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This paper presents a comprehensive overview of the strategic
developments and collaborative initiatives undertaken by the North West
Tertiary Education Cluster (NWTEC), where NWTEC represents a unified
approach to advancing tertiary education across the North-West city region.

Outlined here is the evolution of NWTEC within the broader framework of
the North West Strategic Growth Partnership (NWSGP), highlighting its
alignment with regional priorities and its commitment to smart, sustainable,
and inclusive growth. Central to this is the revised Memorandum of
Understanding, along with strategic pillars and targeted progress areas,
which aim to transform the region into a high-performing, globally
recognised hub for education, research, and enterprise.

Through this strategic vision, NWTEC seeks to foster innovation, enhance
educational access, and drive socio-economic regeneration across the North
West, positioning the region as a model of collaborative growth and
development.

NWTEC Context

NWTEC comprises Atlantic Technological University (ATU), Ulster University
(UU), North West Regional College (NWRC), and Donegal Education and
Training Board (Donegal ETB). NWTEC is the established strategic alliance of
all four publicly funded tertiary education providers in the North West City
Region, encompassing two of the largest multi-campus universities on the
island of Ireland.

The establishment of the NWSGP in 2016, through the North South
Ministerial Council, re-energised cross-border collaboration in the North-
West. NWSGP was instrumental in the launch of the North West Tertiary
Education Cluster in 2018. The unique NWSGP, led by Derry City and Strabane
District Council and Donegal County Council, brings together senior
government officials from all government departments in Ireland and
Northern Ireland to deliver on the strategic priorities for the North West City
Region. NWSGP has been co-designed and agreed upon by local and central
governments in both jurisdictions as the vehicle for coordinating and
influencing all aspects of future growth for the North West City Region.
NWSGP has been instrumental in ensuring that the North-South Ministerial
Council maintains a particular focus on the North-West cross-border region.
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NWTEC, aligned with the NWSGP and key stakeholders, has the potential to
establish the North West City Region as a significant growth centre for Ireland
and Northern Ireland on the European and global stage. NWTEC is a strong
partnership that provides a full range of educational services, including
advanced skills training, cutting-edge innovation support for enterprises, and
internationally recognised high-quality research.

Revised NWTEC Memorandum of Understanding

A key element of the NWSGP Plenary Meeting on 30" November 2023 was
the launch of the North West Tertiary Education Cluster’s revised
Memorandum of Understanding (MoU). The MoU builds on previous
collaboration and includes a mission, identified regional priorities, values,
targeted progress, and strategic pillars.

1. Mission

The mission of the North West Tertiary Education Cluster and identified key
stakeholders is to create a Shared North West; a connected, high-performing
region achieved through the pursuit of the clear opportunities available via
Smart Growth, Sustainable Growth, and Inclusive Growth.

2. Regional priorities

NWTEC sees the framework set out in Europe 2020 and its three mutually
reinforcing priorities as a template for the development of a firmly integrated
shared North-West:

e Smart growth
Developing an economy based on knowledge and innovation

e Sustainable growth
Promoting a more resource-efficient, greener and more
competitive economy

e Inclusive growth
Fostering a high-employment economy delivering social and
territorial cohesion

3. Values

Inclusive: NWTEC is committed to delivering for all individuals at every stage
of their tertiary education journey and for all communities, with a particular
focus on underrepresented communities in tertiary education.
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Collaborative: NWTEC will cooperate with all partners working towards the
development of the North-West cross-border region and will actively
encourage the support of other entities that can help deliver on the NWTEC
mission.

Responsive: NWTEC is a place-based response, guided by national and
regional policy, where the needs of the region are the central tenets
governing the alliance’s practice. In addition, NWTEC is also committed to
addressing stakeholders’ requirements in a timely manner.

Innovative: NWTEC recognises that for the North-West to reach its full
potential, there is an imperative to adopt smart innovation. This
commitment to a smart approach will deliver the best outcomes within the
available resources.

Transformative: NWTEC is an ambitious alliance of all tertiary education
providers in the region, endorsed by central and local government in both
jurisdictions, and has the capacity to have a positive, transformative impact
on the North-West.

4. Targeted progress
NWTEC, in consultation with NWSGP and key identified stakeholders, will
set ambitious targets for the years ahead in the areas of:

e Deepening NWTEC collaboration to offer a comprehensive and
coherent regional tertiary education portfolio with clear study
pathways and increased joint initiatives on access, programme
provision, research development, innovation supports, and
community engagement.

e Reducing the percentage of early school leavers, growing student
numbers with a particular focus on key skills areas, increasing the
overall percentages with tertiary education qualifications, and
attracting an increased number of international students.

e Growing the percentage of the population aged 20-64 in
employment and also working with the community sector to address
economic inactivity.

e Demonstrating real contributions to enterprise in the region via
upskilling, reskilling, innovation supports, and joint research and
development initiatives, where these programmes will be developed
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in partnership with regional enterprises and the development
agencies.

e Further developing the profile of the North-West as an attractive
location to work, live, study, and invest, and supporting the
development of sustainable new enterprises that have the potential
to offer high-quality employment.

e Establishing a research function that identifies all the infrastructure
and support required to overcome the historical disadvantage
experienced and transform the North-West into a high-performing
smart region.

e Reflecting the place-based ethos of NWTEC, the research priorities
will be informed by the Derry & Strabane City Region City Deal and
other regional priorities.

e Advocating for the North-West at a national and international level
to ensure the region has the necessary support and infrastructure to
achieve its full potential in line with comparable high-performing
regions internationally.

5. Strategic pillars
The North West Tertiary Education Cluster strategy has identified five
strategic pillars:

1. Region and place

The NWTEC partners are convinced by the region’s very significant
latent potential, and this strong place-based philosophy frames all
NWTEC activities. This approach will leverage the excellent quality of
life that the region offers, with its rich history, culture, and outstanding
landscape, as well as the strong collaborative working relationships
between local authorities, education providers, and enterprise
partners. In addition, the region’s strong international links, facilitated
by its diaspora, will also be utilised to advance the region for the
approximately 400,000 people who live there.

2. Programmes and pathways
A collaborative approach to addressing the needs of learners and
employers in the region is a guiding principle for NWTEC'’s approach
to programmes and pathways. Existing programmes offer
opportunities for clearer articulated pathways for learners in the
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region and greater opportunities for students to progress their studies
without having to leave the region. An examination of gaps in
provision enables the development of new programmes that will
further enhance the portfolio of available programmes in the North
West City Region. A focus of new programme development will be in
areas of significant potential, such as Industry 4.0 and areas aligned
with green and digital technologies. In addition, under programmes
and pathways, the existing very strong portfolio of programmes will
be promoted, and the quality of learners and graduates in the region
will be recognised.

3. Postgraduate and research capacity

In terms of postgraduate and research capacity, there will be a focus
on developing a suite of doctoral training centres which will have the
necessary critical mass to meet the needs of research students from
across the North West City Region. This pillar will also see the
development of joint postgraduate taught programmes in areas that
are advantageous to the leading enterprises in the region, as well as
a continued emphasis on the applied research activities undertaken
by the four partners. The doctoral training centres will be founded on
strong collaborative principles, involving joint supervision and the
pooling of research infrastructure, and will work closely with the
existing doctoral college at Ulster University. Additionally, the doctoral
training centres will have links with leading national and international
research centres. The place-based ethos of NWTEC will be evident in
the research priorities, which will focus on the region’s key enterprise
areas: ICT/fintech, advanced manufacturing, personalised health, life
sciences and medtech, agrifood and agritech, marine and blue
economy, renewable energy and climate change mitigation, creative
industries, and tourism.

4. Enterprise engagement
This pillar will involve partners working together to provide a cohesive
package of support for enterprises in the region, including
collaboration to strengthen the skills academy model, which has been
successful in supporting new enterprises in establishing themselves
in the region. This strand will also aim to embed entrepreneurship in
the region and have a school engagement element that will help the
next generation recognise the opportunities for innovative and
rewarding employment roles with cutting-edge enterprises based
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here. The NWTEC Smart Industry Board will be central to guiding this
element of the strategy, which will also aim to attract new enterprises
to the region.

5. Community supports
The partners will, in collaboration with both councils, establish the
North West City Region as a learning region, leveraging the substantial
work already completed by Derry City and Strabane District Council
on the UNESCO learning city project. NWTEC is very conscious of its
role in helping to address the historic deprivation and disadvantage
in the region and has a strong focus on widening access and
developing pathways for learners to upskill and reskill, facilitating
progression into the workforce and advancement into higher-skilled
roles in employment.

Partnership-building activities

1. Memorandum of Understanding between Atlantic Technological
University and Ulster University

In a move aimed at strengthening academic and cultural interchange, Atlantic
Technological University (ATU) and Ulster University (UU) have entered into
a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU). The agreement outlines key areas
of collaboration to advance education and research initiatives and was
officially launched by the then Minister for Further and Higher Education,
Research, Innovation and Science, Mr Simon Harris TD, at an event held at
ATU’s Letterkenny campus on Monday, 22" January 2024.

The MoU highlights the mutual benefits of collaboration, promoting the
exchange of faculty members and technical staff, joint academic
programmes, student initiatives, cultural exchanges, and research and
consultancy collaborations. Both institutions commit to adhering to the
principles of collaboration, including openness, sharing of information, and
effective working practices.

The coordination of this collaboration is overseen by Professor Malachy O
Néill, Director of Regional Engagement at Ulster University, and Mr Paul
Hannigan, Head of College at ATU Donegal and Vice President for Cross-
Border Engagement. The two multi-campus universities span a large
geographical area, with a combined student population exceeding 50,000.
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2. Memorandum of Understanding between Atlantic Technological
University and North West Regional College

Atlantic Technological University (ATU) and North West Regional College

(NWRC) also signed a landmark Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) on

14 April 2025, marking a significant step forward in cross-border educational

collaboration.

This recent agreement, which builds upon existing ties and the work of the
North West Tertiary Education Cluster (NWTEC), sets out a framework to
enhance academic, research, and innovation cooperation across the North
West City Region. It seeks to benefit students, staff, employers, and
communities through greater integration, shared resources, and new
learning opportunities.

The MoU commits both institutions to a range of joint objectives, including
widening access to education, developing new programmes aligned to
regional and all-island skills needs, improving student mobility, and
enhancing staff development through shared research and training
initiatives.

The collaboration will encompass a broad range of disciplines, including
science and engineering, business, media, early years education, tourism,
apprenticeships, and access programmes. Both institutions have also
committed to jointly identifying and addressing employers’ skill needs,
fostering enterprise support, and contributing to regional development
through community outreach.

Notable NWTEC Initiatives and opportunities

1. PEACEPLUS Project — Investment Area 2.3 Programme Area Skills
Development

The North West Digital Employment Pathways Training Hub (NW DEPTH)
project was submitted under the PEACEPLUS Theme 2: Delivering Socio-
Economic Regeneration and Transformation. This investment area aims to
support area-based approaches, designed to address identified skills gaps,
which will result in increased productivity, employment, and higher levels of
cross-border labour mobility.

The overall objective of the NW DEPTH initiative is to develop a learner-
centred digital skills framework that encourages progression of individuals
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along the framework. In addition, a digital strategy will be developed that
complements other major investment plans for the region, delivering a
strong digital ecosystem of international significance.

Funding for this project from PEACEPLUS was announced in November 2024,
and NW DEPTH commenced offering upskilling and reskilling programmes in
September 2025.

This project will deliver critical digital and cybersecurity skills training to 2,000
individuals from across the North West City Region.

The four-year digital and cybersecurity skills initiative will play a crucial role
in accelerating the development of digital skills across this cross-border
region. The collaboration between all four tertiary education institutions will
ensure a comprehensive portfolio of high-quality training programmes.

By focusing on providing extensive digital skills and cybersecurity training to
individuals seeking employment or looking to advance their careers in digital
roles, this project will address the critical needs for upskilling and reskilling
within the region. The initiative not only empowers individuals and
businesses with essential digital skills but will also foster economic growth
and competitiveness for the North West City Region.

The nearly €10 million investment from PEACEPLUS will cover the fees of the
2,000 individuals undertaking the upskilling and reskilling via a portfolio of
flexible and online programmes and will also fund the development of a
North West Digital Strategy.

2. NWTEC Website

NWTEC launched a new one-stop resource for career and learning
progression on 9" May 2025. The mynwtec.com website will support lifelong
learners, parents, teachers, career guidance counsellors and employers in
the North-West cross-border region, ensuring they have the tools and
knowledge they require.

Key features of the website include a single, accessible database of all four
partners’ programmes, pathways, and progression routes for learners, as well
as inspiring case studies of students’ educational journeys in the region.

The brief for the website developers was to design a responsive and vibrant
website that communicates the central messages of this cross-border tertiary
education collaboration in a clear, engaging, and accessible manner. In
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addition, the website tender also included the design of a strong brand and
identity for NWTEC.

A significant piece of work was undertaken to develop the website content,
which outlines information on all full-time tertiary education programmes
offered by the four education partners across the North West City Region.

The website will serve as the primary portal for information on the high-
quality digital courses to be delivered by all four partners under the recently
launched North West Digital Employment Pathways Training Hub (NW
DEPTH).

3. NWTEC Conferences

NWTEC Smart North West Conference 2022

On 7™ October 2023, Atlantic Technological University hosted the first NWTEC
conference, which explored the economic and social potential of the North-
West region in terms of education and employment, with insights from guest
speakers.

Over 150 guests attended the event, with Economist Mr David McWilliams
delivering the keynote address, where he shared his views on best practices
for transforming the region into a growing economy.

NWTEC and CCBS Future North West Conference 2024

On Wednesday, 29" May 2024, Ulster University hosted a joint conference
between NWTEC and the Centre for Cross Border Cooperation (CCBC). The
focus of the conference was on the future and what desirable
transformations could be achieved for Ireland and Northern Ireland through
more coherent planning.

The conference was addressed by the then ministers in both jurisdictions
with responsibility for higher education: Mr Conor Murphy MLA, Economy
Minister, and Mr Patrick O’'Donovan TD, Minister for Further & Higher
Education, Research, Innovation, and Science.

Mr Danny McCoy, CEO of Ibec, delivered the keynote address. Panel
discussions featured leading representatives from regional enterprises and
development agencies from both sides of the border. These panels examined
the opportunities available for the North-West through greater cross-border
collaboration in tertiary education and regional development.
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NW 2025: Shaping Our Digital Futures Conference
On 23 October 2025, ATU hosted the inaugural NW 2025: Shaping Our
Digital Futures Conference on behalf of our tertiary partners in NWTEC.

The conference showcased national and international expertise examining
the opportunities and challenges associated with the increasing pace of
digital transformation. The one-day event aimed to identify the key digital
trends relevant to the North-West cross-border region for the medium and
longer term.

The conference was a commitment under the North West Digital
Employment Pathways Training Hub (NW DEPTH) project and offered
valuable insights into critical issues, including future digital skills needs,
cybersecurity challenges, and the impact of Al.

The audience comprised innovative digital employers from across this region,
together with key national and regional stakeholders from the development
agencies and the tertiary education sector.

Broadcaster Sean O’Rourke, formerly of RTE, ensured that the conference
addressed the key issues of the day and examined future challenges and
opportunities. James Lawless TD, Minister for Further and Higher Education,
Research, Innovation and Science, addressed the conference on the Irish
government’s digital transformation priorities.

4. Learning city opportunity

There is an opportunity available for NWTEC to be centrally involved in a
North-West learning region aligned with the UNESCO Learning City Network.
Derry City is already a recognised member of the UNESCO Learning City
Network, where Derry City and Strabane District Council serve as the
coordinating body for learning city activities.

A UNESCO learning city:
o effectively mobilises resources in every sector to promote inclusive
learning;
e revitalises learning in families and communities;
e facilitates learning for and in the workplace;
e extends the use of modern learning technologies;
e enhances quality and excellence in learning; and
e fosters a culture of lifelong learning.
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A learning city aims to foster and promote individual empowerment, social
cohesion, economic and cultural prosperity, and sustainable development.
Derry City and Strabane District Council has reached out to the members of
NWTEC to support the growth and enhancement of the existing learning city
project, aiming to develop it into a cross-border initiative.

It is evident that the learning city initiative aligns well with NWTEC's
objectives and presents an opportunity to build on the substantial work
already undertaken by Derry City and Strabane District Council. In addition,
it offers the opportunity for an innovative cross-border learning region and
involvement in a highly influential international network of cities, providing
access to a strong, internationally recognised brand.

5. ATU-UU Mobility initiative details

On 13t June 2025, the ATU-UU mobility initiative, developed through the
ATU-UU Strategic Partnership Steering Group, was launched to facilitate
closer cross-border collaboration between ATU and UU, specifically to
support both staff and student mobility.

This mobility scheme is open to all staff, academic and professional staff, in
both ATU and UU. Three broad areas of activity identified are:

1. Exploratory mutual staff visits to acquire a better understanding of
ongoing activities and develop potential areas for future
collaboration/funding bids. This might include seminars and small
conferences.

2. Student mobility — field trips, shared use of facilities, collaborative
projects.

3. Staff mobility for larger-scale collaborative projects, such as
research activity, engagement with external stakeholders,
programme development, and joint administration initiatives. This
might also include seminars and conferences.

This initial pilot will provide for grants up to a maximum of €5,000 (£4,000)
and will see more than 20 mobility projects funded in the 2025/26 academic
year, where:

e Project proposals should align with the objectives of the MoU and
the principles governing this strategic alliance.

* Projects must be jointly delivered with a clearly identified lead.
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e Project proposals may include other partners, provided there is a
clearly identified benefit for including them in the project
proposal.

e Funding allocation will be on a competitive basis.
e A member of staff must lead each bid from either ATU or UU.

e All bids must have named collaborators in both ATU and UU and
must involve strong engagement from both universities.

e Funding will ensure reciprocity/balanced mobility — in its totality,
the fund aims to benefit staff and students from both universities
equally.

e Usual travel and subsistence rates from each university will apply.

e An agreed panel from both universities will evaluate all proposals.

NWTEC Oversight and governance arrangements

The existing oversight arrangements for NWTEC include the NWTEC Steering
Group and the industry-led Smart Industry Board. In addition, there are plans
for an NWTEC Governance Board, which will support the further
development of NWTEC, establish strong connections with both councils,
and enable the cluster to pursue its international ambitions more easily.

1. Steering group

The NWTEC Steering Group comprises the head of the college of ATU
Donegal, the deputy vice-chancellor of Ulster University, the principal/chief
executive of NWRC, and the chief executive of Donegal ETB. Each institution
has at least one further senior manager on the steering group, and the
NWTEC programme manager is also a member. Meetings take place monthly
during term time, and the role of chair is rotated between the leads from
the partner institutions.

2. Smart Industry Board (SIB)

An important initiative of NWTEC was the establishment in February 2021
of the Smart Industry Board (SIB) to give a strong voice to industry in the
region, while ensuring that it does not duplicate but adds to the work of all
stakeholders on both sides of the border.

SIB complements the work of existing regional groups, including Derry City
and Strabane District Council’s Education and Skills Delivery Partnership, as
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well as the three working groups under the skills partnership: digital &
creative technologies, advanced manufacturing & engineering, and
hospitality & tourism.

SIB is a high-level strategic board that supports NWTEC in achieving its
strategic objectives, and it has adopted terms of reference aligned with these
targets. Members of SIB are drawn from education partners, local authorities,
skills agencies, and individuals who represent enterprises across the region’s
key business areas.

3. Governance board

NWTEC is strengthening the governance of the cluster by reinforcing its
international ambitions through a high-level board that builds on its strong
international links with the USA and the EU, with the selection of a
distinguished international chair and co-chair. This high-level board will be
formed to reflect the significantly enhanced vision detailed here and the
greater potential of the cluster following the establishment of Atlantic
Technological University on 1%t April 2022. Establishing the NWTEC
Governance Board recognises the strong international links with the USA
through initiatives, such as, the Tip O’Neill Irish Diaspora Awards, the North
West City Region’s annual trade delegation to the US, and the yearly
transatlantic Golden Bridges Conference; together with the partners
involvement at an EU level in the European Association for the Applied
Sciences in Higher Education (EURASHE), membership of the European
Universities Association (EUA), and engagement in a significant European
universities initiative.
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