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Foreword

Peter Osborne
Chairperson, Centre for Cross Border Cooperation

Our task is to turn mirrors into windows. On this
island, North and South, we spend too long
looking at ourselves in a mirror, liking what we
see and not liking what we see. We accentuate
what we are proud off and we get too downcast
about we see as flaws. We are all only human.

More important, when we look into a mirror we
don’t see others. We don’t see what is around
us and fail to appreciate the diversity that makes
this island so potent. We don’t appreciate or
value enough what diversity brings.

More than that, the mirror accentuates what is
behind us, those ancestors and the ancestral voices that warn us about the
future by focusing too much on the perils of the past.

The window that we should look through is about the future. We will
continue to share this island in the future —that is a fact not a question. And
we will share it better the more mirrors we turn into windows.

The future that we share will be determined by people North and South and
we will share this island better in the future than we have shared it in the
past.

Growth is critical to what that future looks like. Growth is contagious.

When our young people grow their skills and experience, they want to go
further and better.

When our SME sectors grow, they will create more jobs and wealth and grow
further.

When the labour market grows it stimulates even more growth and better
jobs.
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That means we must pay particular attention to what inhibits growth and
what stimulates it.

The articles you will read here highlight some of the inhibitors and stimulants
to growth. Cross border labour mobility should not be held back by a lack of
information, uncertainties about basics like pensions and tax, or the vagaries
of qualification transfers. In an age of galloping progress in information
technology we should be able to more easily access and understand
information that benefits people.

Whether an employer, an employee, a trainee, an educator or someone that
does business on this island, understanding cross-border work and service
information should be easy not difficult.

Growth is infectious. Let’s pay heed to what stops it spreading.

| want to thank so many people who make not just this publication possible,
but all of the impactful work of the Centre for Cross Border Cooperation.
There is a small staff team, but they make so many things possible from a
limited budget and few team members.

Our funders are critical to the work especially the Department of Further and
Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science. And the Department of
Foreign Affairs and Trade’s Reconciliation Fund. We are proud to be their
strategic partner.

There are so many other funders and supporters that add so much value to
the work the Centres does — we thank them all.

So, as we move forward, turning mirrors into windows, let’s keep doing the
virtuous work that makes life better for people on this island, whatever their
background or belief.

Growth is infectious and so is optimism. Let’s spread it.
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Introduction

Anthony Soares
Director, Centre for Cross Border Cooperation

The 2025 edition of The Journal of Cross Border

Studies in Ireland breaks with recent

conventions in three ways. Firstly, it is published

under the Centre’s new name, having

announced when the Centre for Cross Border

Studies celebrated its 25" anniversary in

September 2024 that it would henceforth

operate as the Centre for Cross Border

Cooperation. Secondly, over the past few years

The Journal has normally been published in

September, coinciding with the Centre’s annual

conference. This year, however, the conference

was a stepping stone to The Journal, which is itself another stepping stone
on a path of action. With one exception, the contributors to the 2025 edition
of The Journal of Cross Border Studies in Ireland were participants in the
September conference, which was on the theme of “The All-Island Labour
Market: Challenges and Opportunities”. They were asked to use their articles
as a means to reflect on the discussions that took place at the conference,
and to include ideas that they might not have been able to present at the
event. Hence the reason why the 2025 edition of The Journal has been
published later than in recent years.

Preceding and informing both the 2025 conference and this edition of The
Journal came the publication in October 2024 of an important report,
commissioned by the Labour Employer Economic Forum (LEEF) Shared Island
Working Group. Overseen and co-authored by the Centre’s Border People
Project Manager, Annmarie O’Kane, this major report highlighted how
sustainable economic growth depends on people, and how employers across
Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland need access to talent, and that
workers need systems that support mobility. It also showed how practical
obstacles — from tax treatment and pensions to recognition of skills — often
continue to stand in the way. Following the publication of this report, and in
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the run-up to the Centre’s annual conference, our Border People project held
a series of webinars to explore in more detail some of the issues raised in
the report and to begin to propose potential solutions.

This edition of The Journal of Cross Border Studies in Ireland, then, serves as
a another means to set out what the issues are and how they may be
addressed, and this is the third way in which the 2025 edition breaks with
recent conventions. The articles included in this edition are generally shorter
than those in previous editions, but this has been done deliberately. The
issues relating to cross-border labour mobility are complex and cut across
several fields, which often means that they are not usually accessible to a
non-expert audience. Therefore, we have tried in this edition of The Journal
to present these issues in a way that is as accessible as possible without
necessarily overlooking the complexities involved.

The 2025 edition of The Journal of Cross Border Studies in Ireland opens with
an article by Annmarie O’Kane, which examines from the perspective of an
all-island labour market the challenges faced by frontier workers — those
living in one jurisdiction and working in another. Despite their economic
importance, the article highlights how these workers remain
underrepresented in legislation and policy, leading to complex issues around
taxation, social security, and employment rights, particularly after Brexit. It
notes how the rise of remote and hybrid work has further complicated
compliance and benefits entitlements, while outdated systems and
fragmented information exacerbate non-compliance risks. The author calls
for an official legal definition of frontier workers, improved cross-border
advice services, and coordinated, island-wide solutions leveraging existing
institutions to ensure equitable treatment and unlock the full potential of
cross-border employment.

In The Journal’s second article, “How do we handle the ‘Too Hot to Handle’
tax and pension issues for Frontier Workers and employers?”, Rose Tierney
explores the intricate tax, social security, and pension challenges confronting
frontier workers and employers on the island of Ireland. Current global
mobility and double taxation rules fail to accommodate workers who live in
one jurisdiction but perform duties in another, creating costly dual payroll
obligations and compliance risks. Remote and hybrid work have amplified
these issues, impacting mortgage applications, income protection, and
pension tax relief. The author argues for legislative reform, including clear
definitions of frontier workers and employers, alignment of tax and social

The Journal of Cross Border Studies in Ireland 2025 | 6



security thresholds, and bilateral agreements to simplify payroll and pension
rules. Such measures, according to Tierney, would reduce administrative
burdens and support labour mobility across the Ireland-Northern Ireland
border.

Written by Dénal Kearney, The Journal's third article analyses the evolution
and impact of remote and hybrid work across Ireland, Northern Ireland, and
globally. It highlights Ireland’s leadership in flexible work adoption, which
was supported by legislation such as the Work Life Balance Act, but it also
notes gaps in enforceability and employer resistance. Kearney describes
Northern Ireland as lagging behind due to limited policy infrastructure and
sectoral constraints. Globally, however, hybrid has become a feature of the
world of work, although challenges persist around culture, inclusion,
communication, and management capability. Kearney’s article underscores
remote work’s economic, social, and environmental benefits — such as
regional revitalisation, reduced commuting emissions, and improved
wellbeing — while stressing the need for intentional design, robust policy
frameworks, and cross-border alignment to maximise long-term gains.

The fourth contribution is by Paddy Hannigan. His article provides an insight
into what a cross-border approach can achieve in terms of developing skills
necessary for a thriving economy. It outlines the strategic vision and
initiatives of the North West Tertiary Education Cluster (NWTEC), a cross-
border alliance of four major education providers that aim to transform the
North West City Region on the island of Ireland into a hub for smart,
sustainable, and inclusive growth. Through strategic cross-border
partnerships and targeted projects, NWTEC has been deepening
collaboration, expanding educational pathways, and strengthening enterprise
engagement. The author highlights some of NWTEC’s key priorities, which
include reducing early school leaving, boosting research capacity, and
promoting lifelong learning, while leveraging international partnerships and
local governance structures to position the North West region as a globally
competitive centre for education, innovation, and socio-economic
regeneration.

In her article, Kathleen O’Hare proposes the evolution of the Common Travel
Area into a Common Work Area, highlighting the need for integrated skills
ecosystems across Ireland and Northern Ireland. It examines barriers created
by Brexit — such as fragmented qualification recognition, the loss of EU
mobility schemes, and divergent migration policies — and how these impact
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on workforce mobility. The author argues for coordinated strategies,
including all-island apprenticeships, dual certification, and shared curriculum
development, supported by initiatives like PEACEPLUS and the Shared Island
Fund. Emphasising collaboration between the Skills Councils in the two
jurisdictions on the island of Ireland, the article argues that seamless skills
portability is essential for addressing labour shortages, driving innovation,
and fostering inclusive economic growth.

Authored by Una McCane, the fifth article in this edition of The Journal
positions apprenticeships as a strategic lever for economic transformation in
Northern Ireland, underpinned by policies such as the Apprenticeship Action
Plan. It highlights the role of MEGA — the Manufacturing & Engineering
Growth & Advancement cluster —in bridging education and industry through
employer-led training, mentorship, and work-readiness programmes.
However, McCabe notes that whilst apprenticeships deliver strong returns
for employers, challenges persist around funding complexity, curriculum
alignment, and soft skills gaps. Her article calls for reforms, including
simplified access for SMEs, modular learning, and investment in industry-led
training centres, alongside cross-border integration to harmonise standards.
By embedding collaboration and inclusivity, apprenticeships can drive
productivity, innovation, and social mobility across the region.

Closing the 2025 edition of The Journal of Cross Border Studies in Ireland,
Colin McCabrey examines the evolution of economic cooperation between
Ireland and Northern Ireland since the Good Friday Agreement, highlighting
the significant growth in cross-border trade, business activity, and services
integration despite persistent structural challenges. It identifies key barriers
—including skills shortages, productivity gaps, regulatory complexity, and
trade policy uncertainty — while emphasising the need for coordinated
solutions to unlock further potential. The author proposes five actionable
pathways: establishing a shared definition of cross-border workers and
employers; providing clear compliance guidance; piloting all-island skills and
apprenticeship programmes; issuing toolkits for remote work; and creating
standing cross-border forums. By embedding collaboration into institutional
frameworks and aligning policy priorities such as digitalisation, sustainability,
and regional development, the article argues that both jurisdictions can build
a resilient, inclusive, and globally competitive all-island economy.

The Centre for Cross Border Cooperation stands ready to collaborate with
others to seek the removal of administrative and other obstacles that would
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provide the necessary cross-border mobility for an effective all-island labour
market, as well as to maximise the opportunities that could result from all-
island skills and apprenticeship programmes. This edition of The Journal of
Cross Border Studies in Ireland serves, therefore, as a means to amplify the
calls for action made by several of its contributors. By not taking into account
the realities of cross-border workers and employers and the potential
provided by an all-island approach to the development of skills, policy and
decision-makers will continue not only to create unnecessary hurdles for
cross-border workers and employers, but will also fail to add a vital dynamism
to the island of Ireland that could benefit more of our young people here.
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Bridging the Gaps:
Enhancing support for frontier workers in Ireland and
Northern Ireland?

Annmarie O’Kane

Annmarie joined the Centre for Cross Border
Cooperation over 16 years ago. As Information
Manager, she manages the CCBC’s flagship
project, Border People (www.borderpeople.info),
which provides cross-border information and
support for people living and working in Ireland
and Northern Ireland.

Through the project, she fosters cross-border

cooperation, capacity building, and knowledge

sharing between advice sectors and strategic

stakeholders in both jurisdictions. Before working with the Centre, Annmarie
enjoyed roles in business support organisations in both jurisdictions, including
several Chambers of Commerce, Meath Leader, and Newry and Mourne
Enterprise Agency. She holds a BA Hons in Business Enterprise Development
from Ulster University and accreditations in community development and
welfare rights.

Overview

Frontier workers, individuals who live in one jurisdiction and work in another,
are a vital yet often overlooked component of the labour force on the island
of Ireland. Despite their significant economic contribution and the unique
challenges they face, they are largely underrepresented in both national and
EU legislation. As a result, frontier workers are often exposed to
administrative, legal, and financial complexities that hinder their ability to
engage with cross-border employment opportunities fully.
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In brief

e An estimated 25,000+ individuals regularly cross the border
between Ireland and Northern Ireland for work or study. However,
this is likely to be an underestimate.

e Approximately 80% of frontier workers reside in the border region,
which is largely rural and lacks adequate public transportation
services to support cross-border commuting.

e Aside from Brexit-related legislation, frontier workers are largely
overlooked in legislation, implementing guidance, and strategic
frameworks developed by government departments. A jointly
agreed definition for cross-border employers and employees
would protect their status within the labour market.

e There is an absence of official information that clearly explains the
rights, obligations, and entitlements of frontier workers on a cross-
border basis.

e Both workers and employers face significant challenges in
accessing independent cross-border advice and guidance.

e Theindependent advice sectors in both jurisdictions lack the
training and resources required to provide cross-border
information and advice to workers.

e Current taxation rules, designed to accommodate global
businesses, are complex and costly for small, indigenous cross-
border businesses to implement.

e As aresult of the UK’s exit from the EU, social security coordination
has become more complex for frontier workers.

e Due to a lack of accessible information and support, many
businesses and employees may have fallen into non-compliance
with tax, social security and employment law obligations, and as a
result may go under the radar rather than onto a pathway to
compliance.

e Neither taxation rules nor social security coordination rules have
kept pace with modern working practices, particularly the surge in
working from home and flexible working patterns.
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The Common Travel Area social security convention between Ireland and
the UK broadly aligns with coordination Regulation (EC) No 883/2004. It also
includes a degree of flexibility that may prove useful in meeting the needs
of the all-island labour market.

The North-South and East-West institutions established under the 1998
Belfast/Good Friday Agreement? are well placed to support and facilitate
cross-border collaboration on bespoke labour market solutions on an all-
island basis.

Opportunities

InterTradelreland,® a cross-border body established under the 1998
Agreement, reports a significant rise in trade between the jurisdictions since
the signing of the Agreement. Much of that trade originates from companies
reliant on an all-island labour market, drawing skills from both jurisdictions.

While official data sources suggest that at least 25,000 people regularly cross
the border to work and study, this figure is likely to be an underestimate,
especially given the growing prevalence of remote working, which is
reshaping the traditional definitions of cross-border employment. Regardless
of the exact number, it is evident that thousands of workers are employed
on a cross-border basis despite facing significant challenges.

In January 2023, during a European Commission conference titled Vibrant
Cross-Border Labour Markets, an EC representative spoke on the importance
of removing obstacles to mobility. He stated that removing just one-fifth of
cross-border obstacles could increase GDP in border regions by more than
2%.* He could not have been more enthusiastic about finding solutions to
administrative and legal challenges that stymie local growth.

Challenges

In 2001, the North South Ministerial Council (NSMC) published a study that
examined the obstacles to mobility between Ireland and Northern Ireland.
The report identified several barriers, including:
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1. Social and cultural factors

2. Economic factors such as different tax and social security systems,
pension rights

3. Recognition of skills and qualifications
4. Accessibility and transparency of information

5. Different levels of service provision and the quality of transport
links

Over two decades later, a study on the conditions of the all-island labour
market was published, revealing that many of the obstacles identified by the
NSMC still exist and align with those identified in numerous other EU
assessments® of cross-border mobility. In general, it appears that similar sets
of obstacles and solutions can be found throughout border regions.

Brexit impact

The UK’s withdrawal from the European Union has significantly impacted the
mobility of the all-island labour market, introducing additional legal and
administrative complexities, especially for non-British, non-Irish, EU frontier
workers. The implications include:

e Loss of EU protections: EU workers no longer benefit from EU
freedom of movement rights, which previously guaranteed access
to employment, healthcare, and social security coordination in NI.

e Frontier worker permits: EU citizens working in NI (before Brexit)
but living in ROl require a UK frontier worker permit to retain their
right to work in NI.

e UK work permits: Permission to work in the UK (post-Brexit) is
required for EU citizens living in the ROl and working in NI.

e Recognition of qualifications: EU mutual recognition of
qualifications has ended.

e Social security coordination: New coordination rules have been
introduced under the EU-UK Trade and Cooperation Agreement
and the UK-Ireland Common Travel Area.

e Divergence between the jurisdictions: With the UK outside the
scope of EU advancements, the risk of “disparity and divergence”
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in citizens’ rights emerging on the island of Ireland is a significant
challenge for the all-island labour force.

Cross-border taxation

Understanding cross-border taxation has been a longstanding challenge for
workers. Broadly speaking, frontier workers who commute on a full-time
basis across the border will pay income tax in their jurisdiction of
employment. As their ultimate tax responsibility is with their country of
residence, they are obliged to declare their worldwide income each year by
self-assessment.

The double tax agreement between the jurisdictions will ensure that a credit
for tax already paid (at work) will reduce any tax due (at home). ROl residents
will benefit from transborder workers relief, which will remove any lIrish
liability provided they have no other Irish income and are not jointly taxed
with a spouse. There is no tax relief available for NI residents, and depending
on their income, they may also be liable for UK tax to HMRC.

Unfortunately, many cross-border workers are unaware of their tax
obligations at home, as they regard their PAYE income tax deductions as fully
meeting their tax obligations as employed workers. At no point are they
notified of their obligation at home, and no trigger is pulled, for example,
when their NI address is added to a ROI payroll.

This is a very simplistic overview, and tax matters can quickly become
complex for cross-border workers. As a result, many workers pay an
accountant or financial advisor to complete and submit their annual self-
assessment.

As part of the All-island Labour Market Study, a survey of over 400 cross-
border workers revealed that 98% of respondents did not believe they had
access to clear advice from government sources, and 84% requested further
information on employee tax matters.

Social security

In addition to taxation obligations, cross-border workers are often unaware
that social insurance is another consideration. Social security coordination
rules protect the rights of frontier workers as they move between the
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jurisdictions. The rules specify which jurisdiction is responsible (competent)
for the worker, i.e., where they will pay social insurance contributions and
where they can claim benefits.

Most often, frontier worker obligations and entitlements are linked to their
jurisdiction of employment. For example:

e Frontier worker within the scope of Regulation (EC) No 883/2004

e Livesin NI

e Works in ROI

e Pays Irish Pay Related Social Insurance (PRSI) contributions

e Claims Irish maternity benefit, sickness benefit, family benefits and

pension entitlement

Since the UK’s exit from the EU, navigating social security coordination for
cross-border workers has become increasingly complex. Depending on their
personal circumstances, individuals may fall under different coordination
rules, including the EU-UK Trade and Cooperation Agreement, the EU-UK
Withdrawal Agreement, and the UK-Ireland CTA convention on social
security.

The three sets of rules are similar and, in most parts, follow EU Regulation
883/2004; however, even slight differences have implications for workers.

For example:
Family benefit entitlement
EU-UK Withdrawal EU-UK Trade and UK-Ireland Convention on
Agreement (EU Cooperation Agreement’ social security®

Regulation 883/2004)°

Exportable Not exportable UK family benefits are
exportable for Irish and
British citizens resident in
ROI

Irish family benefits are
exportable for Irish, British
and EU citizens resident in
NI.
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Establishing competency is only the beginning of the complexities of cross-
border social security claims. Cross-border eligibility for each benefit must
be established, and that can be complicated by a range of factors, including
part-time employment, working in both jurisdictions, and working from
home on a cross-border basis.

As a result, workers often require independent advice and guidance.
However, the cross-border worker survey, mentioned above, revealed that
workers (who were largely unaware of their obligations and entitlements)
found it challenging to access a cross-border advisor, and advice sector
workers confirmed a complete lack of training in cross-border matters.

Working from home

In recent times, prompted by the COVID-19 pandemic, attention has turned
to an additional, evolving issue: keeping pace with and unlocking the benefits
of remote and flexible working practices across borders.

The advantages of remote working are wide-ranging; they include:

e Employers benefit from a broader, more diverse skills pool.

e Workers improve their work-life balance, reduce commuting times,
and have access to a wider range of employment options.

e Policy-makers see potential for improving gender balance in the
workplace, balancing economic development, and contributing to
sustainable, environmental targets.

However, where a worker’s duties are carried out is key to taxation, social
insurance, employment law and HR matters.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, temporary relaxations to taxation and social
security rules were permitted. This relaxation drew attention to rules that
were largely unknown to workers and businesses, both large and small. As a
result, in 2023, the Border People project published a briefing paper® that
set out the implications of working from home on a full-time and hybrid
basis. Simply put, it is not straightforward for either the worker or the
employer.

The Journal of Cross Border Studies in Ireland 2025 | 17



Taxation

e Employers
Will most likely be required to set up and manage payroll in both
jurisdictions, which may increase their tax exposure in the other
jurisdiction.

e Workers
Income may be split over two payrolls, which complicates their tax
returns and impacts mortgages, income protection insurance and
loans.

Social insurance

e Employers
A worker can only contribute to one social security system at a
time; therefore, their competent state must be confirmed, and
employers may be required to set up direct payments to the other
jurisdiction.

e Workers
The jurisdiction responsible for the worker may change if more
than 25% of their time is spent at home, or 25% of their income is
earned at home. This switch would impact current social security
payments (such as maternity benefits, family benefits, illness
benefits, and pension entitlements).

In 2023, the European Commission introduced an opt-in framework?® linked
to EU social security coordination rules (Regulation 883/2004'!) that permits
the threshold for time spent working from home to increase from 25% to
49.99% before the state responsible for a frontier worker switches from the
employer’s jurisdiction to their home jurisdiction. Ireland opted into the
framework, effective 15'June 2024. As a result, workers within the scope of
the EU coordination rules can benefit, provided both the jurisdiction of
employment and the jurisdiction of residence have opted in.

Unfortunately, the increased threshold cannot be accessed on a cross-border
basis as the UK did not opt in. Even if it had, the scope would have been
limited to workers protected by the EU-UK Withdrawal Agreement, namely,
citizens who held frontier worker status on 31 December 2020 and had
maintained that status uninterrupted.?
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The all-island labour force study reveals a wealth of knowledge and
experiences on the impacts of remote working. Unfortunately, it also shows
that some employers are stepping back from employing cross-border
workers, thereby losing out on key skills for their business. As part of the
study, business representatives expressed concerns about shrinking talent
pools and reduced competitiveness resulting from current rules and
regulations. They were vocal about the need to tailor an island-wide solution.

While the EU and the OECD seek international solutions, some countries have
tweaked existing bilateral agreements or created new agreements with their
neighbours that meet the local needs of their cross-border labour market.
For example, the Czech Republic has agreed frameworks with Germany and
Austria, which increases the work-from-home threshold to 40%.3

Another example!* is found in the border region of France and Switzerland.
French residents who travel to work each day to a designated area in
Switzerland are classified as ‘border workers’ and are taxed as if they had not
crossed the border. In contrast, workers employed in other parts of
Switzerland are considered ‘cross-border workers’; they are taxed in their
place of work and are required to declare their worldwide income to the tax
authorities in their home country. In response to the growing trend to work
from home, the two jurisdictions amended their bilateral agreement to
increase the working-from-home threshold to 40% before triggering taxation
complications.

Complexities arising from working from home across the border have
generated numerous enquiries to the advice sectors in both jurisdictions.
However, the sector is struggling to support workers who are not clearly
defined in legislation and, as a result, cannot be found in policy guidance. At
best, they have been overlooked and regularly fall between systems that
were not designed with them in mind.

Having an official, legal definition that clearly distinguishes them from
resident workers and migrant workers would acknowledge their contribution
to and protect their place within the all-island labour market.
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Definition of frontier work in the context of the all-
island economy

Undoubtedly, Brexit has increased the challenges faced by cross-border
workers; however, the UK’s exit has shed light on the mobility of workers that
had perhaps been taken for granted and left in the shadows.

The UK’s EU exit resulted in the reemergence of the long-established
Common Travel Area, and in 2019, a fresh MoU was signed, which set out
employment-related protections for British and Irish citizens in each other’s
jurisdictions:

The CTA affords British citizens in Ireland and Irish citizens in the UK
the right to work, including on a self-employed basis, without any
requirement to obtain permission. The participants are to continue to
ensure that their national laws provide for such a right to work.

It is acknowledged that the recognition of qualifications, including
professional qualifications, is an essential facilitator of the right to
work associated with the CTA. The participants are committed to
ensuring that, within their respective jurisdictions, comprehensive
measures continue to be in place to allow for the recognition of such
qualifications, covering all relevant professions, in accordance with
their national laws.

Also, within the context of Brexit, the Department for the Taoiseach’s website
(dated 3™ March 2021) mentions cross-border employment, with its text
(below) aligning closely to the EU definition of a frontier worker:

If you work on one side of a border but live on the other, and return
home at least once a week, you are a frontier worker, or a cross-
border worker.

The EU definition is also used within the Social Security Convention 2020,%
between Ireland and the UK:

Frontier worker means any person pursuing an activity as an
employed or self-employed person in a state and who resides in
another state to which that person returns as a rule daily or at least
once a week.
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While it is helpful to have frontier workers referenced within the Common
Travel Area MoU and the social security convention, neither is a legally
binding obligation, and both are subject to change. While flexibility is often
regarded as a strength, concerning the protection of citizens’ rights and
entitlements, citizens’ advisors suggest that legislation is often the soundest
footing.

Staying on the Brexit theme, definitions of frontier workers can also be found
within the UK’s The Citizens’ Rights (Frontier Workers) (EU Exit) Regulations
2020, and the eligibility criteria are set out in the Home Office guidance on
the UK Frontier Worker Permit scheme, 2021.Y” However, with the UK’s EU
exit now complete, it appears that the term frontier worker is not mentioned
again in recent lIrish, Northern lIrish, or UK legislation, nor in national
frameworks or strategies developed by government departments.

It is worth noting that Sylvia de Mars and Charlotte O’Brien in their 2022
paper entitled Inevitably Diminished: Rights of Frontier Workers in Northern
Ireland after Brexit®® find that frontier workers are at best an afterthought in
free movement laws which are best suited to migrant workers.

They state:

... it is time to get to grips with the taxonomy of frontier workers and
to properly consider and protect their rights in different
circumstances, so they cannot continue to slip between the cracks of
EU free movement law.

Within the context of the all-island labour market, an official, legal definition
of frontier workers and frontier employers is essential to protecting their
rights and devising solutions that overcome obstacles to a thriving all-island
labour market.

Perhaps the phrasing requires consideration as well. How many workers
consider themselves to be passing through a frontier each day? It’s worth
noting another term used only for tax purposes: the transborder worker,°
i.e. an Irish resident who works outside the state and returns home regularly.
However, given the lack of a physical border and the considerable efforts
made to promote peace and reconciliation, the term ‘border’ may not be
particularly helpful either.
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As the required solution is island-wide, perhaps an agreed definition is
needed for all-island workers and all-island employers!

Local solutions

Many people living cross-border lives remain unaware of their rights or
obligations, largely due to the absence of a single, authoritative source of
cross-border information and advice.

Since 2007, the Centre for Cross Border Cooperation (CCBC) has worked to
address this gap through the Border People project (www.borderpeople.info).
This partnership-based initiative provides accessible cross-border
information for citizens and fosters cooperation and collaboration between
the advice sectors in both jurisdictions.

Funding for the service has fluctuated over the years, with significant EU
programme funding in the early years, and more recently sustained with
steady support from the Irish Department of Foreign Affairs. A new three-
year funding period will begin in 2026, supported by PEACEPLUS. During this
time, CCBC will explore how other border regions support their cross-border
labour market by examining:

e [f joint government initiatives are in place
e How initiatives are funded

e Therole of independent advice services and grassroots
stakeholders

Neutrality and independence are essential for building trust among
communities and between jurisdictions, and the CCBC is committed to
ensuring that all relevant stakeholders are involved in shaping solutions. In
fact, given the wide range of information a single frontier worker may require,
it is unlikely that one source alone will have all the answers. Key areas of
concern include:

e Taxation
e Social security
e Employment law

e Healthcare
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e Education and training
e Skills and qualifications

An independent, partnership approach is likely to deliver the holistic outcome
that individuals need. Whatever form a local solution takes, it must be
effectively linked to policy-makers. Unlike most other border regions, the
border between Ireland and Northern Ireland benefits from existing cross-
border institutions and bodies that serve as ideal conduits for channelling
grassroots insights through to policy-makers in both jurisdictions, ultimately
driving meaningful change.

Conclusion

Frontier workers are a vital part of the all-island labour market. Yet, they
continue to face disproportionate challenges due to outdated systems,
fragmented information, and a lack of legal recognition. Brexit has further
complicated their position, but it has also highlighted the need for renewed
focus and tailored solutions. The emergence of remote and flexible working
practices adds another layer of complexity, demanding urgent policy
attention and cross-jurisdictional cooperation.

To truly support frontier workers, a coordinated, island-wide approach is
required. One that includes a clear legal definition, accessible information,
independent advice services, and meaningful engagement with grassroots
stakeholders. The existing cross-border institutions provide a strong
foundation for this work, but success will depend on a sustained commitment
from both governments and civil society organisations.

By bridging the gaps in legislation, information, and support, the full potential
of the all-island labour market can be unlocked, ensuring that frontier
workers and their employers are not only recognised but empowered to
thrive.
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How Do We Handle the ‘Too Hot to
Handle’ Tax and Pension Issues for Frontier
Workers and Employers?

Rose Tierney
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the UK and Ireland, advising large multinationals to sole trader start-ups. Her
director role at EY was her final role in employment before venturing out as
a sole practitioner and establishing TTax - Tierney Tax Consultancy in 2004
(www.tierneytax.com).

Based on the border, with offices in Monaghan and Fermanagh, TTax is a true
cross-border tax practice, holding a unique position with dual qualifications
to advise clients on both sides of the border across the island of Ireland and
Great Britain. It is a boutique tax practice providing tax services across all
heads, including income tax, corporate tax, capital taxes, VAT, employer tax,
customs, and stamp taxes. They provide advisory and compliance services to
private clients, companies, and individuals in the Republic of Ireland and the
UK, and act as consultants to professional accountancy and legal practices
on both sides of the border for tax and VAT queries arising within their client
bases.

Rose served as a member of the Council of the Irish Taxation Institute between
2004 and 2007, provides CPD training to accountants and tax advisers
through various bodies and sits on the examining team of one of the
professional institutes.
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Taxation can be a barrier for some employees deciding to move to a role on
the opposite side of the border, as well as a barrier for some employers
recruiting from the opposite side of the border.

This has the impact of shrinking the talent pool for employers, as they can’t
access talent on both sides of the border.

The tax rules for cross-border workers are more complex than for other
workers who reside on the same side of the border as their employer. The
changes in government policy that have encouraged remote and hybrid
working have exacerbated the problem due to the large volume increase in
the number of workers who find themselves in this position, working in their
home jurisdiction for an employer in the opposite jurisdiction.

The current global mobility tax rules —which primarily cater for large business
who fly employees in and out of the jurisdiction for days or weeks — are not
suitable for the land border where individuals move across it frequently in
the course of their employment duties or are living the opposite side of the
border from where the employment is based and carry out duties in their
home jurisdiction.

Dual payroll, which is often required to implement global mobility rules, is
costly, complex, and cumbersome. Dual payroll is also a cause of other
complications, such as accessing social security, mortgage applications,
income protection insurance, and health insurance.

No treaty relief under Article 15 of the Double Taxation Agreement (DTA) is
available to cross-border workers who reside in the jurisdiction to which
they’re being posted, regarding dual payroll.

It is more straightforward for Article 18 DTA government service workers,
who can be taxed on only one side of the border, versus private sector
workers.

What is the complication?

Anything cross-border on this island is always complicated. But that doesn’t
mean it shouldn’t be addressed. Why people typically run away from
complicated baffles me personally—as complicated usually means more
interesting!
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Like most problems in life, ask the person who lives and breathes the problem
to get the real picture.

If your sink leaks, ask a plumber.
If you have a hole in your roof, ask a roofer.
If you have a border question, ask a border person!

Tax, social security, and pension rules on this island work for the vast majority
of the inhabitants, both in the north and the south. But there is a cohort of
workers and employers who are not considered in legislation and who’ve
been largely ignored over the past quarter of a century. These are the frontier
workers and frontier employers—those employers based on one side of the
border who employ individuals resident on the opposite side of the land
border.

Why have these largely been ignored?

1. They were traditionally considered too small in number, but no
count had ever been taken. Yet, for census purposes, we are able
to count religious and ethnic groups, as well as immigration
numbers.

2. They were too difficult to count. Granted, it’s challenging to count
workers who are constantly on the move. With the advent of
increasing remote work, lots of these workers are now invisible —
working from home. Might it be easier to count the employers and
therefore the number of employees they engage cross-border?

3. Theissues were considered too complicated. Tax, social security
and pensions, what’s complicated about that! It’s not as if we have
to reinvent the wheel. There are rules, but they should be made to
work for a cohort of people who have different circumstances.

4. Then there’s the old rhetoric: ‘it’s a border issue,” which translates
as ‘too hot to handle’. The author often gets the impression that
‘the border’ and anything related to it are largely ignored in Dublin
and London—unless there’s an opportunity for a photo shoot of
political leaders on the international stage.
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From the author’s perspective, the main issue for both frontier employers
and frontier workers over the last 25 years has been the lack of information
and guidance on what they should do in terms of tax and pensions.

This lack of information and guidance, in the authors’ view, stems from a lack
of understanding within government departments themselves of the real
issues affecting cross-border workers and why existing legislation is
ineffective for them.

Where legislation does not work for a cohort of employers and workers
because they don’t fit the criteria, then it’s bad legislation. Alternatively, the
view could be that they were never considered when the legislation was
drafted, so it shouldn’t apply to them.

Either way, a square peg does not fit into a round hole.

The tax issues — the current legislation

The existing legislation and guidance on the cross-border movement of
workers are primarily geared towards employers posting workers, who are
also residents in the same jurisdiction as the employer, abroad to another
jurisdiction to carry out duties for them in the foreign jurisdiction.

For example, XYZ Ltd, based in France, posts one worker on a short-term
project to Northern Ireland (NI) and one to Ireland (IE). Both of these workers
are French resident workers.

Usually, a foreign employer would have to register for payroll taxes in Nl and
IE in that case. Article 15 of the UK-France Double Taxation Treaty and Article
12 of the Ireland-France Double Taxation Treaty afford a relaxation in the
payroll rules.

The DTA relief allows the worker to be present in NI/UK or IE for up to 183
days without payroll deduction applying, provided that XYZ Ltd does not have
a corporate base (permanent establishment) in NI/UK or IE. The costs of the
posted employee’s salary are not recharged to a permanent establishment
in NI/UK or IE.

These rules regarding the global mobility of workers are similar across the
globe. It eases the burden on those who have to change jurisdiction on a
short-term basis to work.
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Article 15 of the Ireland-United Kingdom Double Taxation Treaty also has the
same wording.

Article 15 — Employments

15(1) Subject to the provisions of Article 17 and 18, salaries, wages and
other similar remuneration derived by a resident of a Contracting
State in respect of an employment shall be taxable only in that
State unless the employment is exercised in the other Contracting
State. If the employment is so exercised, such remuneration as
is derived therefrom may be taxed in that other State.

15(2) Notwithstanding the provisions of paragraph (1) of this Article,
remuneration derived by a resident of a Contracting State in
respect of an employment exercised in the other Contracting
State shall be taxable only in the first-mentioned State if:

(a) the recipient is present in the other State for a period or
periods not exceeding in the aggregate 183 days in the
fiscal year concerned; and

(b) the remuneration is paid by, or on behalf of, an employer
who is not a resident of the other State; and

(c) the remuneration is not borne by a permanent
establishment or a fixed base which the employer has in
the other State.

15(3) In relation to remuneration of a director of a company derived
from the company the preceding provisions of this Article shall
apply as if the remuneration were remuneration of an employee
in respect of an employment and as if references to “employer”
were references to the company.

It works where an employee is resident in the same jurisdiction as the
employer and is posted to work in the opposite jurisdiction.
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Example 1
Danny is a resident in NI and works for ABC Ltd, based in Dungannon.

If ABC Ltd sends Danny to work in IE, then relief is available under Article 15
of the DTA, which allows the employer, ABC Ltd, to avoid registering with the
revenue unless Danny spends more than 60 days working in IE. Even if he
spends more than 60 days in IE and the employer is required to register with
revenue, they don’t have to deduct tax in IE from Danny unless he exceeds
183 days of duties in IE within a tax year.

The reason it works for Danny is that he is a resident in the same jurisdiction
as the employer.

The central issue as to why the DTA relief doesn’t work for frontier workers
and frontier employers is that the employee is not resident in the same
jurisdiction as the employer.

When an employee is posted or allowed to or required to work in their home
jurisdiction (where they are a resident), then the existing rules fall away.
There is no relief under legislation, guidance, or treaty from payroll deduction
for the employer for any period during which the employee works from
home.

Example 2

Danny has a colleague, Joe, working in a similar role at ABC Ltd. Joe lives in
Dundalk and commutes to Dungannon daily. If ABC Ltd wants to send Joe to
work on the same project as Danny in IE, then there is an immediate
requirement for ABC Ltd to register a payroll in IE and deduct taxes on Joe
for the proportion of his duties carried out in IE.

Working from home has precisely the same impact on Joe as being sent to a
project site in IE, if he carries out any duties, regardless of where he is
located. However, within IE, his home jurisdiction, he is caught by the dual
payroll.

There is no DTA relief for Joe.

Why? Because he lives on the opposite side of the border from the employer
and is being asked to carry out duties in his home jurisdiction of IE.
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And that’s the nub of the issue. Joe’s circumstances of living on the opposite
side of the land border were never considered when the global mobility and
DTA rules were drafted.

It can become even more complicated when an employee works on both
sides of the border on the same day.

Example 3

If Danny, an NI resident, works for ABC Ltd, an NI employer, on both sides of
the border on the same day, then up to 183 days of duties in IE, he remains
entirely on the NI payroll. If more than 183 days of duties are carried out in
IE, a dual payroll must be run to apportion the duties between NI and IE.
However, if he works in both jurisdictions on the same day, he can be doubly
taxed in both NI and IE on the same day’s pay.

There is a real-time tax credit available through the payroll to relieve the
burden of double taxation, as Danny is resident in NI and the employer ABC
Ltd is a UK resident employer. Therefore, the correct amount of tax should
be deducted from Danny, and no adjustment is required at the end of the
year.

If Joe, as an IE resident, works for ABC Ltd, a NI employer on both sides of
the border, then he can be doubly taxed in NI and IE on the same day’s pay.
Real-time tax credit through the payroll, the relieving measure, is not
available to Joe as it is only available to posted workers who do not reside in
the jurisdiction to which they are being posted.

Joe will have a reduced take-home pay due to the double taxation. If
employer ABC Ltd funds the dual tax during the year for Joe, then Joe ends
up with an interest-free loan from the employer, on which he is taxed as a
‘benefit in kind’, incurring an additional tax charge. He also has to file a self-
assessment tax return and claim a refund, which is usually payable to the
employer, as they funded the extra tax.

While there have always been pockets of people in Joe’s situation along the
land border, the number of these individuals has grown exponentially since
the COVID-19 pandemic, due to the increase in remote working and working
from home. It is now in the tens of thousands. A lot of it is hidden, as both
employers and employees are afraid of putting their hand up and being
recognised due to a fear of legacy non-compliance issues.
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What are the compliance issues for employers and

Foreign
Employer
Registration
Employer
Dual Payroll
& PE

employees?

Employee Employee T
Social Security N:g:fgqgee' Transborder
& Healthcare BlieiEeiisl Workers Relief

1. Payroll tax

As described above, some employers may have had a dual payroll
requirement. It’s not that they didn’t pay payroll taxes—they did. It’s just
that they only paid the payroll taxes in one jurisdiction and didn’t split them
between the two.

2. Corporation tax

Where an employee works from home in the opposite jurisdiction there is a
concern that it could create a corporation tax presence in that jurisdiction
for the employer. That could happen if:

(a) The employee’s home was considered a fixed place of business for
the employer. This is unlikely unless the employer has a right over
the premises in the form of a lease,

or

(b) The employee could be considered a dependent agent of the
employer if they had the authority to sign and conclude contracts
on behalf of the employer. This would depend on the employee’s
seniority and role. Since the multilateral instrument (MLI)
amendments to the DTA in 2019, the definition of a permanent
establishment has been widened. Now, the roles of all employees
operating within the jurisdiction can be consolidated to consider
the broader perspective.
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The Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) is
studying the issue of employment, including creating a permanent
establishment (PE), and is due to report back by the end of 2025.

Some countries have entered into bilateral arrangements where a days-of-
duty threshold was introduced, and until it was breached, no PE was deemed
to exist. Perhaps this is a route the OECD will take.

3. Income tax self-assessment for the employee

Where an employee earns ‘foreign income’, that is, employment income in
the opposite jurisdiction, they have a self-assessment obligation to file an
income tax return and report the foreign income. They are allowed a DTA
credit for the taxes (or taxes and Universal Social Charge in the case of IE)
suffered on the same income in the other jurisdiction. Then they must pay
any additional taxes, if applicable.

In the example above, Joe would have an annual self-assessment obligation
in IE to file an income tax return, as he is a resident in IE and has foreign
income from ABC Ltd. Even though the foreign income is all dealt with
through payroll, he is not considered a PAYE worker but a chargeable person
subject to self-assessment in Ireland.

Danny would not have a self-assessment obligation in NI provided his only
income is from ABC Ltd and it is all dealt with through payroll. That is because
Danny is a resident in the same jurisdiction as the employer ABC Ltd, so he
is treated fully as a PAYE worker.

4. Availability of transborder workers’ relief in IE for employees
Transborder workers’ relief is available to those workers resident in Ireland
who commute daily or weekly to another treaty country to work.

To qualify for this relief, the worker must:

e Be ataxresidentin IE;

e work in a country with which Ireland has a double taxation
agreement with (for example UK/NI);

e have paid tax in the other country and are not due a refund of the
tax; and

e Dbe present in Ireland for at least one day for every week you work
abroad.
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The employment must be held for a continuous period of 13 weeks in the
year.

You cannot claim this relief if you or your spouse or civil partner are
proprietary directors of the company you work for abroad.

Example 4

If Joe continues to commute to work at ABC Ltd in Dungannon each day, does
not undertake any projects for ABC Ltd in IE, and does not work from home
in IE, then he can claim transborder worker relief when he files his self-
assessment return in |E.

The relief is calculated as follows:
‘specified amount’ is calculated as follows:

Total Irish tax due X income*

Total income
*other than foreign employment income

So, provided Joe has no other sources of income and is not jointly assessed
with his spouse or civil partner in IE, then full relief should be available. That
means he would have to pay no further tax on his Nl employment income in
IE when he files his tax return.

However, if he works on projects in IE or works from home in IE, then no
transborder workers relief is available. He can claim a double taxation treaty
credit for the NI tax suffered through the payroll on his income. Any
difference in taxes calculated at IE rates and bands is payable to the revenue
commissioners.

Other impacts for Joe and Danny

Social security
There are also competent state rules which can be impacted when the duties
are split between two jurisdictions.

Broadly speaking, a worker who commutes across the border every day
would pay social insurance contributions in their jurisdiction of employment,
which is deemed the ‘competent state’ due to their work duties being carried

The Journal of Cross Border Studies in Ireland 2025 | 36



out there. However, if they work from home for more than 25% of their time,
competency can switch back to their jurisdiction of residence, and the switch
is not limited to those working from home. For example, before any worker
carries out duties across the border, such as a cross-border delivery driver,
they could find themselves in a similar position.

The UK-Ireland bilateral convention on social security currently follows the
EU regulations on the 25% rule.

(1) A person who normally pursues an activity as an employed
person in both parties should be subject to the legislation of the
party in which they reside if they pursue a substantial part

Article 11 of the Convention

Due to changing work patterns and the rise of remote work, some countries
have agreed to increase their work-from-home threshold from 25% upwards
to 40%. The EU responded by introducing an opt-in framework, which came
into force in July 2023, that can further extend the time spent working in the
home jurisdiction to almost 50%. So far, 22 countries have signed up to the
framework. Most recently, in May 2024, the agreement increased the
threshold to 40%, which took effect on 1% June 2024. The UK-NI stated that
it does not intend to opt into the framework, and its threshold will remain
at 25%.

Example 5

In Danny’s case, as he is a resident in NI and his employer is based in
Dungannon, his social security contributions and access to benefits should
remain relatively unscathed. He pays national insurance and claims benefits
from NI.

This would only change if he moved to work in IE on a full-time basis, with
less than 25% of his duties carried out in NI. Then his competent state could
change to IE, as that is where his employment duties are substantially carried
out.

For Joe, the change of competent state comes a lot earlier. As an IE resident,
if his duties of employment exceed 40% in IE, then his competent state
switches to IE. This means that he must pay PRSI on his total income—both
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the NI portion and the IE portion of his salary. No national insurance should
be paid on his NI salary.

This can impact access to benefits as well as future state pension.

Pension
Pension tax relief is not available to all cross-border workers.

Typically, employees receive tax relief on pension contributions through their
payroll. As a cross-border worker, they also have a self-assessment tax return
filing obligation in their country of residence. However, for cross-border
workers, there are only limited circumstances where an individual can get
tax relief on their pension contributions.

These include:

(1) An employee with the same or a connected employer, and they
continue to contribute to the same scheme that they contributed
to before the posting. This relief is found in Article 17A of the DTA
Ireland-United Kingdom.

or

(2) The employee changes residency to the other side of the border
and continues to contribute to the same scheme that they
contributed to before the change of residency. This relief can be
found in migrant member relief in domestic legislation in both
jurisdictions. This legislation is contained in sections 787M-787N of
the Taxes Consolidation Act 1997 (IE) and Schedule 33 of the
Finance Act 2004 (NI).

or

(3) For Nl only
An individual can get tax relief on their pension contribution under
Paragraph 51 Schedule 36 Finance Act 2004 (UK). Where
contributions to overseas schemes were paid by the individual and
relieved in the tax year 2005 to 2006, both individuals and
employers may continue to claim tax relief on contributions made
to the same or, in some cases, replacement overseas pension
schemes if certain conditions are met. This arises when there has
been a block transfer from the overseas pension scheme to which
the individual contributed in the 2005-2006 year due to a company
takeover or reorganisation.
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All three of the above reliefs apply in very specific circumstances.

However, many cross-border workers cannot claim any relief, as there is no
specific piece of legislation that allows an individual to claim tax relief on
their contributions when they reside in one jurisdiction and their
employment and pension are in another. This lack of specific legislation
applies in both directions, from NI to IE and from IE to NI.

The tax relief on contributions and the tax-free lump sum drawdown are a
large part of what makes a pension an attractive investment. The lack of tax
relief makes pensions a poor investment for cross-border workers.

Example 6

In Joe’s case, his main employment is with ABC Ltd in NI. If he has a pension
through his employment, then he would usually receive tax relief through
the payroll in NI.

However, when he goes to file a self-assessment return with the Irish
Revenue, the equivalent relief is not available. So his tax liability in IE is based
on his gross salary before pension contribution. This is due to the
unavailability of relief because he lives in IE but works for an employer in NI
and contributes to a NI pension.

This lack of relief affects both directions; those moving to roles in IE from NI
are also impacted.

This lack of relief for pension contributions has come as a surprise to many
high-earning employees, such as doctors taking up Sldintecare contracts in
Ireland, who have relocated to Ireland, where they are generally better paid.
Before taking on the role, they were, in many cases, unaware that they
couldn’t top up their pensions or make additional voluntary contributions in
IE without incurring a tax liability to HMRC.

Mortgage applications

Cross-border workers are experiencing difficulties with mortgage and loan
applications when they are on a dual payroll and their income is split across
the border. The lender often won’t take into account the other portion of
their income.

Income protection insurance

Similarly, with income protection insurance, cross-border workers on a dual
payroll can encounter difficulties in insuring their total income in the event
of an injury or accident.
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Government workers
Article 18 of the DTA Ireland-United Kingdom deals with government service
workers.

This Article affords relief to those in government service—local authority and
educational establishment workers, so that they will only be taxed in the
country of payment.

However, they may only be in the country of residency if:

e The services are rendered in the country of residency; and
e They are a national of the country of residency;
or

e They did not become a resident of the country of residency solely
for the purpose of rendering the services.

Article 18 of the DTA Ireland-United Kingdom

Article 18 — Government service

18(1) (a) Salaries, wages and other similar remuneration, other
than a pension, paid by a Contracting State or a
political subdivision or a local authority thereof to an
individual in respect of services rendered to that State
or subdivision or authority, in the discharge of
functions of a governmental nature, shall be taxable
only in that State.

(b) However, such salaries, wages and other similar
remuneration shall be taxable only in the other
Contracting State if the services are rendered in that
State and the individual is a resident of that State who:

(i) is a national of that State; or
(ii) did not become a resident of that State solely for
the purpose of rendering the services.

18(2) (a) Any pension paid by, or out of funds created by, a
Contracting State or a political subdivision or a local
authority thereof to an individual in respect of services
rendered to that State or subdivision or authority, in
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the discharge of functions of a governmental nature,
shall be taxable only in that State.

(b) However, such pension shall be taxable only in the
other Contracting State if the individual is a resident of,
and a national of, that State.

18(3) Paragraphs (1) and (2) of this Article shall respectively apply
to salaries, wages and other similar remuneration of an
individual employed in an educational institution and to any
pension in respect of such employment of an individual
formerly so employed, paid directly by, or wholly or mainly
from funds provided by, a Contracting State or a political
subdivision or a local authority thereof in the same way that
they respectively apply to salaries, wages and other similar
remuneration and to any pension, paid to an individual in
respect of services rendered to that State or subdivision or
authority, in the discharge of functions of a governmental
nature.

18(4) The provisions of Articles 15, 16 and 17 shall apply to
salaries, wages and other similar remuneration, and to
pensions, in respect of services rendered in connection with
a business carried on by a Contracting State or a political
subdivision or a local authority thereof.

This means that if a government service employee who normally commutes
cross-border to work decides to work from home on the opposite side of the
border from where the employer is based, if they are a national of their
country of residence, then the full amount of the salary should be taxed in
that country. No dual payroll for them!

In the author’s experience, government service workers are given little to no
guidance on the subject and, at most, are told not to work from home, but
in many cases, a blind eye is turned.

Example 7

If Joe is considering a job offer from Newry, Mourne, and Down District
Council, he would need to know the tax implications. If he commutes to work
every day to NI and does not perform any duties in IE, then he is taxed fully
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through the payroll in NI. He won’t have a self-assessment obligation in the
UK unless he has other sources of income.

However, if he works from home in IE and is a national of IE, then a payroll
should be set up for him in IE. If he is a full PAYE worker in Ireland, then he
shouldn’t have a self-assessment obligation in Ireland unless he has other
income.

As a government service employee, it’s all taxed on one side of the border
or the other. That simplifies it a lot.

All of the examples above could be modified to make ABC Ltd an IE-based
employer. The results for Danny and Joe would be reversed almost identically,
with Danny being in a worse position than Joe, and he would then be a
resident on the opposite side of the border from the employer.

So where do we go from here?

This is a bilateral problem—both jurisdictions need to make changes if the
issues arising for Joe in all the above examples can be reduced or eliminated.

Imagine being able to make one change that would have a domino effect,
eliminating other issues at the same time.

Well, that can be achieved.

If we can reduce the incidence of dual payrolls being required, it could
eliminate complexities around mortgage applications and income protection
insurance. And by aligning the changes to the threshold for dual payroll with
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Foreign
Employer
Registration

fora Competent state, this
could eliminate social
C Em oyer
» alPayroll
« PE
Y Emriuyee
N ortgage,
. come
. Prou =tion

security issues.

Employee
Transborder
Workers Relief

Emr’ Lyee
So. il Security
«Hec *hcare

The Journal of Cross Border Studies in Ireland 2025 | 42




How do we do that?

In the author’s opinion, the following is one possible roadmap that could be
used. I'm sure it’s not the only one, but we have to start somewhere.

First, we need to define the cohort of workers and employers that we are
trying to simplify for. We need to introduce a definition of frontier workers
and frontier employers into legislation in both jurisdictions. How do you
define these? In the author’s opinion, we could start with something like the
following:

1. Amend the Republic of Ireland legislation for foreign employers

1.1  Include the following definition in S983 Taxes Consolidation Act
1997:

Frontier worker: a worker who resides in the Republic of Ireland
and is employed by a frontier employer based in Northern Ireland
and carries out duties of the employment in either the Republic
of Ireland or Northern Ireland, or both.

Frontier employer: In the context of the Republic of Ireland, an
employer located in Northern Ireland that employs employees
who are resident in the Republic of Ireland but carry out duties
of the employment in either the Republic of Ireland or Northern
Ireland, or both.

1.2  Once you've defined it, then insert the provision (Section 3A after
S985D (3) of TCA 1997) that should apply to the defined cohort of
frontier workers and employers:

(3A) Where the appropriate person making the application under
(3) above is:
(a) a frontier employer as defined in section 983, and
(b) the employee is a frontier worker as defined in section
983 who is a resident of the state, and
(c) the proportion of duties carried out in the state is less
than 40% of the total duties of the employment
(d) then the officer shall, on an application made by the
appropriate person, give a direction under subsection (3)
above that no proportion of the income of the employee
shall be treated for the purposes of this chapter and
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regulations made under this Chapter as a payment of
emoluments of the employee.

1.3 Amend revenue guidance for S985E TCA 1997 and add a section
3.4.3A to the Tax and Duty Manual 42-04-65:

Where the non-Irish employment is held by a frontier worker with
a frontier employer as defined in S983 TCA 1997, and the duties
of the employment carried out in the state amount to less than
40% of the total duties of employment, then no deduction of
taxes will be required on the proportion of the income
attributable to duties carried out in the state.

This measure is designed to align the taxation rules with the social
security rules for frontier workers.

Where the proportion of duties carried out in the state increases to
40% or more, then the income attributable to the proportion of the
duties carried out in the state will be subject to payroll deduction.

2. Amend the Northern Ireland legislation for foreign employers

The current position:

If the Republic of Ireland employer If the Republic of Ireland
has a tax presence in the UK employer does not have
a tax presence in the UK

Payroll Registration is usually required, Then, the direct collection
subject to Appendix 4 STBVA reliefs procedures are applied.

Appendix 4 and 8 reliefs only apply to S142 Income Tax (PAYE)
non-UK resident employees. Regulations 2003

Northern Ireland residents cannot meet
one of the criteria:

Expected to stay in the UK for 183 days
or less in any twelve-month period

as they are resident in Northern Ireland.
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2.1  New appendix arrangement for frontier employers and workers
Include the following definitions:

Frontier worker: a worker who resides in Northern Ireland and is
employed by a frontier employer based in the Republic of Ireland
and carries out duties of the employment in either the Republic
of Ireland or Northern Ireland, or both.

Frontier employer: In the context of Northern Ireland, an
employer located in the Republic of Ireland, who employs
employees who are resident in Northern Ireland but carry out
duties of the employment in the Republic of Ireland or Northern
Ireland, or both.

2.2 If the Republic of Ireland employer has a tax presence in the UK

A frontier employer who employs a frontier worker who is a Northern
Ireland resident under a Republic of Ireland contract of employment
can apply for relief from operating a payroll and deduction of taxes in
Northern Ireland.

The conditions are:
(1) The frontier worker is resident in Northern Ireland;

(2) Is employed under a Republic of Ireland contract of
employment; and

(3) Carries out some of their work duties in Northern Ireland.

Less than 25% of duties carried out in Northern Ireland

Where a frontier worker holds the Republic of Ireland employment
with a frontier employer and the duties of the employment carried
out in Northern Ireland amount to less than 25% of the total duties of
employment then no deduction of taxes or National Insurance will be
required on the proportion of the income attributable to duties carried
out in Northern Ireland.

This measure is designed to align the taxation rules with the social
security rules for frontier workers.
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25% or more but less than 40% of duties carried out in Northern
Ireland

Where the proportion of duties carried out in Northern Ireland
increases to 25% or more but less than 40%, the competent state for
social security changes from the Republic of Ireland to the UK/NI. The
income attributable to the total duties of employment will be subject
to National Insurance deduction, but not tax deduction. The frontier
employer should set up a National Insurance-only scheme.?

More than 40% of duties carried out in Northern Ireland

Where the proportion of duties carried out in Northern Ireland
increases to 40% or more, then the income attributable to that
proportion of the employment will be subject to Payroll tax deduction.
The full income from the employment will be subject to National
Insurance.

To ease the burden of administration on frontier employers where the
proportion of duties carried out in Northern Ireland fluctuates in a tax
year, an annual PAYE scheme could be set up (similar to HMRC’s
Appendix 8 arrangements). This would allow the frontier employer to
make one RTI payroll submission and payment of taxes by 31 May
following the tax year.

2.3 If the Republic of Ireland employer does not have a tax presence in
the UK

Direct collection procedures are usually applied where the employer
does not have a tax presence in the UK. The employee is required to
set up a direct collection scheme? to collect tax, national insurance,
or both from their foreign employment. Additionally, the employee
would typically be required to file a self-assessment tax return as well.

To ease the burden of administration on a frontier employee, the
procedure set out above for frontier employers with a tax presence in
the UK could also apply to frontier employers without a tax presence
in the UK, in cases where they do not have a tax presence in the UK.

Less than 25% of duties carried out in Northern Ireland
No deduction of tax or national insurance.
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25% or more but less than 40% of duties carried out in Northern
Ireland
National Insurance Only Scheme to be set up by the frontier employer

More than 40% of duties carried out in Northern Ireland

Annual PAYE scheme to be set up by frontier employer with payroll
tax deduction on a proportion of duties carried out in Northern Ireland
and National Insurance deduction on total income from the
employment.

The above-suggested changes could remove hybrid workers who work
more than 40% of their duties from their home jurisdiction from dual
payroll obligations.

This would be a significant win for employers, reducing complexity,
and for employees, allowing hybrid work up to 2 days per 5-day week,
without the knock-on effect of dual payroll and without changes to
the social security competent state.

3. Solving the pension tax relief issue on frontier worker pension
contributions

Under section 787M of the Taxes Consolidation Act 1997 (IE), a migrant
member of an overseas pension scheme:

e who has not been resident in the Republic of Ireland for at least 3
years, and

e then become tax resident in the Republic of Ireland, and

e continues to contribute to the overseas pension scheme
can avail themselves of tax relief on their contributions.

A frontier worker who is a member of an overseas (UK /Northern Ireland)
pension scheme:

e whois resident in the Republic of Ireland, and
e isemployed by a frontier employer, and

e who contributes to the overseas scheme

cannot avail themselves of tax relief on their pension contributions.
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3.1 Amend Article 17 A of the DTA to include a provision for frontier
workers to avail of tax relief on pension contributions.

Include the following definitions:
In the context of a Republic of Ireland resident frontier worker:

Frontier worker: a worker who resides in the Republic of Ireland
and is employed by a frontier employer based in Northern
Ireland and carries out duties of the employment in either the
Republic of Ireland or Northern Ireland, or both.

Frontier employer: in the context of the Republic of Ireland, an
employer located in Northern Ireland, who employs employees
who are resident in the Republic of Ireland but carry out duties
of their employment in either the Republic of Ireland or
Northern Ireland, or both.

In the context of a Northern Ireland resident frontier worker:

Frontier worker: a worker who resides in Northern Ireland and
is employed by a frontier employer based in the Republic of
Ireland and carries out duties of the employment in either the
Republic of Ireland or Northern Ireland, or both.

Frontier employer, in the context of Northern Ireland, refers to
an employer located in the Republic of Ireland that employs
employees who are resident in Northern Ireland but carry out
duties of their employment in either the Republic of Ireland,
Northern Ireland, or both.

Pension contributions made by a Republic of Ireland resident
frontier worker who works for a frontier employer in Northern
Ireland shall be allowed tax relief on the contributions in the
Republic of Ireland and in Northern Ireland.

Pension contributions made by a Northern Ireland resident
frontier worker who works for a frontier employer in the
Republic of Ireland shall be allowed tax relief on the
contributions in both Northern Ireland and the Republic of
Ireland.
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It mightn’t be perfect, but it’s a start to finding a solution to the unholy mess
that has arisen over decades of oversight of a growing cohort of workers.

Endnotes

! HM Revenue & Customs (HMRC) (2014) How an employer operates a National
Insurance only scheme. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/guidance/how-an-employer-
operates-a-national-insurance-only-scheme

2 HM Revenue & Customs (HMRC) (2014) When and how an employee operates PAYE
on their employment income. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/guidance/when-and-how-
an-employee-operates-paye-on-their-employment-income
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Opportunities for Lasting Impact:
The data on remote and flexible working
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and has worked with NGOs from Belfast to Bolivia. He previously worked at
the UN Office of the High Commissioner of Human Rights (OHCHR) in Geneva
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Song.

Introduction

Remote work — or teleworking, as it was previously known — has been around
for decades. It certainly did not begin during the COVID-19 pandemic.
However, a global crisis served as an unprecedented interruption to business
as usual. The ways of working that emerged in 2020 were neither well-
designed nor intentional; rather, what transpired was an emergency response
to extraordinary circumstances. It propelled organisations and workers into
the future of work almost overnight. Over the past five years, businesses in
Ireland and Northern Ireland have been catching up.

Today, remote employment presents one of the most significant
opportunities for sustainable social, economic, and environmental impact
across the island of Ireland. When intentionally designed, remote work can
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support regional regeneration, inclusion, and climate goals, while reshaping
the very relationship between work, place, and community. Yet the
realisation of this potential depends on robust policy frameworks, supportive
organisational cultures, and cross-sector collaboration.

This paper assesses the current status quo in both the Republic of Ireland
and Northern Ireland, highlighting the positives and negatives based on the
most recent research. By way of case study, there is a particular focus on the
Republic of Ireland’s right to request a remote working arrangement (Work
Life Balance and Miscellaneous Provisions Act 2023). Taking an international
perspective, this paper draws on comparative data from leading policy and
research bodies to examine global patterns in remote and flexible
employment. It then explores the emerging opportunities for remote work
to deliver long-term societal benefits — economic revitalisation, social
cohesion, and environmental sustainability — if strategically embedded into
national and regional development strategies.

This paper has been prepared thanks to research carried out by the team at
Grow Remote, particularly by Graham Harron, Data and Impact Lead.

Who is Grow Remote?

Grow Remote is a non-profit social enterprise on a mission to make good
remote work both visible and accessible across Ireland. Founded in 2018, the
organisation believes that remote employment can be a powerful tool to
drive community regeneration, social inclusion, and balanced regional
development. By connecting employers, employees, and local changemakers,
Grow Remote works to ensure that remote work is not just a business
model—but a catalyst for thriving local communities.

Our work focuses on three key areas: employers, local communities, and
advocacy.

For employers, Grow Remote offers the tools, training, and peer networks
necessary to transition to remote or hybrid work models successfully. We
help organisations design sustainable remote-first cultures that boost
productivity, improve retention, and open access to diverse talent across
Ireland and beyond.

For local communities, we support local leaders and volunteers to harness
the potential of remote work to revitalise towns and villages. Through over
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130 local Grow Remote chapters, we connect remote workers, enable
coworking spaces, and help communities unlock the social, economic, and
environmental benefits that come from people being able to live and work
locally.

Through advocacy, we collaborate with policy-makers, government bodies,
and other stakeholders to shape an Ireland where everyone — regardless of
location — has access to decent, sustainable employment. We campaign for
visibility of remote jobs, inclusive digital infrastructure, and national
strategies that ensure remote work supports both people and place.

Ultimately, Grow Remote exists to bridge the gap between remote work and
local impact. We're building a movement that supports stronger
communities, a better quality of life, and a more resilient, equitable Ireland
through remote work.

Section 1: Flexible work in the Republic of Ireland

The Republic of Ireland (Rol) has developed one of Europe’s most adaptable
labour markets, with flexible, remote, and hybrid work practices now deeply
embedded in employment culture. Since the COVID-19 pandemic, the Irish
workforce has undergone a structural transformation. These changes have
been shaped by employee expectations for flexibility, productivity data
supporting hybrid arrangements, and a policy environment that promotes
sustainable work-life balance.

Drawing on recent data from the CIPD (Health and wellbeing at work survey
report, 2025 and the annual HR practices in Ireland survey, 2025), lbec (HR
Update 2025: Workplace Trends & Insights and Workplace Wellness research,
2025) and Hays (Hays Ireland 2025 Working Well Report), this analysis
provides an evidence-based overview of the current state and trajectory of
flexible work in Ireland.

As of mid-2025, Ireland remains a European leader in the adoption of flexible
working. Hays (2025) reports that 43% of Irish job postings now include
flexible work options, with 19% offering fully remote roles and 24% hybrid
roles. The most common model of hybrid work in Ireland involves three days
on-site per week, as confirmed by Ibec’s HR Update 2025, which found that
this arrangement has stabilised at 31% of employers. Furthermore, 35% of
employees continue to work remotely to some extent—a level higher than
most EU counterparts (Ibec, 2025).
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This stabilisation signals a transition from pandemic-era experimentation to
institutionalisation. The CIPD’s HR practices in Ireland survey (2025) found
that two-thirds of employers have no plans to change their hybrid or remote
policies in the coming year. At the same time, employee expectations are
evolving: the demand for hybrid or remote work remains strong, even as
some corporate employers are expecting in-office presence. The Ibec survey
identified “employee expectations on remote/hybrid working” as a top-five
pressure facing HR leaders (highlighted by 14% of respondents).

The dominance of hybrid

Hybrid work has emerged as Ireland’s most enduring operating model,
particularly for knowledge and professional services. According to CIPD, 90
per cent of organisations in 2025 believe flexible arrangements enhance both
recruitment and retention. Ibec’s 2025 findings reinforce this: while 46 per
cent of employers find it harder to attract talent for entirely on-site roles,
hybrid policies continue to act as a differentiator in the competition for skilled
workers.

Productivity data further supports hybrid models. Hays (2025) found that
rigid, office-only models correlate with a 25% decline in productivity
compared to hybrid arrangements. Employees with access to flexible models
report greater engagement, well-being, and motivation, particularly when
hybrid frameworks are intentionally designed rather than ad hoc. The CIPD’s
Health and Wellbeing at Work survey report (2025) notes that Irish
organisations with formalised hybrid arrangements report significantly lower
absenteeism (4.1%) and employee turnover (8.3%), suggesting a stabilising
effect on workforce continuity.

Demographically, hybrid preferences differ by age and career stage.
Millennials (29-44 years old) are most likely to report thriving under hybrid
conditions, with 52% saying they perform best in this model, compared with
37% of Gen X and 34% of Gen Z (Hays, 2025). The challenge for HR leaders,
as noted by Ibec and CIPD, is to tailor hybrid strategies to meet the diverse
needs of different generations, ensuring equal access to collaboration,
visibility, and advancement opportunities.

Legislative and organisational context

Ireland’s legislative landscape supports flexible work but leaves some gaps
in enforceability. The Work Life Balance and Miscellaneous Provisions Act
2023 introduced a statutory right to request remote or flexible working.
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However, as noted by Ibec (2025) and the Financial Services Union (FSU), this
does not equate to a right of access, and the accompanying Code of Practice
offers limited grounds for appeal. The Workplace Relations Commission
(WRC) has so far rejected all initial adjudication cases under the act,
underscoring the limited recourse available to employees when their
requests are denied.

Corporate responses to the legislation have varied. In 2025, major banks,
including Bank of Ireland (BOI) and Allied Irish Banks (AIB), introduced stricter
hybrid attendance policies, mandating two and three days in the office,
respectively. The FSU criticised these mandates, citing staff surveys that
revealed widespread dissatisfaction and environmental concerns linked to
increased commuting. These developments highlight a growing tension
between organisational control and employee autonomy—one that will
shape future industrial relations discourse in Ireland. See section 4 on the
right to request remote work for further analysis.

Well-being, work-life balance, and culture

Employee well-being remains central to Ireland’s evolution of flexible work.
The CIPD’s Health and Wellbeing Report 2025 identifies “workload pressure”
and “poor work-life balance” as the top causes of stress, affecting 67% of
respondents. However, organisations with robust flexible work frameworks
report a 20% lower incidence of stress-related absence compared to those
maintaining rigid attendance policies.

Similarly, Ibec’s Workplace Wellness research (2025) emphasises a cultural
shift from reactive wellbeing measures to proactive health management.
Employers are increasingly integrating well-being into performance
management and hybrid work design, which includes providing ergonomic
home-office stipends, digital wellness platforms, and mental health training
for line managers. Eighty per cent of employers now have formal wellbeing
strategies, up from 72% in 2023.

The Hays (2025) report reinforces this connection: 75% of Irish employees
working remotely report feeling less stressed, while 90% identify work-life
balance as a critical career priority, outranking pay progression. Therefore,
flexible work arrangements in 2025 are a core component of the social
contract between employers and employees in Ireland’s modern labour
market.
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Emerging HR trends and regional infrastructure

Ibec’s HR Update 2025 provides granular insight into employer adaptations.
Despite widespread hybrid adoption, 63% of employers are considering
increasing on-site attendance for certain roles, often justified by the need
for collaboration and innovation. Yet compliance with attendance policies
has improved: 45% of firms report full compliance, up from 10% in 2024.
Employers are using incentives, such as team days, redesigned collaboration
spaces, and subsidised transport, to encourage on-site engagement rather
than imposing punitive mandates.

Notably, only 18% of employers report finding it “more challenging” to attract
or retain talent for on-site roles, down from 52% the previous year (lbec,
2025). This suggests stabilisation and adaptation on both sides of the
employment relationship.

The CIPD HR practices in Ireland survey 2025 also found that 79% of Irish HR
leaders view hybrid working as integral to organisational culture. However,
a minority (16%) warn that hybrid structures risk creating “proximity bias”,
where on-site staff receive disproportionate recognition or advancement.
Addressing this bias through outcome-based performance management and
transparent communication is now a key area of focus for HR development.

The spread of remote and hybrid work is also reshaping Ireland’s economic
geography. According to the Department of Rural and Community
Development’s Connected Hubs network (2025), over 350 coworking hubs
operate nationwide, providing affordable alternatives to urban commuting.
SMEs in particular benefit from access to regional talent, reduced property
costs, and digital-first collaboration tools.

Ibec (2025) and Hays (2025) note that hybrid and remote options have
facilitated the relocation of skilled professionals from Dublin to regional
counties such as Galway, Mayo, and Cork, where improved broadband and
local coworking hubs support high-value employment. This geographic
decentralisation contributes to regional balance and sustainability, which are
key objectives of Ireland’s Our Rural Future policy framework.

Future Outlook: From flexibility to sustainable performance

Looking ahead, Irish employers face a dual challenge: preserving flexibility
while maintaining cohesion and productivity. The lbec (2025) report identifies
workforce planning, leadership development, and digital capability as top HR
priorities for 2026. The CIPD (2025) similarly calls for a “whole-organisation
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approach” to flexible work, integrating well-being, performance, and
inclusion into hybrid design.

Hays (2025) concludes that flexible work is now a decisive factor in employer
branding and retention. Eighty-five per cent of surveyed employees said they
would reject a job that did not offer hybrid or flexible options. Furthermore,
68% indicated they would leave a role with excessive commuting demands.
These statistics reinforce flexibility not as a temporary post-pandemic trend,
but as a fundamental expectation within Ireland’s evolving labour market.

Ireland’s labour market in 2025 reflects a maturing balance between
flexibility, productivity, and well-being. Hybrid working has stabilised as the
dominant model, supported by strong employee preference and sustained
business outcomes. Legislative progress under the Work Life Balance and
Miscellaneous Provisions Act 2023 represents an important but incomplete
step toward equitable access. At the same time, corporate and union
tensions reveal the ongoing negotiation between autonomy and
organisational control.

Crucially, the Republic of Ireland’s experience demonstrates that flexible work
is most effective when underpinned by trust, inclusion, and deliberate design.
As highlighted by Ibec (2025), CIPD (2025), and Hays (2025), the future of
work in Ireland depends not only on where people work but also on how
work supports health, engagement, and sustainable performance across all
sectors of the economy.

In the next section, this paper will examine the current state of remote and
flexible work in Northern Ireland.

Section 2: Flexible work in Northern Ireland

Remote and hybrid working have become defining features of modern
employment across the United Kingdom and the Republic of Ireland (Rol)
since the COVID-19 pandemic. However, Northern Ireland (NI) presents a
distinctive picture within this broader landscape - characterised by
comparatively low adoption, uneven access across sectors, and a lack of
dedicated policy infrastructure. Drawing upon key evidence from the
Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (CIPD) Good Work Index:
Northern Ireland (2024, 2025), Ulster University (2023), the Northern Ireland
Statistics and Research Agency (NISRA, 2025), and research from the UK
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Parliament’s Parliamentary Office of Science and Technology (Mutebi &
Hobbs, 2022), this section explores how remote and hybrid work have
evolved across Northern Ireland, which challenges persist, and what policy
interventions may be needed to ensure that flexible working supports both
organisational performance and regional development.

Formalisation and stabilisation of hybrid models

The CIPD’s Good Work Index 2024: Northern Ireland identifies a clear trend
toward the normalisation of hybrid work arrangements. Following the
pandemic’s initial surge in home working, many NI organisations have shifted
from ad hoc flexibility to structured hybrid models as a long-term operating
norm. Before the pandemic, only 9% of NI employees worked remotely;
however, by 2021, this figure had increased to over 40% at the height of
lockdowns (Ulster University, 2023). By 2023, this stabilised into hybrid work
as the most common form of flexibility, with 55% of respondents preferring
to work from home two to three days per week.

The Good Work Index 2025: Northern Ireland confirms that flexible and
hybrid work have become embedded elements of job quality, though access
improvements remain modest (CIPD, 2025). While the emergency-driven
phase of remote work has passed, employers are formalising flexible policies,
integrating them into workforce strategies, and investing in digital
infrastructure. Nevertheless, these arrangements are not universal; many
roles, particularly in frontline services, retail, and manufacturing, remain
unsuitable for remote employment, thereby sustaining an inherent structural
divide in access.

Uneven access and occupational disparities

Access to remote work remains markedly uneven across Northern Ireland.
Ulster University’s (2023) research revealed that only 17% of employees in
NI worked remotely, compared with 34% in the Republic of Ireland (Rol). This
disparity stems largely from NI’s sectoral structure, which is dominated by
public services, manufacturing, and the hospitality sector. It has a smaller
concentration of knowledge-intensive industries, such as ICT, finance, and
professional services.

The Work Quality in Northern Ireland 2024 bulletin (NISRA, 2025) supports
this finding, reporting that flexible working remains one of the most difficult
job-quality indicators to achieve, with just over half of employees reporting
access to it. Lower levels of degree-level qualifications and shorter average
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commuting times further limit both the need and opportunity for remote
work.

The CIPD (2024) also notes that managerial attitudes contribute to limited
adoption. NI employers are often described as “tolerant but not enthusiastic”
about remote work, particularly in small and medium-sized enterprises. This
caution contrasts sharply with Rol, where government policy actively
encourages remote work through a national strategy, a legal right to request
remote work (as of 2023), and tax incentives.

Work-life balance and well-being implications

Remote and hybrid working can significantly improve work-life balance by
reducing commuting times and offering employees greater autonomy. Ulster
University (2023) found that 93% of workers with long commutes wanted to
continue working remotely at least part-time. NISRA (2025) further reports
that employees working hybrid schedules tend to record higher satisfaction
with work-life balance and job control.

However, these benefits are not uniform. The Good Work Index 2024:
Northern Ireland (CIPD, 2024) indicates that employees working fully
remotely scored lower on measures of social connection, belonging, and
well-being. A quarter (27%) of workers found it difficult to meet
commitments outside of work due to extended or irregular working hours
(CIPD, 2024). This aligns with Mutebi and Hobbs’ (2022) analysis, which found
that while remote working improved flexibility, it also risked an “always-on”
culture, blurring boundaries between home and work. The CIPD recommends
embedding wellbeing frameworks and “right to disconnect” principles —
similar to Rol’s Code of Practice introduced in 2021 — to counteract these
challenges.

Productivity, management, and organisational practice

Productivity outcomes from remote working remain mixed and highly
dependent on management capability. According to the CIPD (2025), the
most successful organisations adopt outcome-based performance
management and foster digital trust rather than presenteeism. This requires
a shift in management culture, as many NI employers historically emphasise
physical presence as a measure of performance.

Mutebi and Hobbs (2022) emphasise that effective hybrid working relies on
deliberate design, including clear objectives, effective communication
structures, and inclusive practices. Without these, remote working can
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disadvantage younger workers and those in early-career roles who rely on
in-person mentoring and social learning.

In Northern Ireland, public sector initiatives such as the Connect2 Regional
Hubs programme demonstrate how structured hybrid models can drive
regional regeneration by allowing civil servants to work from decentralised
locations.

Quality of flexible work and policy implications

A recurring theme across all data sources is the need to prioritise quality over
mere availability of remote work. The Good Work Index 2025: Northern
Ireland emphasises that good flexible work must be fair, inclusive, and well-
designed—accessible not just to high-skill office-based employees but also
adaptable for other occupational groups.

NISRA’s (2025) analysis similarly underscores that flexibility remains one of
the weakest dimensions of job quality, reinforcing inequalities across sectors
and income levels. The CIPD advocates for employer strategies that broaden
access, invest in digital skills, and build supportive management capacity.

From a policy perspective, the absence of an Nl-specific remote work strategy
remains a significant gap. Unlike Rol’s Making Remote Work: National
Remote Work Strategy (published in January 2021), NI relies on broader
‘flexible working” legislation that does not explicitly address remote or hybrid
models. This policy vacuum contributes to fragmented implementation and
missed opportunities for economic and social benefit.

Cross-border context

Northern Ireland’s distinctive context, sharing an island economy and a post-
Brexit land border, adds complexity to the remote work debate. NI workers
must rely on the UK’s general right to request flexible working, which offers
limited protection and no explicit recognition of remote work as a distinct
category. In contrast, Rol has established a comprehensive policy framework
including:

e A Making Remote Work: National Remote Work Strategy (2021);
e A Right to Request Remote Work (2023);
e A Code of Practice on the Right to Disconnect (2021); and

e Tax relief for homeworking expenses (30% of vouched costs).
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For cross-border workers, this policy divergence has practical implications.
Current tax rules under the UK-Ireland Double Taxation Agreement (DTA)
require physical presence in the employer’s jurisdiction, meaning Rol
residents working remotely for NI firms may face dual tax liabilities. During
the pandemic, temporary exemptions were granted, but these have since
lapsed. Resolving such barriers is vital for supporting the estimated 10,000—
15,000 cross-border workers and promoting balanced regional growth (Ulster
University, 2023).

Aligning with Rol’s policy framework could generate substantial economic
benefits for NI. Hybrid working allows southern earners to live in NI’s more
affordable housing markets, injecting disposable income and revitalising rural
communities. A coherent cross-border approach could formalise these
emerging trends, encouraging both labour mobility and local economic
sustainability.

Remote and hybrid working in Northern Ireland has evolved from emergency
measures to more structured and enduring arrangements. The CIPD Good
Work Index and NISRA Work Quality in Northern Ireland bulletin show that
while flexible work has been adopted, access remains unequal, and
organisational readiness varies widely. Well-being benefits coexist with
challenges of isolation and blurred boundaries, while management quality
and company culture are decisive elements in successful hybrid operations.

As Zemanik (2025) observes, “good work is not only about where we work,
but how work is designed, managed, and valued.” For Northern Ireland, the
challenge now lies in translating the lessons of the pandemic into lasting
structures that make flexibility a driver of both productivity and regional
renewal.

Section 3: Global challenges

As the global workplace continues to evolve toward hybrid and remote-first
models, traditional employment structures are being reinvented. The ‘future
of work’ is no longer speculative—it is a lived reality that blends physical and
digital workspaces across geographies, time zones, and cultural contexts. Yet,
while remote and hybrid work have become institutionalised across much of
the developed world, the transition brings with it profound organisational,
managerial, and human challenges.

The Journal of Cross Border Studies in Ireland 2025 | 61



Drawing on international research —including The 2024 Workplace Flexibility
Trends Report (Global Workplace Analytics, 2024), Bupa’s The Wellbeing
Advantage (2025), a 2025 Eurofound report, Buffer’s 2023 State of Remote
Work, CV Genius’ 2025 Future of Work Survey, Headway’s Remote Work
Productivity Statistics (2024), and corporate analyses such as HubSpot’s
Connect4 (2025) — this section will consider these challenges, which are
mirrored and validated in patterns observed in the Republic of Ireland (Rol)
and Northern Ireland (NI), as discussed in previous sections.

The evolving landscape of remote and hybrid operating models

Globally, hybrid working has surpassed fully remote models as the dominant
post-pandemic work arrangement. The 2024 Workplace Flexibility Trends
Report found that 76% of companies worldwide have adopted hybrid
configurations, while only 14% remain fully remote. The most common
model globally, particularly in Europe, is three days in the office and two days
remote, mirroring lbec’s (2025) findings in Ireland. Similarly, Buffer’s 2023
State of Remote Work survey of 3,000 remote professionals revealed that
98% of respondents would like to continue working remotely in some
capacity for the rest of their careers.

The CV Genius 2025 Future of Work Survey further demonstrates that 88%
of hybrid workers prefer to maintain their current flexibility (45% favouring
one to two office days per week). However, leaders’ attitudes remain divided:
44% of firms have reinstated centrally controlled attendance mandates—up
from 34% in 2024. This demonstrates increasing managerial desire for in-
office cohesion despite employee preferences for autonomy.

This tension underscores the universal challenge of reconciling employee-
driven flexibility demands with leadership’s need for visibility, collaboration,
and accountability. As Headway’s (2024) research observes, “hybrid work has
matured into a system of negotiated flexibility.” Still, its success depends on
intentional design, leadership capability, and trust—factors that remain
uneven across industries and nations.

Culture, inclusion, and proximity bias

The erosion of workplace culture and inclusion is among the most cited
global challenges of remote work. Eurofound’s report (2024) identifies “social
disconnection” as one of the top five threats to employee wellbeing in hybrid
settings, with 32% of hybrid employees reporting a diminished sense of
belonging. Bupa’s Wellbeing Advantage (2025) highlights culture challenges
for remote workers: “difficulty separating work and personal life” (42%); “lack
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of social interaction” (40%); “disconnection from company culture” (29%);
and “isolation/loneliness” (23%).

Buffer’s (2023) data reinforces this concern: 45% of remote workers struggle
with “loneliness” or a “lack of connection”, while 31% feel less visible to
leadership. This loss of informal networking contributes to “proximity bias”,
whereby managers favour those physically present in the office. Entry-level
employees are the most affected, with 49% required to be on-site full-time,
compared to 21% of senior professionals (CV Genius, 2025).

Globally, leading firms are experimenting with digital culture strategies to
mitigate these effects. For example, HubSpot’s Connect4 initiative (2025)
introduced “remote-first rituals” and intentional connection events to foster
a sense of belonging across 90+ countries. Similarly, Global Workplace
Analytics (2024) emphasises that cultural cohesion must be “engineered, not
assumed” in hybrid structures—requiring investment in virtual collaboration
rituals, inclusive communication design, and equitable access to leadership
visibility.

Communication friction

Asynchronous and digital-first communication has become a double-edged
sword for global organisations. While it enhances flexibility and inclusivity
across time zones, it has also been shown to generate new inefficiencies and
misunderstandings. Headway’s (2024) survey of 2,500 remote professionals
found that 41% struggle with “communication friction,” particularly in hybrid
meetings where remote participants feel disadvantaged. Forty per cent of
employees report difficulty participating equally in mixed-format meetings,
with technology shortcomings cited as a significant factor (Global Workplace
Analytics, 2024).

Buffer (2023) notes that 47% of respondents identify “collaboration and
communication” as their biggest challenge, surpassing issues like motivation
or focus. This aligns with findings of a growing reliance on “centralised
meeting days” to rebuild cohesion—a trend that risks overcompensating for
remote gaps with excessive synchronisation (CV Genius, 2025).

To mitigate these barriers, companies are increasingly using structured
communication protocols, redesigning meeting norms, and investing in
advanced collaboration tools. HubSpot’s Connect4 model has proven
effective by utilising “asynchronous-first communication” guidelines, which
ensure transparency while reducing unnecessary real-time meetings.
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Management

The shift from presenteeism to performance-based evaluation is one of the
most significant managerial transformations of the digital era. Global
Workplace Analytics (2024) reports that only 28% of global managers feel
confident managing performance remotely, while 62% rely on legacy
monitoring methods such as time tracking or electronic performance
monitoring (EPM). Research from Headway (2024) indicates that EPM use
has risen 49% since 2019, but its impact on productivity remains negligible;
however, its adverse effects on trust and stress are substantial. The
“autonomy—control paradox” refers to the challenge leaders face in balancing
employee independence with accountability (CV Genius, 2025).

The most successful organisations, such as HubSpot, adopt outcome-based
management models that prioritise trust, clarity, and data-driven feedback
rather than surveillance. Buffer (2023) reinforces that employees thrive when
leaders “measure results, not hours,” and provide autonomy within
structured frameworks. However, leadership capability gaps remain
pervasive: Global Workplace Analytics (2024) finds that only 37% of
organisations have provided formal training for hybrid management.

Stress and burnout

Across continents, remote working has intensified the challenge of
maintaining healthy work-life boundaries. So-called “digital presenteeism”
leads to rising burnout levels, a finding consistent with CIPD’s (2025) Health
and Wellbeing Report findings for Ireland.

Buffer (2023) reports that 58% of remote workers experience work-related
stress, and 22% have considered leaving their job due to poor boundaries.
Similarly, Headway (2024) identifies “mental health and isolation” as the
number one risk area for distributed teams. Employers are responding with
mental-health first aid programmes, enforced ‘no-meeting Fridays’, and
formal ‘right to disconnect’ policies—strategies already mirrored in the
Republic of Ireland’s 2021 Code of Practice.

HubSpot’s Connect4 initiative (2025) demonstrates a global benchmark for
wellness integration, combining hybrid flexibility with active investment in
mental health resources and inclusive leadership training.

Digital infrastructure
The success of remote work ultimately depends on resilient digital
infrastructure. Yet global employers consistently cite technology access,
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cybersecurity, and system fatigue as major obstacles. The 2024 Workplace
Flexibility Trends Report (Global Workplace Analytics, 2024) found that 35%
of remote workers still lack reliable technology or workspace setups,
disproportionately affecting those in developing economies and lower-
income households.

However, digital overload presents its own cost. Headway (2024) identifies
“technology fatigue” as a significant productivity barrier, as 56% of
employees report using five or more collaboration tools daily, resulting in
cognitive overload and reduced efficiency. The report recommends
consolidating tools and adopting “intentional digital minimalism” as best
practices for hybrid environments.

Intentionality

The convergence of these global insights reveals that the challenges of
remote employment are not merely logistical; they are also cultural,
managerial, and systemic. Flexibility itself is not the end goal but the
framework for rethinking how organisations structure, measure, and sustain
work. As the Global Workplace Analytics (2024) report concludes, “The future
of work will not be determined by location, but by intentional design.”

For Ireland and Northern Ireland, regions already experiencing similar
tensions between flexibility and cohesion, global lessons underscore the
importance of leadership capability, digital equity, and investment in well-
being. Countries with national legislative frameworks demonstrate greater
resilience, and the following section will analyse the strengths and
weaknesses of the Republic of Ireland’s Work Life Balance and Miscellaneous
Provisions Act 2023.

Section 4: The right to request remote work (Republic
of Ireland)

The Work Life Balance and Miscellaneous Provisions Act 2023 represented a
significant legislative milestone for flexible work in the Republic of Ireland
(Rol). Coming into effect on 6™ March 2024, the act granted all employees
the statutory right to request remote working. This was a significant step
beyond the EU Work-Life Balance Directive, which limited such rights to
parents and carers. While the policy aims to strike a balance between
flexibility and business needs, the first year of implementation has revealed
substantial weaknesses in enforcement, clarity, and consistency.
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Strengths: Statutory basis and clear framework

The introduction of a universal right to request remote work is a progressive
development in Irish employment law. The Department of Enterprise, Trade
and Employment (DETE) describes this as “a balanced model” that promotes
employee flexibility while preserving employers’ operational discretion
(DETE, 2021). Employees can submit formal requests from their first day of
employment, though they must have six months of continuous service before
an approved arrangement begins (Citizens Information, 2025).

The Workplace Relations Commission (WRC) Code of Practice provides
procedural clarity, detailing how requests should be submitted, reviewed,
and recorded. Employers must respond within four weeks (extendable to
eight weeks), providing written reasons for refusals. If granted, the remote
work agreement must be appended to the employee’s contract. These
provisions offer structure and legal certainty, ensuring that remote working
remains a formalised, transparent process (Law Society Gazette, 2025).

Weaknesses: Enforceability

Despite these positive intentions, critics widely describe the law as symbolic
rather than substantive. Forty-one complaints had been filed with the WRC
by its first anniversary; yet, all early adjudications were dismissed on
procedural grounds rather than on the merits of the employer’s decision
(Irish Times, 2025). The WRC and Labour Court are explicitly prohibited from
assessing whether a refusal was reasonable—they can only determine
whether the correct process was followed (Purdy & Co., 2025).

This narrow remit has led to widespread criticism. The Journal (May 2025)
labelled the law “useless”, noting that it fails to protect employees from
arbitrary refusals couched in vague justifications such as “team collaboration”
or “business needs.” In the first reported WRC decision, Karabko v TikTok
(2024), the adjudication officer sided with the employer, holding that TikTok
had acted within its rights by citing concerns about “innovation and
knowledge-sharing” as reasons for denial (FOD, 2024).

Legal commentators argue that this sets a troubling precedent. According to
William Fry LLP (2025), the current system “leaves employees without an
effective remedy” and “encourages employers to rely on broad, subjective
criteria.” Mason Hayes & Curran (2024) similarly observed that without the
ability to challenge the substance of refusals, “the right to request risks being
reduced to an administrative exercise.”
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Opportunities: Legislative refinement

Ireland’s approach is out of step with stronger international models. The
DETE’s International Review (2021) highlights that jurisdictions such as the
Netherlands and Finland provide substantive appeal rights, allowing
employees to contest refusals based on fairness or proportionality.
Incorporating similar provisions into Irish law would bring it closer to
international best practice.

Experts propose several reforms ahead of the forthcoming statutory review.
First, legislators could introduce objective refusal grounds, similar to the eight
listed business reasons in the UK’s Employment Rights Act 1996.

Second, the government could adopt a mandatory template for remote work
requests and responses, requiring employers to document specific
operational justifications.

Third, as suggested by L&E Global (2023), the law could shift the burden of
proof to employers for roles that have been historically performed remotely,
particularly in sectors where remote working has been proven feasible (such
as during the pandemic).

Furthermore, the absence of penalties for late or non-responses undermines
procedural compliance. The Law Society Gazette (2025) has argued that
introducing administrative sanctions or compensatory remedies would
enhance accountability and ensure the WRC process carries meaningful
consequences.

Threats: Corporate resistance and policy credibility

Employer sentiment remains divided. Business groups continue to stress the
need for managerial discretion, while trade unions, such as Unite, have
condemned the law’s limited protections. A further risk lies in policy
stagnation. Without reform, Ireland’s right-to-request framework may offer
nominal rights but little practical resolution. This credibility gap could weaken
public trust in government efforts to modernise workplace policy and
undermine Ireland’s position as a flexible, high-trust economy.

The 2026 Legislative review

Under Section 33 of the Work Life Balance and Miscellaneous Provisions Act
2023, the DETE is required to conduct a review of the remote work provisions
not earlier than one year and not later than two years after commencement.
According to a written parliamentary response (Oireachtas, 1° October 2025),
the review will commence by March 2026.
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The review’s mandate is to assess:
e the operation of the current right-to-request model;
e the WRC’s handling of cases; and

e whether the right to request flexible work should extend to all
employees, not just parents and carers.

Possible amendments might address the six-month continuous service rule,
the breadth of permissible refusal grounds, and the absence of meaningful
appeals. The balance between employer control and employee autonomy
will be a key point of contention during this review process.

Ultimately, the 2026 review offers an opportunity to reinvigorate Ireland’s
flexible work policy, transforming it from a procedural mechanism into a
genuine right that reflects modern working realities.

Section 5: Economic opportunities of remote work

The rapid expansion and widespread adoption of remote work represent a
significant transformation in global labour distribution, fundamentally
altering the economic dynamics of regions and countries alike. This paradigm
shift has initiated complex consequences across fiscal, labour, and real estate
markets, necessitating a comprehensive understanding of its transformative
power. Drawing on recent economic analyses, this section identifies the top
five most impactful economic consequences of the shift towards remote
labour.

Shifts in consumption and the local multiplier effect

A primary economic impact of remote work is the reallocation of spending,
which amplifies economic development in residential areas via the multiplier
effect. It is known that remote workers inject employment income directly
into their chosen residential communities, spending that supports local
businesses and fosters job diversity in those communities. For example,
participants in the Tulsa Remote programme collectively generated $622
million in direct employment income as of December 2024 (Tulsa Remote,
2024). On this programme, the subsequent growth catalysed by retained
remote workers in Tulsa generated an estimated 1,468 jobs and $88 million
in new and induced income for the local economy (Tulsa Remote, 2024).

However, this shift in consumer spending can be unevenly distributed,
drawing demand away from dense urban centres, according to De Fraja
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(2021). In England and Wales, it has been estimated that approximately £3
billion in annual retail and hospitality spending may have relocated from city
centres to residential neighbourhoods (De Fraja, 2022).

Enhanced productivity and output

Survey data indicate a widespread perception among both management and
employees that remote working leads to improved productivity (DETE, 2022).
The productivity benefits often stem from the “worker efficiency” channel,
including reduced stress and fewer interruptions. Historically, some studies
have found significant gains attributed partly to beneficial selection effects
(DETE, 2022); for example, a 22% increase in performance among call centre
employees who transitioned to working from home.

Private sector cost efficiencies

A quantifiable economic benefit arises from substantial cost savings achieved
by both employees and businesses. For companies, remote work provides a
potent cost-reduction mechanism by minimising reliance on centralised
physical offices. Estimates suggest that firms in Ireland could realise cost
savings of around €1,492 per employee per year in rental expenses by
adopting a modest 20% work-from-home policy (DETE, 2022).

For employees in Ireland, cost savings derived from reduced commuting are
estimated at €413 per year, a benefit that typically surpasses any increased
expenditures on household utilities such as heating (€79) and electricity
(€30). Furthermore, avoiding the daily commute saves an average of 93 hours
per worker annually, equating to an average monetary benefit of €1,103
(DETE, 2022).

Transformation of regional and real estate markets

Remote work is a powerful driver of regional economic restructuring,
particularly impacting the real estate sector. By eliminating the need for
workers to live near their workplace, remote work facilitates the
redistribution of skilled workers. This movement causes demand and value
shifts, notably resulting in accelerated house prices and rent growth in less
densely populated suburban and rural areas. This is often described as the
‘doughnut effect’. Concurrently, the widespread adoption of remote work
reduces demand for commercial real estate in city centres, affecting property
values. The relocation of high-skilled, high-paying remote roles thereby helps
achieve more balanced regional development.
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Implications for public finance and taxation

The changes in income generation and expenditure patterns generated by
remote work have complex consequences for public finances. On the one
hand, remote work programmes contribute significantly to tax revenues
through the job creation that their members support, generating estimated
annual contributions such as $5.6 million for Tulsa County and $8 million for
the State of Oklahoma (Tulsa Remote, 2024).

On the negative side, traditional public revenues suffer losses due to changes
in consumer location. Reduced commuting, for instance, leads to a decrease
in corrective tax receipts, including fuel excise duty and VAT, resulting in an
estimated annual loss of €110 million to the Irish Exchequer (DETE, 2022).
Local councils also face potential revenue reduction from commercial
property rates if businesses downscale their office footprint.

Conclusion

Remote employment is creating economic opportunities. It has initiated a
fundamental restructuring of the economic landscape, characterised by
geographical redistribution of wealth, significant private efficiency gains,
measurable increases in productivity, and complex challenges for public
finance management. These impacts are intertwined, suggesting that policy-
makers and businesses must strategically adapt to these enduring changes
to maximise the benefits of a decentralised economy.

Section 6: Social impact of remote employment

Remote employment offers more than flexibility for individual workers; it
holds the potential to profoundly reshape local communities and well-being.
This section examines how remote workers can contribute socially, how their
spending power can stimulate local economic activity, and how remote work
impacts individual well-being and social connections.

Remote workers contribute to their community

One often-overlooked benefit of remote employment is the capacity of
remote workers to get more involved in their local communities. Because
remote work frees people from the daily commute, it gives them more
flexibility and more time in their locality.

In Ireland, Grow Remote has argued that remote workers can play a vital civic
role. Their nationwide network of local chapters and events is premised on
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the belief that remote workers should not be socially isolated. Instead, they
can create a positive impact in their towns and villages. For instance, remote
employees may volunteer, join local boards, coach in sports clubs, support
local schools, or participate in cultural initiatives.

Volunteer Ireland reports that nearly 1 in 4 remote workers donate their time
as a volunteer (Volunteer Ireland). This suggests that scaling remote
employment could magnify civic participation at the local level. In other
words, every additional remote worker can lead to more volunteer hours,
stronger local organisations, and enhanced social capital.

Grow Remote’s local chapters are evidence of this: remote workers organising
meetups, coworking days, talks, and social events in towns across Ireland
(Grow Remote). Over time, this empowers local leadership, strengthens
networks of mutual support, and helps remote workers feel more connected
to their community.

More remote workers lead to increased local spend

Remote workers often spend a greater share of their discretionary income
locally than office-based employees do. By living outside urban centres in
more affordable locations or by having shorter commutes, remote employees
tend to retain more disposable income. It has been estimated that each
remote worker saves (or frees up) about €6,000 per year. If just a portion of
thatis injected locally — into cafés, shops, services, fitness, repairs, recreation,
and cultural venues —there can be a direct benefit for local micro-businesses
and services.

This recycling of spending has a multiplier effect. Suppose, for instance, that
a remote worker’s extra local expenditure helps sustain a local café or repair
shop. That business may then hire staff, who, in turn, spend locally, and so
on. For every local job created, 0.7 of another job is created as a byproduct
(ESRI, 2019). Under that model, ten thousand newly remote workers could
lead to 7,000 additional local jobs.

In rural or regional Ireland, this dynamic is particularly powerful. Many small
towns struggle with declining footfall and reduced services. A critical mass
of remote workers can revive the demand for local services—including cafés,
childcare, gyms, halls, creative spaces, delivery services, local food producers,
transportation, and more. These knock-on jobs may not all be ‘remote’
themselves, but they anchor economic diversity in places where employment
is scarce.
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Grow Remote emphasises that remote employment should be understood
not only as an individual benefit but as a catalyst for regional development.
In fact, remote work can act as a ‘fourth pillar’ of Ireland’s employment
system, complementing indigenous enterprises, foreign direct investment
and agriculture (Grow Remote). As more remote employees stay in regional
communities rather than relocate to urban centres, the reinvestment of their
savings in the local sphere has a multiplying social and economic value.

Increased well-being of remote workers

While remote work brings many freedoms, it also carries risks, notably
isolation and loneliness. According to Gallup’s global workplace studies, fully
remote employees are among the groups most likely to report feelings of
loneliness (Gallup, 2024). Likewise, the Buffer State of Remote Work 2023
report reinforces that social disconnection is a significant concern for remote
workers (Buffer, 2023).

Grow Remote’s own impact data shows that their network of local
community events is yielding real social benefits:

e Over 90% of attendees report that Grow Remote events helped
them address the social challenges of remote work and improve
their overall well-being.

e More than 70% say they feel more connected to their local
community because of attending.

e Over 25% report that they discovered more about remote
employers or remote job opportunities through these events.

These numbers suggest that proactive local community-building mitigates
the risk of social isolation inherent in remote work. Rather than expecting
workers to fend for themselves, enabling in-person connection points—such
as coworking days and meetups—fosters mental health and a sense of
belonging.

Moreover, remote employment often delivers improved work-life balance,
increased flexibility and productivity, and reduced stress. Studies on the
impact of quality of life in Ireland indicate that it also provides workers with
more control, more time for family or hobbies, and ultimately leads to a
better quality of life (ODLSC Journal, 2024).

With investment in the measures above, remote employment represents a
vehicle for community renewal, individual flourishing, and regionally
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balanced growth. None of these benefits is automatic. To realise them,
stakeholders — including community organisations, remote-work networks
like Grow Remote, local authorities, and employers — must invest in enabling
structures, such as local meetups, coworking hubs, visible networks,
transportation, and broadband access, as well as support for social
connection.

Section 7: Environmental impact of remote
employment

Remote employment has emerged not only as a major social and economic
shift but also as a significant environmental intervention. By reducing
commuting, alleviating urban congestion, and lowering carbon emissions,
remote and hybrid working models are helping Ireland make tangible
progress toward its climate and sustainability goals. Evidence from national
and international studies shows that the environmental impact of working
remotely extends well beyond reduced car journeys. It also contributes to
more sustainable land use, reduces pressure on urban infrastructure, and
leads to a measurable reduction in transport-related emissions.

Reduced commuting and carbon emissions

Transport remains Ireland’s fastest-growing source of greenhouse gas
emissions, accounting for approximately one-fifth of the national totals. It
also shows persistent increases even as other sectors improve. The
Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment (DETE) identifies remote
work as a powerful tool to reverse this trajectory (DETE, 2022). According to
a 2022 report, emission savings from reduced transportation usage are likely
to exceed any additional household emissions, resulting in net environmental
gains. Specifically, the DETE estimated that remote working could save
164,407 tonnes of CO, per year, equivalent to €7.6 million in avoided
emission costs.

These savings are primarily achieved through reduced daily car commutes.
Before the pandemic, a typical full-time employee in Ireland spent nearly an
hour each day travelling to and from work, predominantly by private car.
With large portions of the workforce now working remotely for at least part
of the week, the number of trips has decreased dramatically. Each avoided
journey translates into lower fuel consumption, less congestion, and cleaner
air, particularly in urban centres such as Dublin, Cork, and Limerick.
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To give a specific example: if 25,000 office-based employees shifted to
remote work and eliminated their daily commute, this could remove the
equivalent of 700,000 Dublin-to-London flights in CO, emissions per year.

International evidence supports these findings. Studies across the EU and UK
show that workers who switch to remote or hybrid models can reduce their
commuting emissions by 30-50%, depending on the number of remote days
per week. While household energy use may increase slightly due to home
heating and electricity demand, the overall environmental balance remains
strongly positive, according to the DETE’s net emissions analysis (DETE, 2022).

Effects on urban congestion

The environmental benefits of remote employment also manifest in reduced
strain on infrastructure. Fewer commuters mean less wear and tear on roads
and public transport systems, resulting in lower maintenance costs and more
efficient use of national resources. Reduced peak-hour traffic volumes also
decrease congestion and idling emissions—two major contributors to urban
air pollution.

Over time, a reduced dependency on large-scale commuting may allow cities
to reallocate road space to sustainable transportation options, expand
greenways, and improve air quality in densely urbanised districts. These
knock-on effects align with Ireland’s Climate Action Plan targets and local
authority strategies aimed at reducing transport emissions and promoting
compact growth.

By embedding flexible work into long-term labour policy, Ireland can lock in
these environmental gains—creating not only a more sustainable workforce
but also a more resilient, lower-carbon future. Remote work, in this light, is
not merely a lifestyle change; it is a climate solution.

Conclusion

The evolution of remote and hybrid employment in the Republic of Ireland
and Northern Ireland represents possibly the most consequential labour
market transformation of the last two centuries. Evidence reviewed
throughout this paper underscores that flexibility, when embedded within
robust policy and organisational frameworks, yields measurable gains in
productivity, well-being, and regional equity.

The Journal of Cross Border Studies in Ireland 2025 | 74



The Republic of Ireland’s structured legislative approach has positioned it as
a European exemplar of policy-led flexibility, whereas Northern Ireland’s
fragmented approach continues to constrain uptake and impact. Aligning
these approaches could unlock significant cross-border synergies in
employment and regional development.

At the same time, the benefits of remote work are neither automatic nor
evenly distributed. Persistent gaps in access, digital literacy, and management
capability risk deepening inequalities if unaddressed. The policy challenge,
therefore, is to ensure that remote work supports not just economic
efficiency and business growth, but also social connection, environmental
sustainability, and civic participation.

For policy-makers and researchers alike, there are real opportunities:
legislation must evolve to provide genuine rights of access; employers must
invest in trust-based, outcome-oriented management; and local communities
must be resourced to attract and leverage remote workers. In the 21st
century, remote work could function on both sides of the border as a tool
for business growth, community development and climate action.

The Journal of Cross Border Studies in Ireland 2025 | 75



References

Section 1
e Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (CIPD) (2025)
Health and wellbeing at work — Survey report, September 2025.

London: CIPD. Available at:
https://www.cipd.org/globalassets/media’/knowledge/knowledge-hub/reports/2025-
pdfs/8920-Health-and-wellbeing-report-2025-/

e Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (CIPD) (2025)
HR practices in Ireland survey. Dublin: CIPD Ireland. Available at:
https://www.cipd.org/ie/knowledge/reports/hr-practices-ireland-survey/

e Hays (2025) The 2025 Hays Ireland Working Well Report. Retrieved
from: https://webmicrosites.hays.ie/web/ire-working-well-report

e lbec (2025) HR Update 2025: Workplace Trends & Insights. Dublin:
Ibec.

e lbec (2025) Workplace Wellness Research, launched ahead of

National Workplace Wellbeing Day. Retrieved from:
https://www.ibec.ie/connect-and-learn/media/2025/04/14/ibec-launches-new-
workplace-wellness-research-ahead-of-national-workplace-wellbeing-day

e Government of Ireland (2024) Work Life Balance and
Miscellaneous Provisions Act 2023. Dublin: Stationery Office.
Available at: https://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2023/act/8/enacted/en/html

Section 2
e Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (CIPD) (2024)
Good Work Index 2024: Northern Ireland (Report 8625). London:
CIPD. Available at:
https://www.cipd.org/globalassets/media’knowledge/knowledge-hub/reports/2024-
pdfs/8625-good-work-index-northern-ireland-2024-report-web. pdf

e Zemanik, M. (2025) Analysis: CIPD Good Work Index 2025 in

Northern Ireland, 21 October. Available at:
https://www.cipd.org/uk/views-and-insights/thought-leadership/insight/gwi-in-
northern-ireland/

e Northern Ireland Statistics & Research Agency (NISRA) (2025) Work
Quality in Northern Ireland: July 2023—June 2024, 26 March.
Available at: https://datavis.nisra.gov.uk/economy-and-labour-market/work-
quality-northern-ireland-2024.html

The Journal of Cross Border Studies in Ireland 2025 | 76


https://www.cipd.org/globalassets/media/knowledge/knowledge-hub/reports/2025-pdfs/8920-Health-and-wellbeing-report-2025-/
https://www.cipd.org/globalassets/media/knowledge/knowledge-hub/reports/2025-pdfs/8920-Health-and-wellbeing-report-2025-/
https://www.cipd.org/ie/knowledge/reports/hr-practices-ireland-survey/
http://%20
https://webmicrosites.hays.ie/web/ire-working-well-report
http://%20
https://www.ibec.ie/connect-and-learn/media/2025/04/14/ibec-launches-new-workplace-wellness-research-ahead-of-national-workplace-wellbeing-day
https://www.ibec.ie/connect-and-learn/media/2025/04/14/ibec-launches-new-workplace-wellness-research-ahead-of-national-workplace-wellbeing-day
https://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2023/act/8/enacted/en/html
https://www.cipd.org/globalassets/media/knowledge/knowledge-hub/reports/2024-pdfs/8625-good-work-index-northern-ireland-2024-report-web.pdf
https://www.cipd.org/globalassets/media/knowledge/knowledge-hub/reports/2024-pdfs/8625-good-work-index-northern-ireland-2024-report-web.pdf
https://www.cipd.org/uk/views-and-insights/thought-leadership/insight/gwi-in-northern-ireland/
https://www.cipd.org/uk/views-and-insights/thought-leadership/insight/gwi-in-northern-ireland/
https://datavis.nisra.gov.uk/economy-and-labour-market/work-quality-northern-ireland-2024.html
https://datavis.nisra.gov.uk/economy-and-labour-market/work-quality-northern-ireland-2024.html

e Ulster University (2023) ‘reland Embracing Remote Working While
Northern Ireland Lags Behind’, Ulster University News, 4 October.
Available at: https://www.ulster.ac.uk/news/2023/october/ireland-embracing-
remote-working-while-northern-ireland-lags-behind

e Mutebi, N. and Hobbs, A. (2022) ‘The Impact of Remote and
Hybrid Working on Workers and Organisations’, UK Parliament
POST, POSTbrief 49, 17 October. Available at:
https://doi.org/10.58248/PB49

Section 3
e Vartiainen et al. (2025) ‘Working conditions and sustainable work:
Understanding the management challenges in hybrid work’,
Eurofound, 17 February. Available at:
https://www.bollettinoadapt.it/understanding-the-management-challenges-in-hybrid-
work-a-literature-review/

e Bupa (2025) The Wellbeing Advantage. Available at:
https://www.bupa.co.uk/~/media/Files/MMS/bins-18515.pdf

e Buffer (2023) 2023 State of Remote Work. Retrieved from
https://buffer.com/state-of-remote-work/2023

e Chan, E. (2025) ‘2025 Future of Work Survey’, CV Genius Blog,
Johns, S. (ed), 8 January. Retrieved from:
https://cvgenius.com/blog/career-advice/future-of-work-survey

e Global Workplace Analytics (2024) The 2024 Workplace Flexibility
Trends Report. Available at: https:/globalworkplaceanalytics.com

e Headway (2024) Remote Work Productivity Statistics: The Real
Perks and Pitfalls of Working from Home, 4 August. Available at:
https://makeheadway.com/blog/remote-working-research/

e Marrinan, E. (2023) ‘HubSpot Introduces Connect4: A New
Initiative Building Remarkable Hybrid Connection’, HubSpot, 6
April. Available at: https://www.hubspot.com/company-news/hubspot-connect4

e |bec (2025) HR Update 2025: Workplace Trends & Insights. Dublin:
Ibec. Available at: https://www.ibec.ie/connect-and-learn/research

Section 4
e Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment (DETE) (2021)
Right to Request Remote Work: International Review, July.
Available at: https:/enterprise.gov.ie/en/publications/publication-files/right-to-
request-remote-work-international-review.pdf

The Journal of Cross Border Studies in Ireland 2025 | 77


https://www.ulster.ac.uk/news/2023/october/ireland-embracing-remote-working-while-northern-ireland-lags-behind
https://www.ulster.ac.uk/news/2023/october/ireland-embracing-remote-working-while-northern-ireland-lags-behind
https://doi.org/10.58248/PB49
https://www.bollettinoadapt.it/understanding-the-management-challenges-in-hybrid-work-a-literature-review/
https://www.bollettinoadapt.it/understanding-the-management-challenges-in-hybrid-work-a-literature-review/
https://www.bupa.co.uk/~/media/Files/MMS/bins-18515.pdf
https://buffer.com/state-of-remote-work/2023
https://buffer.com/state-of-remote-work/2023
http://%20
https://cvgenius.com/blog/career-advice/future-of-work-survey
http://%20
https://globalworkplaceanalytics.com
https://makeheadway.com/blog/remote-working-research/
https://www.hubspot.com/company-news/hubspot-connect4
https://www.ibec.ie/connect-and-learn/research
https://enterprise.gov.ie/en/publications/publication-files/right-to-request-remote-work-international-review.pdf
https://enterprise.gov.ie/en/publications/publication-files/right-to-request-remote-work-international-review.pdf

e (Citizens Information (2025) Right to Request Remote Working.
Available at: https://www.citizensinformation.ie/en/employment/employment-
rights-and-conditions/contracts-of-employment/right-to-request-remote-working/

e (O’Donoghue, P. (2025) ‘Ireland’s ‘right to request’ remote work law
is useless - it should be overhauled’, The Journal, 18 May. Available
at: https://www.thejournal.ie/irelands-remote-working-law-is-useless-6707261-
May2025/

e Malone, E. (2025) ‘Right to request remote working in Ireland is a
“toothless tiger”, employment lawyer says’, The Irish Times, 3 April.
Available at: https://www.irishtimes.com/ireland/2025/04/03/right-to-request-
remote-working-prompts-41-wrc-cases-but-is-a-toothless-tiger/

e Connelly, G. and Crowley, M. (2024) ‘Right to Request Flexible
Working and Remote Working’, Mason Hayes & Curran, 21 March.
Available at: https://www.mhc.ie/latest/insights/right-to-request-flexible-working-
and-remote-working

e L&E Global (2023) Ireland: Update on the Right to Request Remote
Work. Available at: https://leglobal.law/2023/10/23/ireland-update-on-the-right-
to-request-remote-work/

e Montague, C. (2025) ‘“ You Can Ask...”: Remote Working in Ireland
Recap’, Purdy & Co. Available at: https://purdyandco.ie/wrc-decisions-
remote-working-requests-2023-act/

e Law Society of Ireland (2025) ‘Assessing Flexible and Remote Work
One Year On’, Gazette IE. Available at:
https://www.lawsociety.ie/gazette/top-stories/2025/march/assessing-flexible-and-
remote-work-one-year-on/

e William Fry LLP (2025). Testing the Strength of the Right to Request
Remote Work Arrangements. Available at:
https://www.williamfry.com/knowledge/testing-the-strength-of-the-right-to-request-
remote-work-arrangements/

e Flynn O’Driscoll Solicitors (2024) Right to Request Flexible Working
and Right to Request Remote Working: WRC issues its first decision
in the matter - Karabko v TikTok. Available at:
https://www.fod.ie/news/right-to-request-flexible-working-and-right-to-request-
remote-working-wrc-issues-its-first-decision-in-the-matter-karabko-v-tiktok

e Oireachtas (2025) ‘Written Answer No. 55 — Review of Remote
Work Provisions (Work Life Balance Act)’, Flexible Work Practices
Parliamentary Debate, 1 October. Available at:
https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/question/2025-10-01/55/speech/305/

The Journal of Cross Border Studies in Ireland 2025 | 78


http://%20
https://www.citizensinformation.ie/en/employment/employment-rights-and-conditions/contracts-of-employment/right-to-request-remote-working/
https://www.citizensinformation.ie/en/employment/employment-rights-and-conditions/contracts-of-employment/right-to-request-remote-working/
https://www.thejournal.ie/irelands-remote-working-law-is-useless-6707261-May2025/
https://www.thejournal.ie/irelands-remote-working-law-is-useless-6707261-May2025/
https://www.irishtimes.com/ireland/2025/04/03/right-to-request-remote-working-prompts-41-wrc-cases-but-is-a-toothless-tiger/
https://www.irishtimes.com/ireland/2025/04/03/right-to-request-remote-working-prompts-41-wrc-cases-but-is-a-toothless-tiger/
https://www.mhc.ie/latest/insights/right-to-request-flexible-working-and-remote-working
https://www.mhc.ie/latest/insights/right-to-request-flexible-working-and-remote-working
https://leglobal.law/2023/10/23/ireland-update-on-the-right-to-request-remote-work/
https://leglobal.law/2023/10/23/ireland-update-on-the-right-to-request-remote-work/
https://purdyandco.ie/wrc-decisions-remote-working-requests-2023-act/
https://purdyandco.ie/wrc-decisions-remote-working-requests-2023-act/
https://www.lawsociety.ie/gazette/top-stories/2025/march/assessing-flexible-and-remote-work-one-year-on/
https://www.lawsociety.ie/gazette/top-stories/2025/march/assessing-flexible-and-remote-work-one-year-on/
https://www.williamfry.com/knowledge/testing-the-strength-of-the-right-to-request-remote-work-arrangements/
https://www.williamfry.com/knowledge/testing-the-strength-of-the-right-to-request-remote-work-arrangements/
https://www.fod.ie/news/right-to-request-flexible-working-and-right-to-request-remote-working-wrc-issues-its-first-decision-in-the-matter-karabko-v-tiktok
https://www.fod.ie/news/right-to-request-flexible-working-and-right-to-request-remote-working-wrc-issues-its-first-decision-in-the-matter-karabko-v-tiktok
https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/question/2025-10-01/55/speech/305/

Section 5
e Annamalah, S. and Paraman, P. (2023) ‘The economic impact of
remote work: Unpacking regional transformations and economic
multipliers’, Journal of Applied Economic Sciences, 18(3), pp. 160—
168.

e Brady, G. (2019) ‘Local Multipliers: IDA Supported Companies in
the Irish Regions’, The Economic and Social Review, 50(2), pp. 341—
367.

e De Fraja et al. (2021) ‘Covid reallocation of spending: The effect of
remote working on the retail and hospitality sector’, Sheffield
Economic Research Paper, Series 2021006.

e De Fraja et al. (2022) ‘Remote working and the new geography of
local service spending’, CEPR Policy Portal, 12 October.

e Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment (DETE) (2022)
‘An Evaluation of the Impacts of Remote Working’, Irish
Government Economic and Evaluation Service, 18 May. Available
at: https://enterprise.gov.ie/en/publications/an-evaluation-of-the-impacts-of-remote-
working.html

e De Fraja et al. (2022) ‘What does remote working mean for
regional economies in the UK?’, Economics Observatory, 4 October.
Available at: https://www.economicsobservatory.com/what-does-remote-
working-mean-for-regional-economies-in-the-uk

e Jordan-Doak, E. (2023) ‘Estimating spending multipliers in Ireland
using the narrative approach’, Irish Fiscal Advisory Council, Working
Paper 22. Available at: hitps://www.fiscalcouncil.ie/working-papers/

e EY (2022) ‘Benefits of high-speed broadband: National Broadband
Plan’, Report for the Department of the Environment, Climate and

Communications. Available at: https://www.ey.com/content/dam/ey-unified-
site/ey-com/en-ie/insights/strategy-transactions/documents/ey-national-broadband-p

lan.pdf

e PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC) (2019) ‘NBP Cost-Benefit Analysis
Report’, Report for the Department of Communications, Climate
Action and Energy, April. Available at: https://s3-eu-west-
1.amazonaws.com/govieassets/8527/a8f88041f1f44255b0716f38e17b9448.pdf

e Tulsa Remote (2024) Economic Growth & Social Economic Impact.
Available at: https://landing.tulsaremote.com/economic-impact-report

The Journal of Cross Border Studies in Ireland 2025 | 79


https://enterprise.gov.ie/en/publications/an-evaluation-of-the-impacts-of-remote-working.html
https://enterprise.gov.ie/en/publications/an-evaluation-of-the-impacts-of-remote-working.html
https://www.economicsobservatory.com/what-does-remote-working-mean-for-regional-economies-in-the-uk
https://www.economicsobservatory.com/what-does-remote-working-mean-for-regional-economies-in-the-uk
https://www.fiscalcouncil.ie/working-papers/
https://www.ey.com/content/dam/ey-unified-site/ey-com/en-ie/insights/strategy-transactions/documents/ey-national-broadband-plan.pdf
https://www.ey.com/content/dam/ey-unified-site/ey-com/en-ie/insights/strategy-transactions/documents/ey-national-broadband-plan.pdf
https://www.ey.com/content/dam/ey-unified-site/ey-com/en-ie/insights/strategy-transactions/documents/ey-national-broadband-plan.pdf
https://s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/govieassets/8527/a8f88041f1f44255b0716f38e17b9448.pdf
https://s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/govieassets/8527/a8f88041f1f44255b0716f38e17b9448.pdf
https://landing.tulsaremote.com/economic-impact-report

e Choudhury, P, Salomon, E. and Logan, B. (2020) ‘Tulsa Remote:
Moving Talent to Middle America’, Harvard Business School, Case
621-048 (Revised July 2022).

e Ahrend et al. (2023) ‘Expanding the doughnut? How the geography
of housing demand has changed since the rise of remote work with
COVID-19’, OECD Regional Development Papers, No. 54. Available
at: https://doi.org/10.1787/cf591216-en

The Journal of Cross Border Studies in Ireland 2025 | 80


https://doi.org/10.1787/cf591216-en

North-West Tertiary Education Cluster:
Collaborating for a shared North-West

Paddy Hannigan

Dr Paddy Hannigan is Senior Lecturer for Strategy
at ATU Donegal and Programme Manager for the
North West Tertiary Education Cluster (NWTEC).

Paddy graduated from Dublin City University
(DCU) with a BSc in Applied Mathematical Science
in 1989, and continued his studies in mathematics
through the completion of an MSc by Research at
DCU in 1992, and a PhD at Ulster University (UU)
in 1999.

He has been employed at what is now Atlantic

Technological University (ATU) since 1990. In his strategy role, he was involved
in establishing the NWTEC, a cross-border tertiary education collaboration
that includes ATU, UU, North West Regional College, and the Donegal
Education and Training Board. Paddy has been the programme manager for
NWTEC since 2019, where he is now commencing work with NWTEC partners
on the PEACEPLUS-funded NW Digital Employment Pathways Training Hub
(NW DEPTH) to deliver employment-focused digital skills training to 2,000
individuals. His teaching commitments focus on Al, including data science
and machine learning, for final-year engineering students.

The Journal of Cross Border Studies in Ireland 2025 | 81



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 13 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.

e 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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Work Area:
Building a Shared Skills Future Across This Island

Kathleen O'Hare
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Common Curriculum, and is a former member of the Senate at QUB and the
Board of Belfast Metropolitan College, where she was vice-chair and chair of
the Curriculum, Quality and Engagement Committee. Her educational
leadership has been recognised through her being named UK Head Teacher
of the Year and Head Teacher of the Year in Belfast at the Blackboard Awards.
In January 2024, she was named in the King’s annual New Year’s Honours
list.
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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.”!

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.?

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.® Similarly, the Digital Skills Action Plan focuses on Al literacy,
cybersecurity, and data analytics — areas where Northern Ireland must lead
rather than follow.*

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 (Rol).

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.> 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.

Table 1: From Common Travel Area to Common Work Area: Before and after Brexit

Policy area

Before Brexit

After Brexit

Impact on a common

Apprenticeships &
vocational mobility

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

(EU membership) (post-2020) work & skills area
Automatic under the Recognition must now | Fragmented
European be agreed bilaterally; | recognition systems;
Qualifications Qualifications the UK is no longer professionals and
recognition Framework (EQF). part of the EQF. apprentices face

delays and
uncertainty.

Supported by Loss of EU mobility Fewer opportunities

and ESF funding; the
UK introduced the
Turing Scheme (not
reciprocal).

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.
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EU PEACE IV and Replaced by Coordination has
INTERREG funded PEACEPLUS (smaller become more difficult;
Funding for cross- shared training and scale) and the UK many shared
. infrastructure. Shared Prosperity education and training
border projects Fund (separate criteria | initiatives have been
and coming to an end). | reduced or
discontinued.
Access to EU-wide The UK no longer Weaker joint
Labour market data | skills databases participates; data forecasting for
sharing (Cedefop, ESCO, systems have regional skills
Eurostat). diverged. shortages.
EU-level dialogue and | The UK now acts Fragmented
funding ensured the independently; governance and
Policy coordination establishment of coordination depends | potential duplication or
common frameworks; | on goodwill and cross- | divergence in training
NI and Rol both aligned | border councils. policy.
with EU standards.

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.®

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

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.?

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).° 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
gualifications 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.?

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.*?
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.®

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.'

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
Co-design apprenticeship modules at Shared, industry-relevant learning
1 R outcomes that create seamless and
levels 25 in priority sectors. .
assured skills.
Enable dual certification across both " I
2 S Seamless recognition of qualifications.
jurisdictions.
Pilot cross-border placements and shared . .
3 delivery between FE colleges and Increased mobilty, employablllt_y and
purpose. Industry-relevant skills.
employers.
4 Establish a joint apprenticeship mobility Financial support for learners and wider
fund. 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 23™ 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 24t
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 9t and 10t 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.®

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.® 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
the Northern Ireland 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.’

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”.X®

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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Her professional experience spans both sides of

the Irish border, where she worked extensively as

a social work practitioner and manager, specialising in supporting young
people in the care system, many of whom face systemic barriers to education
and employment.

As the architect and lead of the MEGA mentoring programme, Una has
helped to transform the mentoring landscape in Northern Ireland’s
engineering sector. The programme has become a cornerstone of modern
apprenticeship success, widely recognised for its impact on attracting diverse
talent, developing work-ready apprentices, and retaining young professionals
in high-value industries. By embedding structured mentorship into the
apprenticeship journey, MEGA fosters trust, resilience, and long-term career
growth. It leverages seasoned professionals to guide mentees, while also
upskilling mentors in coaching and leadership, creating a virtuous cycle of
development and engagement.
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Introduction: MEGA — Shaping the future of skills and
industry

In Northern Ireland’s rapidly evolving economic landscape, the need for a
skilled, agile, and inclusive workforce has never been more critical. At the
forefront of this transformation stands MEGA — the Manufacturing &
Engineering Growth & Advancement cluster.

Founded in 2019 as an industry-led collaborative cluster, MEGA unites
employers, educators, and policy-makers with a single purpose: to develop
the talent and innovation capacity needed to drive sustainable economic
growth. Its members represent the backbone of Northern Ireland’s advanced
manufacturing and engineering sector—industries that are central to regional
productivity, exports, and technological advancement.

Through partnerships with South West College, the Department for the
Economy (DfE), and a wide range of local employers, MEGA designs and
delivers initiatives that connect young people, career changers, and
businesses with meaningful opportunities. Whether through structured
apprenticeship programmes, work-readiness development, or industry
mentoring, MEGA’s approach ensures that training is directly aligned with
employer needs.

More than a skills initiative, MEGA is a movement for inclusive growth—
ensuring that opportunities in engineering, manufacturing, and technology
are accessible to everyone, regardless of background or geography.

Apprenticeships: A strategic engine for economic
transformation

Apprenticeships are a vital mechanism for bridging the gap between
education and employment, offering individuals hands-on experience while
supplying industries with the skilled talent they need to thrive. In Northern
Ireland, their strategic importance is reflected across several cornerstone
policies, including the Department for the Economy’s Apprenticeship Action
Plan (2025-2028), the Skills Strategy for Northern Ireland: Skills for a 10X
Economy and the Ulster University Skills Barometer (2023—2033).

Each of these initiatives underscores the role of apprenticeships not only as
pathways into work but as drivers of inclusive economic development.
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e The Apprenticeship Action Plan outlines three strategic pillars —
improve, grow, and include — aiming to create a more effective and
equitable system that enhances employer engagement and broadens
participation.

e The Skills Barometer provides long-term insights into Northern
Ireland’s future skills demands, identifying critical gaps in sectors
such as engineering, ICT, health, and construction.

e The 10X Economy Strategy envisions a decade of transformation
driven by innovation, digital capability, and inclusivity—placing
apprenticeships at the centre of this ambition.

Together, these frameworks signal a unified policy direction: that
apprenticeships are not merely training routes but key instruments for
building economic resilience and social mobility.

Employer benefits and barriers

For employers, apprenticeships offer an opportunity to shape talent directly
aligned to business needs. Apprentices typically deliver measurable returns
on investment within their first year of training and are more likely to remain
loyal to their employers in the long term.

However, several barriers continue to inhibit full engagement:

e Complex funding systems: SMEs often find apprenticeship funding
mechanisms confusing or administratively burdensome.

e  Curriculum alignment: Employers report that academic content can
lag behind real-world technological advancements, particularly in
rapidly evolving industries.

e Mentoring capacity: Providing quality supervision and mentoring
can be resource-intensive, especially for smaller firms.

e Soft skills gaps: Many apprentices require additional development
in communication, teamwork, and workplace behaviours before they
are fully work-ready.

These challenges underscore the need for ongoing reform and closer
collaboration between education and industry.
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Strategic solutions and MEGA's role

To strengthen apprenticeship outcomes and employer engagement, several
strategic solutions are emerging:

e Simplify funding and access: Clearer guidance for SMEs and clusters,
such as MEGA, would help streamline access to financial support and
reduce administrative friction.

e Expand modular and hybrid learning: Micro-credentials and flexible
training models can better accommodate modern business
operations.

e Enhance co-designed curricula: Continuous dialogue between
employers and training providers ensures relevance, agility, and
mutual trust.

e Invest in regional, industry-led training centres: Such centres can
deliver accessible, locally relevant programmes that align with
sectoral needs and provide pathways for underrepresented groups.

MEGA exemplifies how these strategies can work in practice. By embedding
mentorship, work-readiness training, and employer collaboration into its
initiatives, the network has developed a model that not only improves
apprenticeship retention but also strengthens Northern Ireland’s overall skills
pipeline.

European best practice: Lessons in partnership

Northern Ireland can draw inspiration from thriving apprenticeship
ecosystems across Europe:

e Germany’s dual system integrates classroom learning with company-
based training, ensuring strong employer involvement and
exceptional completion rates.

e Switzerland offers apprenticeships in over 230 occupations, with
more than 70% of young people entering vocational routes that
directly feed the economy.

e Austria maintains standardised national frameworks that drive
consistency and quality across all sectors.
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e Denmark’s flexible, partnership-based approach enables social
partners to quickly adapt programmes to market needs.

These models demonstrate that sustained success relies on shared
responsibility between government, industry, and education—a principle
MEGA continues to champion in Northern Ireland.

Work readiness and mentorship: Foundations for
success

A persistent challenge in the local apprenticeship landscape is work
readiness. Employers frequently note that new apprentices struggle with
punctuality, teamwork, and professional communication—competencies
essential for modern workplaces.

Addressing this requires structured pre-apprenticeship training focused on
developing soft skills and workplace behaviours before individuals enter
formal employment.

Equally crucial is mentorship. MEGA’s mentoring programme, delivered in
partnership with South West College, has become a model of best practice.
It matches experienced professionals with apprentices, offering guidance,
support, and skills transfer. Mentors are upskilled in coaching and leadership,
creating a mutually beneficial learning environment that enhances
confidence, engagement, and retention.

By integrating mentorship as a formal component of apprenticeship
frameworks, Northern Ireland can ensure that apprentices are not only
trained but also transformed into capable and confident contributors to the
workforce.

Industry-led apprenticeship centres:
Building a resilient skills ecosystem

To fully unlock apprenticeship potential, Northern Ireland must invest in
industry-led training centres designed and operated in close partnership with
employers.

Such centres — modelled on England’s successful Group Training Association
(GTA) approach — ensure that curricula, equipment, and delivery are
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grounded in real industry needs. They create hubs where SMEs and large
firms can collaborate, share resources, and co-design training programmes
that reflect technological and market developments.

These centres also act as regional anchors, supporting local employment,
enhancing productivity, and fostering innovation. For government and
funders, they represent a high-impact investment in both skills development
and economic inclusion.

Cross-border integration: A shared opportunity

Northern Ireland’s geographic and economic proximity to the Republic of
Ireland offers enormous potential for cross-border apprenticeship
collaboration. However, differing frameworks and qualification standards
currently limit mobility and recognition.

A harmonised, all-island apprenticeship model, aligned with European best
practice, could remove these barriers. By standardising qualifications,
assessment methods, and certification, both jurisdictions could enable
apprentices and employers to work seamlessly across borders.

Such integration would enhance regional competitiveness, support shared
industries like manufacturing, construction, and ICT, and strengthen the
collective workforce of the island economy.

Conclusion: Collaboration as the cornerstone of growth

Apprenticeships in Northern Ireland represent more than an entry point into
work—they are a strategic lever for inclusive growth, social mobility, and
regional prosperity. Grounded in robust policy frameworks, such as the
Apprenticeship Action Plan, the Skills Barometer, and the Skills for a 10X
Economy, they provide a sustainable solution to the challenges of skills
shortages, productivity gaps, and economic inequality.

But policies alone are not enough. Real progress depends on collaboration—
between government, employers, education providers, and cluster
organisations like MEGA. Together, these stakeholders can build a skills
ecosystem that is agile, inclusive, and resilient.

By embracing mentorship, simplifying access for SMEs, investing in regional
training hubs, and advancing cross-border cooperation, Northern Ireland can
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establish a globally recognised apprenticeship model that fuels innovation
and opportunity for all.

Apprenticeships are not merely a route into work — they are the foundation
upon which a dynamic, future-ready Northern Ireland can be built.
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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.

InterTradelreland’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 InterTradelreland’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
IRE2.03 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.® 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.* 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
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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.> A decade later, InterTradelreland 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.®

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.’
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.®

In a report for InterTradelreland, the professional services firm EY concludes
that cross-border trade has been “one of the standout success stories of the
post-Brexit period”.® Between 2016 and 2022, total trade between Ireland
and Northern lIreland 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.°

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.

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)*? and 74 per cent in |E (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.*
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.*®

InterTradelreland’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.*®

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.’” Anecdotal evidence from engagement with

InterTradelreland’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.!® 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.? 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.?° 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
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the past decade.?! 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.?? 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.?®

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.?*

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, Aine 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.®

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.?® These disparities
suggest that productivity challenges are not unique to Northern Ireland, but
rather exist in a regional form across the island. However, InterTradelreland’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.?” 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.?® 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.* 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.3!

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
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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, InterTradelreland
directly supported over 60,000 businesses and generated more than €1.95
billion/£1.7 billion in business development value.3?

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, Al, 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.

InterTradelreland 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
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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 InterTradelreland’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 InterTradelreland 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 InterTradelreland 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. InterTradelreland 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 InterTradelreland’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
InterTradelreland 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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