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This article explores the evolving cross‐border economic landscape between 
Northern Ireland (NI) and Ireland (IE), drawing on multiple datasets and 
institutional insights. It highlights the growth in trade, business activity, and 
employment, while acknowledging the limitations in data comparability. The 
analysis identifies key challenges impeding further integration and proposes 
actionable pathways to enhance further collaboration, productivity, 
and labour mobility across the island. 
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Introduction  
Cross‐border economic cooperation between Northern Ireland (NI) and 
Ireland (IE) has undergone a significant transformation since the 
Belfast/Good Friday Agreement in 1998. The island’s two economies are now 
more interconnected than at any point in the preceding century, despite a 
myriad of challenges, including several global recessions, geopolitical events 
and conflicts, the COVID‐19 pandemic, and Brexit. The challenge for future 
collaboration is how to evolve the current frameworks, which have deep 
structural and institutional roots on one hand, and agile but necessarily ad 
hoc initiatives on the other. Building an integrated all‐island framework that 
incorporates the best aspects of both approaches is the most effective means 
of addressing the challenges, such as productivity, skills, and decarbonisation, 
that are shared by both economies and require joint solutions. 

InterTradeIreland’s corporate plan for 2026‐2028 will place this ambition at 
its core. Its strategic pillars position the agency not merely as a delivery body 
but as a vehicle for shared policy action. The corporate plan recognises that 
both economies face parallel challenges: low productivity growth in parts of 
the small and medium‐sized enterprise (SME) base, persistent skills 
shortages, uneven regional development, and the pressures of 
decarbonisation. Addressing these requires joint solutions that reflect the 
integrated character of the all‐island economy. 

The remainder of this paper examines the evidence base for that argument. 
It tracks economic trends, explores the constraints that hold back growth, 
and outlines actionable pathways to deepen cooperation. It draws on 
multiple data sources, from national trade statistics to InterTradeIreland’s 
own research, and situates these within the wider policy convergence now 
evident across both jurisdictions. It also highlights the difficulty in directly 
comparing each jurisdiction’s data due to methodological differences, 
particularly in metrics such as VAT registration, SME turnover, and 
unemployment. 

Economic trends and indicators  
The most straightforward indicator of economic cooperation is the value of 
trade between two economies. However, there are three main ways trade 
between Ireland and Northern Ireland is measured, each using a different 
methodology and reporting in two different currencies; consequently, each 
gives a slightly different picture of that trade. 
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The Northern Ireland Economic Trade Statistics (NIETS) release from the 
Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency aims to capture both goods 
and services traded by Northern Ireland businesses. It combines customs 
data, business surveys, and tax records to give the fullest picture, but some 
figures are estimated, especially for smaller firms. The Trade in Goods 
statistics series from the Central Statistics Office (CSO) cover only physical 
goods moving into and out of Ireland. Because Northern Ireland remains part 
of the European Union’s single market for goods, the CSO utilises EU 
reporting systems, primarily Intrastat, for these flows. Consequently, services 
and smaller firms trading below a €500,000 threshold are not included. The 
Regional Trade Statistics series from HMRC focuses on the UK as a whole, 
breaking down goods trade by region, but tends to assign sales to the 
registered company headquarters in Great Britain rather than where the 
goods were actually manufactured. 

Each series was designed for a particular purpose and produces robust and 
credible data for that purpose. However, no statistical series exists specifically 
for monitoring trade between Ireland and Northern Ireland, which must be 
considered when determining the total value of that trade. Similarly, care 
must be taken when converting currencies and when attempting to use 
statistics from different datasets. 

With those caveats in mind, it is possible to estimate the total value of goods 
trade between Ireland and Northern Ireland in 1998, when the Belfast/Good 
Friday Agreement was signed. According to the CSO, goods trade was worth 
IR£2.03 billion in 1998. Using the official euro conversion rate, this gives a 
figure of approximately €2.57 billion, a figure which remained essentially 
unchanged in 1999.2 By 2024, this had grown to €10.6 billion.3 Between 1998 
and 2024, the average annual inflation rate in Ireland was 1.9 per cent, 
resulting in a 64 per cent cumulative price increase, while cross‐border goods 
trade expanded by more than 300 per cent. Growth in goods trade between 
Ireland and Northern Ireland therefore outpaced inflation by around two and 
a half times, which demonstrates a genuine, real‐term deepening of 
economic integration. 

Economists typically analyse economic integration using the gravity model 
of trade, first popularised by Jan Tinbergen in 1962, and later refined by 
James Anderson and Eric van Wincoop.4  Based on the same principle as 
Newton’s law of gravity, trade between two economies increases with their 
economic mass (represented by GDP) and decreases with distance (typically 



The Journal of Cross Border Studies in Ireland 2025   |   126

geographical but can also include other forms of friction). John McCallum’s 
analysis of trade between neighbouring Canadian provinces and US states 
revealed that political borders can significantly reduce trade intensity, even 
between regions that are geographically close and economically similar.  

The application of gravity models to trade between Ireland and Northern 
Ireland has evolved significantly as data has become more widely available 
and robust. Early post‐Agreement work by Emla Fitzsimons, Vincent Hogan, 
and Peter Neary, which utilised bilateral trade data from the late 1980s and 
early 1990s, found no statistically significant border effect once distance and 
market size were controlled.5 A decade later, InterTradeIreland commissioned 
an analysis by Edgar Morgenroth. This study incorporated sectoral data and 
panel estimation across 42 trading partners and found that trade between 
the two jurisdictions was, in fact, below the level predicted by the gravity 
model, by around 40 per cent for North‐South flows and slightly less for 
South‐North flows.6 

Subsequent microdata work by Martina Lawless, Neary, and Zuzanna 
Studnicka utilised firm‐level export records from 2000 to 2015, revealing a 
border effect at the firm level that was not apparent in the aggregate data.7 
Most recently, Janez Kren and Lawless employed Eurostat Comext data, 
which, as a result of Brexit, for the first time separately recorded Northern 
Ireland’s trade flows. Allowing a harmonised gravity comparison between 
Ireland and Northern Ireland for 2021 and confirming that cross‐border trade 
is higher than standard gravity models would predict once distance and size 
are accounted for.8  

In a report for InterTradeIreland, the professional services firm EY concludes 
that cross‐border trade has been “one of the standout success stories of the 
post‐Brexit period”.9 Between 2016 and 2022, total trade between Ireland 
and Northern Ireland grew by approximately 77 per cent, with goods 
increasing by 66 per cent and services by 132 per cent, far outstripping both 
inflation and GDP growth over the same period. By 2022, Northern Ireland’s 
exports to Ireland had reached £6.35 billion, compared with £3.53 billion in 
the opposite direction, marking a persistent trade surplus. The composition 
of trade has also evolved. The agri‐food sector continues to dominate goods 
flows, but the strongest post‐2020 gains have been in manufacturing and 
services, such as ICT, logistics, and professional business support.
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This concurs with Lawless’s analysis of potential cross‐border trade growth 
over the near term. Lawless shows that, under baseline assumptions, cross‐
border services exports are projected to double by 2030, growing at an 
annual rate of between nine and ten per cent, or roughly three times the 
expected pace of goods trade.10 

This acceleration is driven by the expansion of ICT, financial, and professional 
services, as well as logistics and technical consultancy services linked to 
manufacturing supply chains. These sectors are the principal engines of 
‘convergence growth’, the potential for IE–NI trade to exceed gravity‐model 
expectations if high‐skill, high‐value services continue to grow. Services 
already account for an estimated one‐third of total cross‐border exports, up 
from less than 15 per cent in 2010; future gains will be increasingly linked to 
knowledge exchange, skills mobility, and digital infrastructure.11 

Business growth  

As with trade statistics, it is similarly challenging to count the number of 
active businesses on the island. Figures are not directly comparable due to 
differing registration criteria. The data for NI are drawn from the Inter‐
Departmental Business Register (IDBR), which includes VAT and PAYE 
registrations. In contrast, the data for IE reports VAT‐registered traders and 
PAYE‐registered traders separately. Between 1998 and 2023, the number of 
businesses on the IDBR increased by 28 per cent in NI (from 61,725 to 
79,235)12 and 74 per cent in IE (from 162,202 to 288,008).13 

SME dominance  

Small and medium‐sized enterprises (SMEs) are those which have fewer than 
250 employees. According to the most recent data, SMEs account for 99.8 
per cent of registered businesses in both jurisdictions. However, their 
economic impact varies. Ireland’s SMEs contribute 68 per cent of 
employment and 43 per cent of turnover, while Northern Ireland’s SMEs 
account for 77.8 per cent of employment and 74.6 per cent of turnover.14 
However, Ireland’s figures are skewed by the presence of large multinational 
enterprises (MNEs), which disproportionately inflate GDP and turnover 
metrics.  
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Challenges to continuous growth  

While all‐island trade and enterprise integration have deepened steadily 
since 1998, several structural barriers continue to limit both the pace and 
breadth of growth. These challenges centre on labour and skills shortages, 
productivity disparities, trade policy uncertainty, and export concentration.  

Labour and skills shortages  
Unemployment has declined significantly since 1998. In NI, the 
unemployment rate for May‐July 2025 was 2.2%, while in IE, the 
unemployment rate for Q2 2025 was 4.8%. However, the reporting 
methodology for this data excludes certain age groups and does not account 
for economically inactive individuals (not working, not available for work, or 
actively seeking employment). For May‐July 2025, this was 26.5 per cent for 
NI, and for Q2 2025, this was 22 per cent for IE.15  

InterTradeIreland’s All‐Ireland Business Monitor (AIBM) is a quarterly 
business sentiment survey that reports on approximately 750 SMEs across 
the island. Recent AIBM results suggest that businesses are facing persistent 
issues in accessing talent, and the questionnaire now includes a specific 
section on accessing people and skills. For Q2 2025, 44 per cent of those 
businesses that had tried to recruit in the preceding two years reported 
difficulty recruiting the right skills, an increase of six percentage points from 
the previous quarter. Key impediments identified include a shortage of 
available workers, changing employee attitudes, increased demands for 
higher pay and better working conditions, and a mismatch between 
educational outputs and employer needs.16 

The Labour Employer Economic Forum (LEEF) Shared Island Working Group 
has highlighted how barriers to cross‐border labour mobility constrain the 
supply of skilled workers. The regulatory requirements introduced by the 
UK’s withdrawal from the EU play a significant role. Because NI remains in 
the EU single market for goods only, the regulatory frameworks for services 
are no longer mutually recognised. This presents a challenge for skilled 
trades, where, in the absence of an agreed framework between the two 
governments, qualifications must be recognised on an ad hoc basis between 
organisations.17 Anecdotal evidence from engagement with 
InterTradeIreland’s Trade Hub supports this position, with electrical and 
mechanical trades, construction, and healthcare particularly affected. The 
LEEF study also highlighted that the complex tax, social security, and pension 
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systems in each jurisdiction were not designed with the island’s at least 
18,000 cross‐border workers in mind. This has created a ‘fear factor’ that 
inhibits the growth of the cross‐border labour market, and is exacerbated by 
a lack of clear guidance written for a non‐technical audience.  

Productivity disparities  
Despite sustained growth in trade and enterprise formation, the productivity 
gap between Northern Ireland and Ireland remains an obstinate challenge 
to competitiveness. Analysis of Ireland’s productivity is complicated by the 
fact that productivity is a measure of economic output per unit of labour or 
time worked. Ireland’s headline productivity and GDP per capita figures are 
inflated by the outsized contribution of foreign‐owned firms, particularly in 
pharmaceuticals, ICT, and financial services, which account for a large share 
of value added but a small share of employment. As a result, aggregate 
indicators can overstate the underlying productivity of indigenous sectors. 
To address this, economists have increasingly relied on alternative measures 
such as Modified Gross National Income (GNI*), labour productivity per hour 
worked in market sectors, and firm‐level microdata that separate foreign and 
domestically owned enterprises.  

What is clear is that economic output per hour worked in NI is 13 per cent 
below the UK average and has remained stubbornly low for over a decade, 
despite a modest increase during the COVID‐19 pandemic. It ranks tenth out 
of twelve UK regions, and fourteen of the eighteen identified productivity 
drivers are below the UK mean.18 Various attempts have been made to 
account for the multinational effect on Irish economic output; estimates put 
productivity anywhere from 19 to 40 per cent ahead of NI, depending on the 
approach chosen.19 These figures show that, while Ireland’s multinational 
sector skews the averages upward, its indigenous productivity remains 
significantly higher than that of Northern Ireland across most sectors.  

The multinational effect also causes difficulty in assessing productivity 
performance within Ireland. While foreign‐dominated sectors, such as ICT, 
pharmaceuticals, and advanced manufacturing, report labour productivity 
of €517 per hour, the domestic economy, comprising construction, retail, 
hospitality, and locally traded services, averages €65 per hour.20 This gap 
reflects capital intensity, firm size, and geography, as multinationals are more 
heavily represented in the Dublin region and along the M1 corridor. By 
contrast, productivity levels in the west and north‐west, where indigenous 
SMEs dominate, are substantially lower and have been essentially flat over 



The Journal of Cross Border Studies in Ireland 2025   |   130

the past decade.21 As the National Competitiveness and Productivity Council 
notes, Ireland essentially has two economies: one highly capital‐intensive, 
export‐driven, and multinational‐oriented; the other is more labour‐
intensive, regionally dispersed, and domestically focused.22 Bridging this 
divide will require a sustained focus on innovation, skills, scaling, and 
investment in the indigenous enterprise base. 

In NI, the causes of the productivity gap are at least well documented, even 
if they remain stubbornly unresponsive to policy levers. Structural factors, 
including sectoral composition, the dominance of low‐value‐added services, 
and low capital investment, account for a significant portion of the gap. Skills 
shortages also constrain productivity growth. Just 39.7 per cent of the NI 
labour force holds a tertiary‐level qualification, placing it 11th of 12 UK 
regions. In comparison, the share of workers with low or no qualifications 
stands at 12.3 per cent, almost double the UK average. Long‐term sickness, 
responsible for 37.8 per cent of economic inactivity, further limits labour 
market participation and productivity potential.23  

Human capital is a crucial factor in productivity performance, and educational 
attainment patterns across the island reveal significant structural differences. 
Although Northern Ireland’s school pupils consistently outperform their UK 
peers at A‐level, the region continues to lag in tertiary attainment, with just 
over 41 per cent of adults holding NVQ Level 4+ qualifications, compared 
with 44–45 per cent across the UK and more than 48 per cent in Ireland. At 
the lower end of the spectrum, Northern Ireland has almost twice the 
proportion of residents with no qualifications, at 11.8 per cent, compared to 
Ireland, which has around 6 per cent. Between 2011 and 2021, Ireland 
consistently maintained a 7‐point advantage in the share of graduates. 
Econometric evidence suggests that a one‐percentage‐point increase in the 
tertiary‐educated population is associated with a 0.74 per cent rise in 
regional productivity.24  

Persistent outward migration of NI graduates (one in four of whom leave to 
study elsewhere in the UK or Ireland, with few returning) further compounds 
this gap, depriving the region of skilled labour that could otherwise drive 
growth and innovation. This is often described as a brain drain; however, 
work by Anne Devlin, Áine Doran, and Maureen O’Reilly has shown that the 
outward student flows from NI are fairly typical for a UK region. The more 
pressing issue is that the number of available student places is insufficient 
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to accommodate the students who would typically be replaced by inward 
flows elsewhere.25 

By contrast, in Ireland, the difficulty lies not in addressing chronic and 
systemic underperformance, but in ensuring that the spillover benefits of 
high‐productivity foreign‐owned firms are distributed evenly. Indigenous 
SMEs across the Border, Midlands, and West tend to produce output at 
between 40% and 50% of Dublin’s productivity level.26 These disparities 
suggest that productivity challenges are not unique to Northern Ireland, but 
rather exist in a regional form across the island. However, InterTradeIreland’s 
All‐Island Business Monitor consistently shows that firms that participate in 
cross‐border trade or innovation networks outperform their peers who 
operate in only one jurisdiction.27 Further economic cooperation could help 
to narrow not only North‐South but also regional gaps. 

Trade policy uncertainty  
Small open economies are particularly exposed to global trading conditions. 
Ireland, with its focus on foreign direct investment (FDI) and export 
orientation, has been remarkably successful in harnessing the benefits of 
global trade. However, that has also left it particularly vulnerable to economic 
shocks. Export intensity and international orientation are strongly correlated 
with economic performance in smaller advanced economies, making 
increasing the volume and value of exports a policy priority for NI.28 

One of IE’s particular strengths is its consistent policy environment; 
governments may change, but enterprise policy is unlikely to vary 
significantly, which has made it attractive for international trade. The Trade 
Policy Uncertainty Index monitors media outlets to gauge the frequency with 
which uncertainty about global trade is mentioned.29 Typically, it might report 
a figure of between 30 and 40. During the period from 2016 to 2020, it began 
regularly reporting a figure above 100, peaking at 266 in May 2019. This 
period corresponded with the first Trump administration and, to a lesser 
extent, post‐Brexit uncertainty. When Trump won a second term in 
November 2024, the index surged to a new record high of 373, which was 
soon eclipsed by a figure of 1,151 in April 2025 as the administration’s trade 
policy focused on global tariffs. 

Although the index is heavily weighted toward the US, it is particularly 
relevant for Ireland due to its export orientation. In 2024, around one‐third 
of all Irish goods exports were destined for the US. Eighty per cent of that 
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value, approximately €58 billion, consisted of chemicals and related products, 
predominantly pharmaceutical and biopharmaceutical goods.30 This high 
exposure to one market and one sector leaves the economy sensitive to shifts 
in global pharmaceutical demand or changes in US tax and trade policy. 

The Trump administration’s trade policy is the latest in a series of disruptive 
shocks that have pressurised international supply chains. The COVID‐19 
pandemic triggered factory shutdowns and unprecedented shipping delays, 
particularly in China, resulting in spikes in input costs and extended delivery 
times across various sectors, including semiconductors and construction 
materials. The war in Ukraine compounded these pressures by disrupting 
global energy and food markets, particularly through volatility in oil, gas, and 
grain supplies. More recently, geopolitical tensions and security risks in the 
Middle East, particularly in the Red Sea corridor, have compelled major 
shipping firms to reroute vessels, thereby extending journey times and 
increasing freight costs. These shocks have demonstrated the vulnerability 
of long, globally dispersed supply chains and the need for greater resilience 
closer to home. On the island of Ireland, this has reinforced the strategic 
importance of regional and cross‐border supply chains, which can ensure 
continuity of supply, shorten delivery routes, and build shared resilience 
across sectors such as manufacturing, agriculture, and energy. Strengthening 
these linkages through coordinated policy, joint investment, and collaborative 
infrastructure would enhance supply chain security while supporting the 
competitiveness and sustainability goals of both jurisdictions. Furthermore, 
SMEs account for 90 per cent of exporters by number, but only 12 per cent 
by value, presenting an opportunity to develop their export capabilities and 
boost the indigenous business base while simultaneously reducing reliance 
on FDI‐led growth. 

Institutional framework and legacy  
As the economist Douglas North observed, well‐designed institutions 
increase order and reduce uncertainty, thereby making economic exchange 
possible. Institutions are, he wrote, “the humanly devised constraints that 
shape human interaction” and so shape the contours of how societies 
interact and evolve across time.31  

The Belfast/Good Friday Agreement created an institutional framework that 
continues to underpin practical cooperation across the island of Ireland. 
Under strand two, the North South Ministerial Council (NSMC) and the six 
North‐South implementation bodies were established to translate political 



The Journal of Cross Border Studies in Ireland 2025   |   133

commitment into operational collaboration. Through these institutions, 
cooperation has become embedded in the everyday workings of both 
jurisdictions. For instance, in its first twenty‐five years, InterTradeIreland 
directly supported over 60,000 businesses and generated more than €1.95 
billion/£1.7 billion in business development value.32 

The enduring task is therefore to evolve the existing institutional framework, 
refining how these bodies and others coordinate, collaborate, and act 
collectively to meet the needs of a modern, outward‐facing island economy 
and, indeed, society. 

This has become more pressing in recent years, as the policy context on both 
sides of the border has shifted decisively toward the development of 
indigenous enterprises. Ireland’s White Paper on Enterprise 2022‐2030 
outlines an ambition to enhance the productivity, innovation, and 
sustainability of the domestic SME base. Northern Ireland’s Economic Vision, 
meanwhile, emphasises higher‐value‐added jobs and sectors, as well as 
regional balance. Both recognise that economic resilience will increasingly 
depend on the capacity of local firms to compete internationally. 

At the same time, the Shared Island Initiative marks a step‐change in how 
all‐island collaboration is funded. These mechanisms create both fiscal and 
institutional space for joint action in priority areas such as clusters, 
entrepreneurship, and decarbonisation technologies.  

Convergence is also evident in policy priorities such as digitalisation, 
sustainability, skills, and regional development, which reflect the challenges 
to economic growth in both jurisdictions highlighted above. This creates a 
further opportunity for joint programmes in areas such as the circular 
economy, offshore renewables, AI, and advanced manufacturing. These are 
sectors where the maximum economic potential, whether for reasons of 
scale, complementary skills and expertise, or infrastructure needs, can only 
be realised by serious and committed cross‐border collaboration. Resolving 
some of the issues highlighted in this paper, such as skills, regulation, and 
labour mobility, would unlock that potential while also delivering on the 
policy priorities of both jurisdictions.
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Actionable pathways forward  

How, then, to unlock that potential? The evidence suggests a clear 
conclusion: coordinated action is necessary across five interlocking areas. 

InterTradeIreland has played a unique role as a key convenor on the island 
of Ireland, fostering collaboration among a wide range of stakeholders. In 
continuing to grow cross‐border trade, we have fostered a spirit of 
cooperation by bringing together voices from government, business, 
academia, and professional bodies. This approach has been strengthened 
through constructive engagement with the authors of earlier research, the 
Centre for Cross Border Cooperation, and Chartered Accountants Ireland. 

This collaborative approach has enabled us to identify and agree on what is 
realistically achievable to improve the landscape for both employers and 
employees. 

Through these concerted efforts, we have collectively defined five key areas 
for future focus, which represent the most impactful opportunities for 
advancing this agenda. They are: 

1. Define cross‐border workers and employers 
Establishing a shared definition of cross‐border workers and 
employers would remove one of the most persistent administrative 
barriers to labour mobility on the island. Human capital is central to 
productivity, yet both jurisdictions face tight labour markets and 
acute skills shortages in key sectors. The absence of a consistent 
definition across tax, social security, and employment law creates 
uncertainty for both firms and workers. This regulatory complexity 
acts as a deterrent to cross‐border hiring, constraining what could 
be a naturally integrated labour market. The issue is administrative 
rather than structural; an artificial bottleneck that could be resolved 
through coordinated policy. A harmonised definition, jointly 
recognised by both governments, would give businesses clarity and 
enable workers to move freely where skills are most in demand. 

2 Provide clear, accessible guidance 
Even where regulations do exist, the lack of simple, accessible 
information remains a barrier to mobility and trade. SMEs and 
employees often struggle to navigate differences in taxation, social 
insurance, and employment rights. Developing clear guidance that 



The Journal of Cross Border Studies in Ireland 2025   |   135

is endorsed and co‐branded by both administrations would make 
compliance straightforward and reduce the costs of operating across 
the border. Practical resources, such as step‐by‐step guides, online 
toolkits, and a joint helpline, could provide authoritative and easy‐
to‐use information. Building on the model of InterTradeIreland’s 
Trade Hub, a single digital access point would ensure that cross‐
border trade and employment are supported by the same level of 
clarity as domestic business activity. 

3. Pilot all‐island skills and apprenticeship solutions 
Both economies face structural skills shortages that risk constraining 
growth. Addressing this requires a coordinated approach to training 
and qualification recognition. Piloting shared apprenticeship and 
upskilling programmes in sectors such as healthcare, engineering, 
and digital technology would demonstrate the benefits of alignment. 
Jointly accredited schemes would enable learners and workers to 
train in one jurisdiction and work in another, fostering a larger and 
more adaptable skills base. These pilots could draw on existing 
institutional strengths, linking further education providers, industry 
clusters, and innovation networks north and south, to create genuine 
all‐island pathways for high‐demand occupations. 

4. Issue toolkits for remote working 
The shift to remote and hybrid working has reduced the importance 
of proximity and physical geography but has also introduced new 
administrative challenges. Cross‐border remote work has raised 
issues of taxation, social security, and employment rights that remain 
unresolved. Developing a joint set of toolkits for employers and 
employees would provide practical solutions and reduce compliance 
uncertainty. These resources could include model HR templates, 
payroll checklists, and guidance on tax residency and social‐insurance 
contributions. With many firms now recruiting island‐wide for digital 
and service roles, clear frameworks for remote work would ensure 
flexibility while maintaining legal and fiscal certainty. 

5. Establish standing cross‐border forums 
Sustained progress depends on structures that can maintain 
cooperation beyond individual projects. Almost every recent 
research project undertaken for InterTradeIreland has identified the 
need for a formal structure for communication and agreed joint 
action as one of its recommendations. Establishing standing cross‐
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border forums, building on examples such as the Technical Trade 
Forum, would embed coordination within the policy system. These 
advisory groups should bring together officials, business 
representatives, and other partners to share best practices, identify 
emerging issues, and pilot joint solutions. Formalising these 
mechanisms, with InterTradeIreland providing secretariat and 
analytical support, would turn ad‐hoc collaboration into a permanent 
feature. 

Conclusion  

The island of Ireland stands at a pivotal moment in its economic journey. 
While remarkable progress is evident in trade, business growth, and 
employment, a series of structural challenges remains and requires 
collaboration to resolve effectively. By evolving the existing institutional 
frameworks and embedding their spirit of collaborative working as standard 
practice, both jurisdictions can support an indigenous enterprise base that 
is inclusive, productive, decarbonised, and part of an export‐orientated, 
globally competitive all‐island economy.  

As both economies have realised the importance of strengthening indigenous 
SMEs and embedding resilience within domestic supply chains, there is now 
a clear recognition that sustainable growth depends on the capacity of local 
firms to scale, innovate, and trade in new markets. This marks a significant 
evolution, as enterprise policy is now focused less on attracting external 
investment alone and more on building the conditions necessary for that 
growth and resilience. As firms seek to shorten their supply lines and diversify 
their markets, cross‐border trade represents the most natural and immediate 
route to achieving these goals. The task for policy‐makers is to ensure that 
the institutions evolve to match. 

Ensuring that policy alignment translates into practical cooperation requires 
sustained institutional coordination. InterTradeIreland has demonstrated 
through its Technical Trade Forum that pragmatic solutions exist to resolve 
day‐to‐day issues affecting SMEs. By bringing together officials from 
government departments, revenue authorities, and regulatory agencies, it 
can address the technical and administrative challenges of cross‐border 
trade. It can do so because InterTradeIreland’s unique mandate as a strand 
two body and its role as a trusted, neutral broker create the necessary 
institutional space for collaboration outside of formal political channels. 
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Further issues will be addressed by an All‐Island Policy Forum, which will 
elevate this approach to a strategic level by convening senior policy‐makers, 
economists, and subject matter experts to identify joint solutions to grand 
challenges, such as decarbonisation and skills development.  

Formalising these mechanisms and ensuring that they are adequately 
resourced would consolidate the progress already made. With 
InterTradeIreland as convenor and evidence lead, they can provide the 
framework needed to convert shared intent into lasting economic impact 
and evolving cross‐border institutions, enabling them to meet the shared 
challenges of the next twenty‐five years.
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