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The Centre for Cross Border Cooperation, 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).

Overview

The Department for the Economy published its Sub-Regional Economic Plan on 1st October
2024. This plan is coherent, joined up, has clear targets and indicators, with dates attached,
and its objectives are grouped under four broad aims that are clearly communicated.

The Sub-Regional Economic Plan is framed by the Minister for the Economy’s four Economic
Priorities:

e Increasing productivity
e More Good jobs
e Regional Balance
e Decarbonisation

All of these priorities are of interest to the Centre for Cross Border Cooperation, particularly
in terms of regional balance and how the actions set out by the Department could have a
positive impact in the border region.

Invest NI (INI) is to reorientate towards developing local economies with closer working
between INI regional offices and Councils. These regional offices will be resourced with
more staff to achieve a wider range of functions. The plan identifies regional development
as a key priority for INI. It also highlights regional disparities between different local
government districts (LGDs), e.g. Derry/Strabane council area employment rate is 10%
below that in Mid Ulster. The plan’s Technical Annex includes data on the economic profile
of all local government districts across a range of indicators.

The plan also includes a graphic which ranks the performance of each LGD across four key
indicators:

e labour productivity

e median wages

e sub-regional employment rate
e greenhouse gas emissions.
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As can be seen from the table in the report (reproduced below),! the five LGDs abutting the
Northern Ireland-Ireland border have a range of challenges when measured against the four
key indicators, as well as important strengths that can be built upon.?
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Performance of councils against the indicator is ranked from 1 (highest) to 11 (lowest).
The three highest performing are highlighted in green, the three lowest in red

As well as performance against these four headline indicators, the plan identifies a series of
“macro level issues” that affect the whole region:

e transport links, or rather the lack of (particularly west of the Bann)

e the lack of supply of industrial land and property

e investment required in water and sewerage

e slow energy connection provision

e traditionally low paying sectors such as tourism and agriculture predominant in
certain council areas

e ageing population; and

e health issues and care responsibilities/childcare costs preventing the economically
inactive entering the workforce.

! Department for the Economy, Sub-Regional Economic Plan, 1st October 2024, p.7.
2 The five LGDs are Armagh, Banbridge and Craigavon; Derry City and Strabane; Fermanagh and Omagh; Mid-
Ulster; and Newry Mourne and Down.
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The Strategy sets out three key delivery strands:

e New Local Economic Partnerships (LEPs) are to be established in each Council area
with a £45M dedicated funding pot. Funding will be allocated based on identified
need.

e INI will have an enhanced sub-regional role with local targets.

e Departmental policies and programmes will be realigned to drive local growth.

Projects will be agreed and prioritised by Local Economic Partnerships so local decision
making will be central to the approach. The Department is establishing a new Regional
Balance Unit to work across DfE to mainstream regional balance and support LEPs and INI to
deliver locally chosen actions. The Plan recognises the need to work across DfE and its
partners, including the Northern Ireland Civil Service and UK and Irish government
departments and agencies to bring more cohesion to public sector interventions.

Councils will have the flexibility to establish their LEPs as they see fit, either as separate
entities, or integrated into existing structures such as Community Planning Partnerships or
Labour Market Partnerships. They will also have the flexibility to develop a LEP that is
located in their own area or can collaborate with neighbouring Local Government Districts
to create a bigger partnership. Therefore, through this Sub-Regional Economic Plan, the
Department is committed to partnering with local government in a more structured way
than previously to deliver regional economic development.

A challenging new target has been set for INI to increase the share of investment outside
the Belfast Metropolitan Area, from an average of 56% over the past five years to 65% by
end of 2026/27.

The Cross-Border Dimensions

Crucially, the Plan sets out specific commitments in respect of cross-border development,
including:

e Regional cluster strengths will be prioritised and multi-agency cross-border
collaborative working on green tech clusters and female entrepreneurship will be
advanced. Regional INI offices will lead an enhanced R&D call.

e LEPs will be supported to develop cross-border partnerships and apply to
competitive funds.

e Work with Ireland’s Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment to develop a
memorandum of understanding on all island economic priorities.

e Develop a North/South Fintech corridor.

e Examine the regulatory landscape to support cross-border financial services.

e Review mutual recognition of professional qualifications/data transfer landscape to
facilitate a fully functioning all island economy.
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Conclusion

It is the view of the Centre for Cross Border Cooperation that this Sub-Regional Economic
Plan offers significant potential to achieve greater regional balance and increased prosperity
in Northern Ireland. Importantly, it correctly identifies how its objectives can be more
properly achieved through cross-border, North-South and East-West cooperation. However,
the extent to which its ambition will be met will depend on the Plan’s execution on the
ground. We hope that all those encompassed by the Plan will equal its ambition, and the
Centre for Cross Border Cooperation is ready to play its part.
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