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A shared history, a shared future 

For over a century, the Common Travel Area (CTA) has allowed people to 
move freely between these islands—to live, study, and work across 
boundaries that, while political, have never fully divided communities. As 
economies evolve and the skills required to sustain them become ever more 
specialised, the next natural step is clear: to transform freedom of movement 
into freedom of opportunity. 

The All‐Island Labour Market Study, commissioned by the Labour Employer 
& Economic Forum (LEEF) Shared Island Working Group, notes that while the 
Common Travel Area provides a foundation for an all‐island labour market, 
in practice “the current rules and regulations, and their practical application, 
need to be assessed to ensure that they do in fact support the free 
movement of workers between the jurisdictions.”1 

This work is imperative, as skills shortages have become one of the most 
pressing barriers to growth across the UK and Ireland. The question is no 
longer how to train more people, but how to do so collaboratively, 
coherently, and inclusively across the islands we share. From Newry to Cork, 
Cardiff to Coventry, the ambition must be to create a common work area 
where qualifications are portable, apprenticeships are recognised, and talent 
flows where it is needed most. In today’s increasingly nomadic world of work, 
mobility and portability of skills are essential. 

The Northern Ireland Skills Council (NISC) was established in 2023 as an 
advisory body to the government on the development and implementation 
of skills policy. Its purpose is simple: to bring together education, business, 
trade unions, and government in a single forum capable of turning evidence 
into action. The council has already produced three action plans – Digital 
Skills, Green Energy, Skills Supply – each designed to address the changing 
needs of Northern Ireland’s workforce. 

Strengthening the skills ecosystem 

The Northern Ireland Skills Council (NISC) has made collaboration its 
cornerstone. Northern Ireland’s skills ecosystem, once fragmented, is forging 
alignments across departments, sectors, and regions. Working with the 
departments for the economy (DfE), education, and communities (DfC), the 
council’s mission is to ensure that every individual, regardless of their region 
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or background, can develop the skills to thrive in a rapidly changing economy. 
While this relationship is still emerging, having all key partners in one room 
is an important step forward, and the council has been encouraged by early 
signs of interdepartmental cooperation—for example, through ongoing work 
on a Careers Action Plan. 

Northern Ireland’s current employment rate, at around 71%, masks a 
persistent challenge — an economic inactivity rate of approximately 26%, 
one of the highest in the UK. The Skills Barometer, produced by Ulster 
University’s Economic Policy Centre, has repeatedly warned of a mismatch 
between what employers need and what the workforce can supply, 
particularly in areas such as engineering, construction, health, and digital 
technologies.2 

To address these gaps, the NISC operates through four key sub‐committees: 

1. Green skills 

2. Digital skills 

3. Education and skills 

4. Skills equality, diversity and inclusion. 

Each has a distinct remit but a shared purpose: to future‐proof the workforce. 
The council’s Green Skills Action Plan, launched in 2024, was the first of its 
kind in Northern Ireland and outlines 40 actions to prepare for the green 
transition.3 Similarly, the Digital Skills Action Plan focuses on AI literacy, 
cybersecurity, and data analytics — areas where Northern Ireland must lead 
rather than follow.4 

As one senior official from the DfE observed, the council provides “an 
important channel for effective engagement between government, business 
and the education sector in the development and delivery of skills policy” 
(Northern Ireland Assembly Committee for the Economy, 2024). This 
independent, evidence‐led approach enables the NISC to bridge the gap 
between policy and practice—and between government ambition and 
economic reality. 

That said, the skills council is currently under review, and to increase its 
impact, it must become more action‐led, ensuring that strategy translates 
more rapidly into tangible outcomes. It is tied to the DfE, while its vision is 
cross‐departmental; however, its independent voice is useful for it to act as 
an honest broker on the skills landscape. 
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The effect of Brexit on skills 

Brexit did not dismantle the Common Travel Area (CTA), but it fractured the 
ecosystem that could have evolved it into a common work and skills area. 
The CTA still allows people to move, but not to have their skills, qualifications, 
or training automatically recognised. Several factors have emerged as barriers 
to the development of a common work and skills area. 

1. Divergence in regulatory frameworks for qualifications 
Before Brexit, both the UK and Ireland operated within the EU’s European 
Qualifications Framework (EQF), which facilitated the recognition of 
professional qualifications. After Brexit, the UK, and therefore Northern 
Ireland, ceased automatic participation in these systems. 

This means that there is now no automatic mutual recognition of professional 
qualifications between the UK and the EU, including Ireland. Recognition 
decisions are made unilaterally or through bilateral agreements, which can 
slow cross‐border mobility for professions such as healthcare, engineering, 
and teaching. 

Ireland continues to align with the EQF, while the UK has moved towards the 
Regulated Qualifications Framework (RQF) and the Scottish Credit and 
Qualifications Framework (SCQF), making alignment more complex. 

2. Barriers to apprenticeships and vocational mobility 
Under EU funding streams such as Erasmus+ and the European Social Fund 
(ESF), vocational learners and apprentices could freely study or train across 
borders. 

Following Brexit, the UK’s withdrawal from the EU has led to the loss of the 
Erasmus+ mobility schemes, which have been replaced by the UK’s more 
limited Turing Scheme. There are now no EU‐funded apprenticeship 
exchanges across the border, and joint accreditation of North‐South 
apprenticeships is difficult, as frameworks and funding are governed 
separately by DfE (NI) and SOLAS (RoI). 

While there is a shared desire to collaborate, the lack of structural alignment 
continues to inhibit practical progress. 

3. Migration and labour market policy misalignment 
Although the CTA preserves freedom of movement for Irish and UK citizens, 
Brexit reintroduced caveats in labour rights. Irish citizens retain the right to 
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live and work in the UK, and vice versa, but EU citizens residing in Ireland no 
longer automatically have work rights in Northern Ireland. Employers 
operating cross‐border, for example, in Donegal‐Derry or Newry‐Dundalk, 
face visa, employment law, and taxation differences when relocating workers 
who are EU nationals. 

UK immigration and employment laws, including salary thresholds, 
sponsorship rules, and shortage occupation lists, now diverge from Irish and 
EU standards, complicating workforce planning for cross‐border firms. 

The UK Migration Advisory Committee (MAC) plays an indirect but significant 
role in shaping UK government policy on skills mobility across the island of 
Ireland. Commissioned by the UK home secretary, the MAC makes evidence‐
based recommendations on visa routes for those coming to work in the UK 
from outside the CTA. The MAC and its secretariat are primarily composed 
of economists. While its advice is influential, the home secretary is not 
obliged to accept its recommendations—a reminder of the adage: “Advisers 
advise, and Ministers decide.” 

While Irish and UK citizens continue to enjoy free movement under the CTA, 
political decisions regarding visa salary thresholds and shortage occupation 
lists harm how non‐Irish and non‐UK workers can move between the 
Republic, Northern Ireland, and the rest of the UK. Issues regarding RQF 
levels and salary thresholds impact the agility of skills flow across the island. 
The recent tightening of skilled worker visa rules by the UK government has 
limited the number of mid‐skill roles eligible for sponsorship, particularly in 
the construction, care, and manufacturing sectors—all crucial to the all‐island 
economy. 

The MAC is currently recommending the creation of a new Temporary 
Shortage List (TSL) to replace the Shortage Occupation List.5 Eighty‐two RQF 
Level 3–5 roles are presently being considered. The Department for the 
Economy (DfE), Department of Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs 
(DAERA), and Department of Health (DoH) have all contributed to this 
process through direct input to the MAC and via DfE’s role on the new Labour 
Market Evidence Group (LMEG). Stage 1 of this process has now been 
published. The UK government has determined that these roles should 
support its recently published The UK’s Modern Industrial Strategy 2025, 
rather than those of the devolved nations.
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The MAC has no expertise in qualifications, but it sits on the Labour Market 
Evidence Group (LMEG), which includes better‐qualified partners, such as 
Skills England and the DfE, to advise on workforce and qualification issues. 
While the MAC’s input focuses on bringing labour into the UK when the 
domestic supply is insufficient, its influence on visa access effectively restricts 
the cross‐border flow of international talent.  

The England‐centric policy in a non‐devolved matter, such as migration, does 
not consider the duality of purpose necessary on the island of Ireland. The 
differentiation in visa eligibility, determined by UK government policy, creates 
a barrier to a fully connected all‐island skills ecosystem. The UK government’s 
stated preference is to train domestic workers to fill RQF Level 3–5 roles, 
requiring each sector to present a workforce strategy or job plan 
demonstrating how they will build a local talent pipeline. While politically 
appealing, this approach lacks the agility required to respond to the fast‐
paced demands for skills in a modern economy – illustrating the tension 
between policy pace and market needs. 

4. Data and regulatory fragmentation 
Skills planning increasingly relies on labour market intelligence (LMI), but 
Brexit fractured many of the data‐sharing mechanisms that supported it. The 
UK no longer has access to EU skills and employment databases, such as 
Cedefop and ESCO, which limits joint workforce forecasting, especially in 
cross‐border sectors like construction, healthcare, and green energy. 
Divergent state aid and procurement rules also inhibit shared investment in 
training infrastructure and upskilling programmes. 

Shared Island funding continues to bridge some of this gap, but the absence 
of integrated data remains a significant constraint in targeting mutually 
beneficial programmes. 

5. Reduced influence in EU and all‐island policy forums 
The UK’s withdrawal from the EU means that Northern Ireland no longer has 
direct representation in EU‐level skills cooperation or mutual learning 
programmes. Ireland’s policy remains EU‐aligned, while Northern Ireland 
must rely on ad hoc cooperation through mechanisms such as the North 
South Ministerial Council or the British‐Irish Council. 

However, as meetings of these bodies are high‐level, a governance gap has 
emerged. Both governments share a border but lack a joint structure to 
coordinate qualifications, mobility, and skills alignment systematically. As a 
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result, the degree of cooperation often depends on local initiatives from 
councils, chambers of commerce, further education colleges or labour 
market partnerships who understand the realities of their region. 

6. Legal and funding gaps for cross‐border projects 
The EU PEACE IV and INTERREG programmes have historically funded 
numerous cross‐border education and training initiatives. Post‐Brexit, 
PEACEPLUS has partially filled that gap, but its eligibility and scope are more 
limited, and the UK Shared Prosperity Fund operates under different criteria, 
resulting in reduced coherence. 

This affects joint curriculum design, teacher training, and mobility pilots, 
which were previously supported under a unified EU funding umbrella. 

Policy area Before Brexit 
(EU membership)

After Brexit 
(post-2020)

Impact on a common 
work & skills area

Qualifications 
recognition

Automatic under the 
European 
Qualifications 
Framework (EQF).

Recognition must now 
be agreed bilaterally; 
the UK is no longer 
part of the EQF.

Fragmented 
recognition systems; 
professionals and 
apprentices face 
delays and 
uncertainty.

Apprenticeships & 
vocational mobility

Supported by 
Erasmus+ and the 
European Social Fund 
(ESF), cross-border 
placements and 
mobility programmes 
were common.

Loss of EU mobility 
and ESF funding; the 
UK introduced the 
Turing Scheme (not 
reciprocal).

Fewer opportunities 
for learners to gain 
cross-border 
experience; loss of 
funding and structure 
for exchanges, 
although companies 
can still take their 
apprentices south if 
working on-site there.

Freedom of 
movement for 

workers

The UK and Ireland 
shared EU freedom of 
movement rights, 
allowing employers to 
relocate EU staff 
across the border 
easily.

The CTA still applies to 
UK/Irish citizens, but 
EU nationals in Ireland 
now require UK work 
visas to cross the 
border.

Increased 
administrative burden 
for cross-border firms; 
challenges in 
workforce planning 
and retention.

Table 1: From Common Travel Area to Common Work Area: Before and after Brexit
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Why all‐island collaboration matters 

Skills challenges do not respect borders. Labour shortages, automation, 
demographic change, and climate transition are shared realities across the 
island of Ireland. This recognition has driven a partnership between the 
Northern Ireland Skills Council (NISC) and the National Skills Council of Ireland 
(NSC). 

In June 2025, the two councils met formally for the first time at Ulster 
University, Belfast, marking a milestone in North‐South collaboration on skills 
policy. The meeting highlighted shared priorities: tackling economic inactivity, 
promoting labour mobility, and aligning skills pathways with the twin 
transitions of green technology and artificial intelligence. 

As Dr Kevin Marshall, Chair of Ireland’s National Skills Council, stated: 

The National Skills Council has been entrusted with the vital role of 
bridging the gap between the evolving demands of work, societal and 
labour market needs, and the responses to those demands, and is 
proud to share our first strategic insights and our advice to 
Government on these issues.6 

Both councils recognise that no single jurisdiction can meet future skills 
needs alone. By aligning qualifications, sharing intelligence, and pooling 

Funding for cross-
border projects

EU PEACE IV and 
INTERREG funded 
shared training and 
infrastructure.

Replaced by 
PEACEPLUS (smaller 
scale) and the UK 
Shared Prosperity 
Fund (separate criteria 
and coming to an end).

Coordination has 
become more difficult; 
many shared 
education and training 
initiatives have been 
reduced or 
discontinued.

Labour market data 
sharing

Access to EU-wide 
skills databases 
(Cedefop, ESCO, 
Eurostat).

The UK no longer 
participates; data 
systems have 
diverged.

Weaker joint 
forecasting for 
regional skills 
shortages.

Policy coordination

EU-level dialogue and 
funding ensured the 
establishment of 
common frameworks; 
NI and RoI both aligned 
with EU standards.

The UK now acts 
independently; 
coordination depends 
on goodwill and cross-
border councils.

Fragmented 
governance and 
potential duplication or 
divergence in training 
policy.
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expertise, the islands can collectively build a workforce agile enough to 
compete globally. 

Ireland’s Minister for Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation 
and Science, James Lawless, underscored this point when launching the NSC’s 
inaugural advice to Government in July 2025: 

In an era of rapid transformation and global uncertainty, it is 
collaboration and mutual effort that make the difference… Together, 
we are shaping a more agile, inclusive, and resilient approach to skills 
– an environment that supports lifelong learning, enables career 
transitions, and builds the human capital Ireland needs to succeed. 

That same vision of collaboration as the key to resilience lies at the heart of 
the new Northern Ireland’s Skills Action Plan, launched in October 2025 by 
Minister Caoimhe Archibald. The plan provides a mechanism for turning 
ambition into reality. Its three pillars – improve, create, and collaborate – 
emphasise the power of partnership. The plan explicitly commits to 
expanding PEACEPLUS cross‐border skills provision, leveraging shared island 
funding, reducing barriers to North–South student mobility, and 
strengthening sectoral partnerships.7 

This framework aligns closely with Ireland’s National Skills Strategy. It 
dovetails with regional initiatives such as the City and Growth Deals and the 
Green Growth Strategy, ensuring that skills investment delivers benefits for 
both economies. 

The data underpinning the plan is stark. Around 80 per cent of the 2030 
workforce is already employed, meaning that most future growth will come 
from upskilling existing workers. Meanwhile, it is estimated that by 2035, 65 
per cent of all jobs will require higher‐level technical skills (Department for 
the Economy, 2025). The imperative is therefore clear: movement and 
collaboration are essential. 

From strategy to structure: 
The all‐island apprenticeship plan 

If policy is the framework, then apprenticeships are its foundation. The most 
tangible example of all‐island cooperation to date is the joint launch of 
Ireland’s first all‐island apprenticeship in accounting technology by the Irish 
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and Northern Ireland governments in October 2025 – a highly encouraging 
step towards a more integrated skills ecosystem across the island. 

This collaboration demonstrates a shared commitment to aligning training 
standards, improving mobility for apprentices, and fostering mutual 
recognition of qualifications north and south. By bridging the gap between 
two systems that have traditionally operated separately, the initiative paves 
the way for a coordinated approach to workforce development – one that 
benefits employers, learners, and the wider economy. 

It also reflects a growing recognition that many key industries, such as green 
energy, construction, health, and transport, operate on an all‐island basis 
and therefore require seamless pathways for training and career progression. 
This pilot initiative represents a tangible move towards a model for future 
cooperation in skills development across these islands. 

The development of a dual‐recognition apprenticeship at degree level (Level 
8) is particularly significant. The two governments and their higher and 
further education institutions must be commended for advancing the ideal 
whereby an apprentice trained in one jurisdiction is automatically qualified 
to work in the other. 

The next logical step towards achieving full island‐wide mobility and 
portability would be the development of an all‐island apprenticeship action 
plan, which would reinforce and expand upon this ambition. Both Ireland 
and Northern Ireland are firmly committed to skills development, and both 
governments have emphasised that apprenticeships represent a strategic 
lever to achieve inclusive growth and to future‐proof the labour market. 

Business is highly supportive of this collaboration, and in April 2025, the 
Northern Ireland Chamber of Commerce proposed the establishment of an 
All‐Island Mobility Task Force to address a critical barrier to labour market 
efficiency: the lack of coordination on migration, mobility, and skills 
recognition across the island.8 

The chamber notes that cross‐border workers are vital to both economies; 
approximately 25,000 people currently live, work, or study across the border. 
A coordinated approach, supported by both skills councils, would strengthen 
regional competitiveness and advance the broader vision of an all‐island 
labour market that truly reflects the interconnected nature of our workforce. 
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Building on shared learning: 
Lessons from European principles 

Working across borders is not new, particularly in Europe, where many 
countries have overcome long‐held political and cultural sensitivities for the 
greater good. The European Centre for the Development of Vocational 
Training (Cedefop) emphasises that skills mobility across borders is essential 
to Europe’s economic resilience, helping to tackle labour shortages, drive 
innovation, and make full use of human capital in an ageing population. 
Transparent qualifications and fair recognition systems are prerequisites for 
a truly common European skills area (Cedefop, 2024).9 10 

If this makes sense for the rest of Europe, then it is self‐evident that the same 
principle should apply to Ireland, north and south. Cross‐border mobility 
must be central to building a shared skills ecosystem. Recognising 
qualifications and apprenticeships across both jurisdictions, supporting 
learner and teacher/lecturer/tutor exchanges, and aligning training 
frameworks would facilitate the free flow of talent across the island, 
especially in interdependent sectors. 

A coordinated all‐Ireland approach to skills would not only address regional 
skills shortages but also strengthen competitiveness and cooperation within 
these islands, positioning Ireland as a model for Europe’s evolving skills 
agenda. 

Strengthening the foundations: 
National reports show a ‘unity of purpose’ 

While the Monitoring Ireland’s Skills Supply 2024 report (SOLAS, 2024) does 
not dedicate a section specifically to ‘cross‐border skills’, it highlights how 
UK‐aligned frameworks—such as City & Guilds, Pearson, and CIBTAC and 
initiatives like Qualifications Can Cross Boundaries underpin mutual 
qualification recognition between Ireland and the UK. This provides a 
valuable foundation for skills transfer and workforce mobility across the 
border. 

The SOLAS Green Skills Strategy 2030 builds further momentum by stressing 
mobility, shared standards, and regional collaboration. It recognises that skills 
ecosystems do not stop at borders, particularly in the North‐West and border 
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regions and calls for cross‐border certification and joint approaches to 
national skills development.11 

Through the EU Alliance for Apprenticeships, Ireland continues to advocate 
for quality, mobility, and mutual recognition of skills; principles that align 
with the ambition for an all‐island apprenticeship framework. 

The Dublin–Belfast Economic Corridor (DBEC) Partnership Action Plan 2024 
recognises apprenticeships as a vital part of the skills infrastructure along the 
corridor, particularly in the context of persistent labour market shortages.12 
It highlights several cross‐border issues in skills and apprenticeships, including 
administrative and legal barriers, qualification equivalency, and mobility 
challenges between Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland. 

The plan outlines short‐term research and diagnostic work (2023‐2024) to 
identify these barriers and establish a baseline for coordinated policy 
interventions. It also links to funding streams such as PEACEPLUS and the 
Shared Island Fund, both of which support cross‐border skills and 
apprenticeship initiatives. The plan identifies priority sectors for activity, 
including advanced manufacturing, ICT/fintech, and life sciences. 

The SkillsVista V2 Report 2025, produced by the Advanced Manufacturing 
Training Centre of Excellence (AMTCE), reinforces this direction. It argues that 
green and digital transformation will require not only new skills but new ways 
of sharing and certifying learning across borders. The report envisions the 
Common Travel Area evolving into a common work area, built on mobility, 
recognition, and shared innovation.13 

Highlighting the new robotics and automation apprenticeship in Dundalk as 
the first fully cross‐border model, the report demonstrates how aligned 
standards and shared curricula can allow apprentices and employers on both 
sides to participate in a single integrated programme. 

The report also recommends cross‐mapping existing apprenticeships, joint 
curriculum development, and the establishment of an All‐Island Curriculum 
Development Unit to ensure that programmes reflect shared technological 
and environmental priorities. 

This vision links workforce mobility directly to regional prosperity, recognising 
that when skills can travel, people and economies thrive together. Yet, as 
many tradespeople report, practical barriers remain. For example, skilled 
workers trained in Newry often require final sign‐off from supervisors in 
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Drogheda due to differing qualification standards and recognition delays – a 
small but telling example of how incomplete alignment can hinder efficiency. 

Survey evidence supports this view. The EURES Cross Border Partnership 
Report 2020: Labour Market Movement & Skills Gap on the Island of Ireland 
found that over half (56%) of surveyed businesses employed cross‐border 
workers. However, it also noted that the border region continues to show 
lower educational attainment, and many employers cite “difficulty in 
attracting candidates with the necessary skills and qualifications” as a 
significant obstacle.14 

The report concludes that to maximise mobility, supporting businesses to 
widen recruitment on a cross‐border basis would help address these 
difficulties in regions where educational outcomes lag behind the wider 
national picture (EURES Cross Border Partnership, 2020). 

Cross‐border cooperation also delivers cultural dividends. Shared 
apprenticeships, joint placements, and teacher exchanges not only develop 
skills but also build understanding between communities that once operated 
in isolation. The result is a more skilled workforce and a more connected 
society. 

Together, these reports position the island not merely as a shared labour 
market, but as a common skills and training area, supporting the broader 
vision of a common work area evolving from the Common Travel Area – one 
that fosters both opportunity and talent. 

The momentum for adopting an all‐Ireland approach is being driven by the 
Northern Ireland Chamber of Commerce, which continues to mount pressure 
for a more coordinated framework through its proposed All‐Ireland 
Development Task Force. The pathway of higher education and further 
education partnerships in creating qualifications is an altogether less 
complicated space than addressing the lack of cross‐border collaboration for 
much‐needed skills qualifications at levels 2‐5. 

Learning for levels 2, 3, 4 and 5 apprenticeships: 
Mobility and portability 

The lessons emerging from the previous reports make one point clear: if we 
need planning and strategy, we also need an all‐island apprenticeship plan 
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to provide momentum and practical learning towards shared levels 2, 3, 4 
and 5 apprenticeships. These levels form the backbone of the technical and 
vocational workforce, where many of our most acute skills shortages exist. 

All national reports addressing skills and workforce planning must 
acknowledge the reality that we live on a shared island, characterised by 
intertwined services, industries, and patterns of skills movement. Not all of 
them currently acknowledge a shared island strategy. 

By adopting a shared all‐island approach, both jurisdictions could: 

1. Develop co‐designed apprenticeship modules at levels 2–5 in key 
sectors, including green construction, transport, health technologies, 
and advanced manufacturing. 

2. Enable dual certification, ensuring that completion in one jurisdiction 
is automatically recognised in the other. 

3. Pilot cross‐border placements and shared delivery models between 
further education colleges and industry clusters. 

4. Establish a joint apprenticeship mobility fund to support travel and 
accommodation for learners undertaking cross‐border placements. 

Table 2: Steps towards an all‐island apprenticeship plan 

Step Action Outcome

1 Co-design apprenticeship modules at 
levels 2–5 in priority sectors.

Shared, industry-relevant learning 
outcomes that create seamless and 

assured skills.

2 Enable dual certification across both 
jurisdictions.

Seamless recognition of qualifications.

3
Pilot cross-border placements and shared 

delivery between FE colleges and 
employers.

Increased mobility, employability and 
purpose. Industry-relevant skills.

4 Establish a joint apprenticeship mobility 
fund.

Financial support for learners and wider 
participation.

This approach would strengthen talent pipelines, promote regional balance, 
and make apprenticeships a truly portable route to prosperity. 

All of this will require the cooperation of examination regulators and skills 
providers; however, the links between further and higher education are 
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already sophisticated and well‐developed. Several Memoranda of 
Understanding (MoUs) currently exist between further and higher education 
institutions in the north and south. 

The NWTEC signing their Memorandum of Understanding 2023 

The North West Tertiary Education Cluster (NWTEC) is a cross‐border alliance 
comprising Atlantic Technological University (ATU), Ulster University (UU), 
North West Regional College, and Donegal Education and Training Board, 
formed in 2018 under the North West Strategic Growth Partnership to 
promote a ‘shared North‐West’ through smart, sustainable, and inclusive 
growth. Guided by values of collaboration, innovation and transformation, 
NWTEC has established strong governance structures and industry 
partnerships, including the Smart Industry Board and a series of cross‐
institutional Memoranda of Understanding. Key achievements include the 
€10 million PEACEPLUS‐funded NW DEPTH digital skills initiative, the ATU‐
UU Mobility Scheme, the launch of a regional pathways website, and 
consecutive EURASHE Star Awards for regional impact. On 23rd October 2025, 
NWTEC hosted the inaugural North West Digital Futures Conference at ATU 
Letterkenny, exploring digital transformation and employer needs across the 
region.
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Other partnerships, such as those between the South East Cross Border 
Alliance (SECBA) Project, launched at Dundalk Institute of Technology on 24th 
October 2025, are a €9.7 million PEACEPLUS‐funded partnership between 
Dundalk Institute of Technology (DkIT), Cavan Institute, Monaghan Institute, 
and Southern Regional College, with Work+ as a partner. Running until 2028, 
it will deliver fully funded programmes in software development, 
biopharmaceuticals and sport & business, from entry to expert level, with 
flexible online and evening options. Targeting school leavers, career changers 
and disadvantaged groups, SECBA aims to equip people in the south east of 
Northern Ireland and border counties with the skills to drive economic 
growth. A new SECBA certificate will recognise learning across institutions, 
reflecting the project’s ambition to create a lasting model of cross‐border 
collaboration and opportunity. 

The Universities Ireland Conference 2025, held on the 9th and 10th October 
at Queen’s University Belfast, focused on re‐establishing Universities Ireland 
as a central platform for collaboration across the island. Its strategic 
objectives were to unify shared challenges and opportunities, promote 
knowledge exchange and institutional learning, and leverage higher 
education as a catalyst for inclusive economic growth. The conference 
reaffirmed Universities Ireland’s role as a leading forum for cross‐border 
dialogue, partnership, and innovation, while addressing key issues such as 
research, funding, and student mobility. It also emphasised the importance 
of sharing best practice and research insights to support continuous 
improvement and explored how universities can act as drivers of regional 
and national development through coordinated policy and practice.15 

This building of the architecture of cooperation is the foundation upon which 
a common work/skills area can be built. One compelling area for an all‐island 
apprenticeship is the rail sector, where joint investment and shared 
infrastructure already provide a natural platform for collaboration. The All‐
Island Strategic Rail Review (2024) outlines ambitious expansion plans that 
will nearly triple the annual number of rail journeys and bring 700,000 more 
people within reach of a station by 2050.16 This is a transformation requiring 
a highly skilled workforce of engineers, technicians, and operators. 
Developing a coordinated North‐South apprenticeship in rail at Levels 2–5 
would ensure consistent training standards, align qualifications with future 
infrastructure needs, and demonstrate how a common work area can deliver 
both regional balance and shared economic benefit across these islands. 
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A wider all‐islands approach 

Beyond the North‐South relationship, the Northern Ireland Skills Council 
(NISC) is strengthening East‐West links through engagement with Skills 
England, Skills Development Scotland, the Welsh government, and the 
Learning and Work Institute. The goal is to build our insights on an all‐islands 
skills ecosystem.   

Apprenticeship completion rates highlight the importance of this work: 74% 
in the Republic of Ireland, 69% in Northern Ireland, and 67% in Great Britain. 
Closing these gaps through shared learning and best practice is a central part 
of the NISC’s agenda. 

This broader collaboration reflects 
a growing recognition that the 
skills challenges facing these 
islands, from digitalisation and 
automation to the green transition, 
are shared, and therefore best 
addressed collectively. The aim is 
to move beyond cooperation into 
strategic integration, creating a 
system of skills development that 
is mutually reinforcing rather than 
fragmented. 

A proposed Joint Skills Councils 
Conference in 2026 will bring 
together representatives from all 
four nations to explore portability, 
mobility, and recognition of 
qualifications across these islands. 
This event will mark an important 
step towards an all‐islands skills 
thinking built on collaboration and 
shared prosperity. 

Chair of Skills England, Phil Smith, Chair of 
Northern Skills Council, Kathleen O’Hare, 

Chair of the National Skills Council of Ireland, 
Dr Kevin Marshall at the launch of the NI 

Skills Action Plan, October 2025
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Lifelong learning and inclusion 
True collaboration must also embrace inclusion. Both the Northern Ireland 
Skills Council (NISC) and the National Skills Council (NSC) recognise that the 
success of a skills ecosystem depends on reaching those furthest from 
opportunity, including young people not in education, employment or 
training (NEETs), adults seeking a career change, and under‐represented 
groups in STEM fields. 

The NISC Skills Equality, Diversity and Inclusion Sub‐Committee has worked 
closely with the Department for Communities to support initiatives that 
widen participation and promote lifelong learning. The council’s advice to 
government has consistently emphasised the need for flexible, modular 
learning routes, particularly for adults wishing to re‐enter education or 
retrain. 

Equally important is the removal of barriers within essential skills 
qualifications, ensuring that literacy and numeracy remain valid gateways to 
further study and career progression. Current departmental circulars to 
schools and colleges have undermined this route, which is a valuable part of 
the package of upskilling and reskilling measures.17 

By embedding equality and inclusion into every aspect of skills policy, both 
councils are helping to create a system that values potential over background 
and ensures that lifelong learning becomes a shared entitlement across these 
islands. 

Towards a common work area 
The evolution from a Common Travel Area to a ‘common work area’ is more 
than a technical ambition; it is a moral one. It reflects a belief that 
opportunity should not stop at a border and that the prosperity of one region 
is inherently tied to the strength of its neighbours. Skills mobility should 
function like an efficient transport system—open, reliable, and well‐
connected. 

By 2030, the vision should be that an apprentice trained in Belfast can work 
seamlessly in Cork, or a technician from Galway can upskill in Derry without 
encountering regulatory barriers. That same mobility should extend to 
teachers, nurses, engineers, and digital specialists—a living example of 
collaboration in action. 
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An integrated skills ecosystem will not only enhance workforce mobility but 
also stimulate innovation, resilience, and inclusive growth across all regions 
of these islands. In a post‐Brexit landscape, it demonstrates that partnership 
remains the most powerful driver of progress. 

As Minister Lawless aptly stated, “Collaboration and mutual effort make the 
difference” (Lawless, 2025). 

Conclusion: Building shared prosperity 

The Northern Ireland Skills Council (NISC) believes that the path to shared 
prosperity lies in shared purpose. Its Green Skills Action Plan reflects a shared 
island philosophy, grounded in the conviction that collaboration across 
borders, departments, regions, and nations is essential to meet the 
challenges of the future. 

With the proposed Joint Skills Councils Conference planned for 2026, which 
will also include an East‐West dimension, and continued cooperation under 
PEACEPLUS and the Shared Island Fund, the momentum is clear. The coming 
decade offers a once‐in‐a‐generation opportunity to transform the freedom 
to travel into the freedom to learn, work, and succeed together. “The key to 
a stable world lies in our ability to collaborate across borders and find 
solutions that benefit us all”.18 

If we get this right, the common work area could become one of the most 
enduring legacies of our time and a living expression of what can be achieved 
when policy, people, and purpose align across these islands.
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