
attracting greater tourist impact and the resultant enhanced 
prosperity of the border region 

• Recognising that Fáilte Ireland, the Northern Ireland Tourist Board 
and Tourism Ireland are seeking to capture greater international 
interest by promoting strategic attractions of scale and signature 
tourist attractions such as the Wild Atlantic Way and the Titanic 
Quarter, we seek the cooperation of these agencies in:  
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a. Imaginatively assisting the border region to connect with or 
capitalise on these strategic attractions;  

b. Taking a fresh look at the development and promotion of the 
east‐west axis of outdoor recreation attractions and cultural 
inheritance in the border region. 

Low‐carbon, energy saving & renewables 

Charter aim:  
Advance the region as a champion of the green economy, sustainable 
development and renewables agenda on the island of Ireland through the 
maximisation of the local resource base and assets. 

Priority actions: 

• Local government to become a leader in motivating and progressing 
energy management and wider green economy initiatives at a local 
and regional level. This will involve local councils committing to 
monitor their own energy usage, reduce their energy usage and look 
seriously at the use of alternatives. 

• Councils – and, where possible, other public sector bodies – to be 
encouraged to undertake energy audits, which will, in turn, lead to 
the roll‐out of energy‐saving measures. At the heart of such a policy 
is the promotion of the use of an energy mix. 

• Identify exemplars from both the business, private and farming 
communities to demonstrate what is possible. 

• Develop an ‘advice pack’ on renewable energies for community 
groups, businesses, the farming community, the education and 
healthcare sectors and others across the Border Development 
Corridor. 

Diaspora 

Charter aim:  
Embrace the diaspora’s goodwill and capitalise on successful initiatives by 
sharing learning across the Border Development Corridor and engaging with 
the proposed National Diaspora Centre. 
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Priority action: 
Engage with the diaspora to identify how they might wish to contribute to 
the sustainable development of the Border Development Corridor. For 
example, such a campaign could use many different mediums to seek their 
advice on areas of development where they have expertise and are willing 
to make connections on behalf of the border region. 

PART C 
Membership of the Irish Border Development Corridor Steering Committee 
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Appendix: Geographical limits of the Irish Border 
Development Corridor 

The Border Development Corridor comprises the following county and 
district councils contiguous to the Irish border: 

 

 

 

 

 

Endnotes 

1 A presentation based on this research was given at the Annual CCBS/ICLRD 
Conference in the Cavan Crystal Hotel on 30th‐31st January 2014.

2 Bradley, J. and Best, M. (2012) ‘Cross‐border Economic Renewal: Rethinking Regional 
Policy in Ireland’, Centre for Cross Border Studies. Available at: 
www.crossborder.ie/pubs/2012‐economic‐report.pdf

3 For the purposes of this project, the cross‐border region is defined as the following 
counties: 
In the Republic of Ireland – Donegal, Sligo, Leitrim, Cavan, Monaghan and Louth 
In Northern Ireland – Derry/Londonderry, Tyrone, Fermanagh, Armagh and Down

4 In a written answer, on 23rd January 2014, to a parliamentary question, the Minister 
for Jobs, Enterprise and Innovation stated that he was “concerned at the lack of 
investment in certain regional locations” and had “accordingly requested IDA Ireland 
and Enterprise Ireland to work with” his department so that “we can explore what 
further initiatives we can take to ensure we have a better approach to enterprise 
development in regional locations”.

http://www.crossborder.ie/pubs/2012-economic-report.pdf

