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Chapter 1: 
Introduction and Background 

1.1 Introduction  

The regionalisation arrangements negotiated by the Irish authorities in 1999 in the context of the Agenda 2000 Agreement, saw the designation of the 

country into two NUTS1 II regions for EU Cohesion Policy purposes. These new regions, which were established in 19992, are: 

(a) the Border, Midland and Western (BMW) Region which qualified for Objective 1 status for Structural Funds for the full period to 2006; and 

(b) the Southern and Eastern (S&E) Region which qualified for a six-year phasing-out regime for Objective 1 status up to the end of 2005, and for 

part of the region to 2006.  

The next round of EU Structural and Cohesion funding will cover the period 2007-2013. Under article 6 of the General Regulation (EC) 1083/20063, 

regions not covered by the Convergence Objective will be eligible for assistance under the Competitiveness and Employment Objective. This will 

include the BMW NUTS II region which will qualify as a phasing-in under the transitional arrangements as a previous Objective 1 region which now 

has a per capita GDP above 75% of the EU25 average. It is expected that the BMW Region will receive c. ú458m in total structural funding over the 

period, of which 50% (c. ú229m) will be from the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF). 

The Irish Government, as set out in the National Strategic Reference Framework4 (NSRF) has decided that Cohesion policy will be delivered through 

separate regional Operational Programmes (OPs) for the BMW and the S&E Regions and a national ESF OP. These programmes will be part-funded 

by the ERDF. The BMW Regional Assembly has been designated by the Government to be the Managing Authority for the BMW Regional 

Operational Programme and is responsible for its preparation and delivery.  

Given the agreed objectives of Cohesion policy, Structural Funds will be concentrated on implementing community policies, namely the renewed 

Lisbon Agenda5 and the Göteborg Declaration6. The specific focus will be on innovation and the knowledge economy, environment and risk 

minimisation, accessibility to services of general interest (e.g. broadband, transport infrastructure), increasing adaptability of workers and 

enterprises, enhancing access to employment, and social inclusion measures. This OP is designed to set out a development strategy, including a 

coherent set of priorities to meet the strategic objectives that have been set for the Regional OP. 

1.2  Legal Basis for the Operat ional Programme  

The legal basis for the OP is provided in Council Regulation (EC) 1083/2006 laying down the general provisions of the ERDF, the European Social 

Fund and the Cohesion Fund. This states that actions taken by the Community under article 158 of the Treaty ñshall be designed to strengthen the 

economic and social cohesion of the enlarged Community in order to promote the harmonious, balanced and sustainable development of the 

Community. This action shall be taken with the aid of the Funds, the European Investment Bank (EIB) and other existing financial instruments. It 

shall be aimed at reducing the economic, social and territorial disparities which have arisen particularly in countries and regions whose development 

is lagging behind, to the speeding-up of economic and social restructuring, and to the aging of the population.ò Pursuant to article 160 of the Treaty 

the ERDF shall contribute to the financing of assistance towards the reinforcement of economic and social cohesion by redressing these main 

regional imbalances. 

This OP covers the period 2007 to 2013 and has been developed in accordance with the General and the ERDF7 Regulations, and in particular, takes 

account of the requirement to prepare an OP, as specified in article 32 of the General Regulation and as described in article 37.  

1.3  Definition of the BMW NUTS II Region  

The eligible region as covered by this OP is called the Border Midland and Western (BMW) Region which is a NUTS II region. It covers a total of 

thirteen counties and encompasses the BMW Regional Authority areas. These are classified as NUTS III regions and their component counties are 

                                                 
1
 NUTS óNomenclature des Unites Territoriales pour Statistiquesô is the term given to the EU regional classification system 

 

2
 Local Government Act, 1991 (Regional Authorities) (Establishment) Order, 1999. S.I. No. 226 of 1999. http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/ZZSI226Y1999.html 

 

3
 European Commission (2006) Council Regulation (EC) 1083/2006 of 11th July , 2006 laying down general provisions on the European Regional Development Fund, the European Social Fund and the Cohesion Fund 

and repealing Regulation (EC) 1260/1999. http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docoffic/official/regulation/pdf/2007/feder/ce_1083(2006)_en.pdf 

 

4
 Government of Ireland (2007) National Strategic Reference Framework for Ireland, 2007-13 

 

5
 European Commission (2005) Common Actions for Growth and Employment ï the Community Lisbon Programme http://ec.europa.eu/growthandjobs/pdf/COM20_330_en.pdf 

 

6
  European Commission (2001) A sustainable Europe for a better World: A European Strategy for Sustainable Development ï Proposal to the Gothenburg European Council http://europa.eu.int/eur-

lex/en/com/cnc/2001/com2001_0264en01.pdf 

 

7
 Regulation (EC) 1080/2006 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 5th July 2006 on the European Regional Development Fund and repealing regulation (EC) 1783/1999 http://eur-

lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/site/en/oj/2006/l_210/l_21020060731en00010011.pdf 
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set out in the table below. The BMW Region accounts for 47% of the land area of Ireland, 26.5% of the population and 19% of GDP. The territory is 

presented in the map (below). 

Table 1.1: Definition of the BMW NUTS II Region  

 

NUTS II  Counties 

Border Cavan, Donegal, Leitrim, Louth, Monaghan, Sligo 

Midlands Laois, Longford, Offaly, Westmeath 

West Galway, Mayo, Roscommon 

Source: BMW Regional Assembly, 2006 

 

 

Figure 1.1 Map of the BMW Region  

 

Source: BMW Regional Assembly 

1.4  Preparation of the Programme and the Partnership Principle  

The Managing Authority undertook a preliminary consultation process to assist in the identification of priorities and candidate interventions for 

inclusion in the draft OP between February and July 2006. This process included meetings with Government Departments and Agencies, 

consultation with the Regional OP Monitoring Committee (which includes representatives of the social partner pillars), Regional Assembly 

Members, Local Authority Managers, Local Development Bodies and the Heads of the Regionôs Higher Education Institutions. 

The preparation of this OP has benefited from: 
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Å The outcomes of the BMW Regional Foresight exercise8, published in 2005 and of the Audit of Innovation9 in the BMW Region, published in 

2004; 

Å Consultations with local, regional and national agencies and higher education institutions; 

Å Discussions with Government Departments and the intermediary bodies that operate under their remit; 

Å A wide range of EU and national studies and reports and the evaluations of the Programmes funded under the NDP/CSF 2000-2006; 

Å The strategic framework provided by the NSRF; 

Å The recommendations arising from the SEA process; 

Å The findings and recommendations arising from the ex ante evaluation of the draft Regional OP; 

Å Discussions with the EU Commission services; and 

Å Submissions made during the formal consultation phase. 

Following the preparation of the draft programme, the Managing Authority placed notices in the national press, advising the public of the 

consultation process and the availability of the programme documents on the Managing Authorityôs website. In addition, and in accordance with 

article 11 of the General Regulation, regarding the engagement of appropriate partners in the preparation of OPs, the Managing Authority circulated 

draft copies of this OP and Environmental Report, prepared in compliance with the SEA Directive, to the following on January 12th 2007: 

Å All relevant Departments and Intermediary Bodies; 

Å Higher Education Institutions in the BMW Region; 

Å Elected members of the BMW Regional Assembly (29); 

Å BMW Regional OP Monitoring Committee, including social partner representatives and Advisors (45); 

Å Heads of Public Bodies represented on the Operational Committee of the BMW Regional Assembly (34); 

Å Environmental Authorities (3) specified in the SEA legislation; 

Å Regional Authorities (3); 

Å Local Authorities (14); 

Å Department of Finance and its Central Expenditure Evaluation Unit; 

Å Other Managing Authorities (4); and 

Å Horizontal Interests: Gender, Equality, Social Inclusion (3). 

A full list of the organisations with whom meetings were held during the programme preparation and of the submissions received is provided in 

Annex 3. 

The OP will be complemented by detailed implementation plans to be prepared for each intervention. 

 

1.5  National Development Plan 2007 - 13  

The National Development Plan (NDP) 2007-2013, launched in Dublin Castle on January 23rd, 2007 is a high level strategic document which sets 

out within a sustainable economic and budgetary framework indicative seven year investment allocations for the various sectoral areas, totalling 

almost ú184bn.  

The NDP 2007-2013 sets out the key high level objectives of investment for Ireland in the period 2007-2013 as follows: 

Å Promotion of sustainable economic and budgetary stability; 

Å Promotion of national competitiveness;  

Å Fostering better balance in regional development with a particular focus on assisting all regions to deliver to their maximum potential; 

Å Delivery of economic and social infrastructure in an efficient Value for Money way which improves the quality of life of our citizens; 

Å Environmental sustainability; 

Å Promotion of social inclusion; and  

Å Development of strong cross-border and all island economic and sectoral co-operation 

                                                 
8
 Border, Midland and Western Regional Assembly (2005) New Challenges New Opportunities: Report of the Border, Midland and Western Regional Foresight Exercise 2005-2025 

http://www.bmwassembly.ie/innovative_actions/InnovativeActions_docs/ForesightReportAmended_130905.pdf 

 

9
 Border, Midland and Western Regional Assembly (2004) Audit of Innovation in the BMW Region http://www.bmwassembly.ie/innovative_actions/Audit_Reports_2004.htm 
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The 2007-2013 NDP will focus on five investment priorities as follows: 

 úBillion Investment  

(Current Prices) 

Economic Infrastructure 54.7 

Enterprise, Science and Innovation 20.0 

Human Capital 25.8 

Social Infrastructure 33.6 

Social Inclusion 49.6 

Total 183.7 

 

The NDP with an emphasis on improving quality of life in a sustainable manner will take account of the National Spatial Strategy (NSS) 2002-2020, 

environmental sustainability, impact on social inclusion, the all-island dimension, value for money considerations and the requirements of the EU 

Lisbon process. The new NDP in particular seeks to consolidate progress made under previous programmes and address the investment now 

necessary to maintain national competitiveness within a sustainable economic and budgetary framework. It also sets out the resourcing commitments 

necessary to achieve policy developments agreed under the Towards 2016 agreement.  

The NDP sets out a framework for the promotion of regional development with a particular focus on investment in the NSS-designated Gateways. In 

developing this programme the Managing Authority has been cognisant of the fact that significant investment in the BMW Region will be included 

in the new NDP and that most publicly-funded developmental objectives will be supported through this mainstream framework.  

The Irish Government has decided that the programming for the 2007-13 round of structural funds would be separate from the NDP Programming 

process. The priorities and strategic framework for co-funded programmes are set out in NSRF, which is separate from the NDP. 

 

1.6  Operational Programme Structure  

The Structure of the remainder of the OP is as follows: 

Chapter 2 outlines the EU, national and regional policy context and reviews the relevance of these to the selection of priorities for the OP. Chapter 3 

provides a socio-economic profile of the BMW Region, including an environmental profile and a Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats 

(SWOT) analysis. Territorial data at NUTS III level are provided, where feasible in this OP. Chapter 4 builds on the analysis of the previous chapters 

and provides the development strategy for the OP. Chapter 5 describes the priorities and proposed interventions and their how complementarity with 

other EU-assisted programmes, the NDP and other national strategies, will be achieved.  

Chapter 6 provides the financial plans for the OP broken down by priority and year. Chapter 7 addresses how the horizontal principles of 

sustainability and equality are being taken account of in the OP. Finally, Chapter 8 sets out the arrangements for the implementation of the OP. 
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Chapter 2: 
Policy Context 

2.1  Introductio n 

In this section, the key policy documents and strategies that set the context for this Operational Programme (OP) are reviewed. The chapter focuses 

initially on selected EU policies and then relevant national and regional policy documents and strategies are considered. 

2.2  Relevant EU Guidelines and Regulations  

The European Commission published its third report on Cohesion entitled ñA New Partnership for Cohesion- Convergence Competitiveness Co-

operationò in February 2004. These proposals envisaged a Cohesion policy with stronger links to the need for sustainable economic growth in the 

EU (Lisbon and Gothenburg processes) and with the European Employment Strategy, with increased emphasis on competitiveness, employment, and 

social cohesion. Significant changes were proposed in the method of planning, implementation, and management of the Structural and Cohesion 

funds.  

It was agreed that Operational Programmes co-financed through the Cohesion Policy would target resources on the following three priorities: 

Å Improving the attractiveness of Member States, regions and cities by improving accessibility, ensuring adequate quality and level of services, and 

preserving their environmental potential; 

Å Encouraging innovation, entrepreneurship and the growth of the knowledge economy by research and innovation capacities, including new 

information and communication technologies; and 

Å Creating more and better jobs by attracting more people into employment or entrepreneurial activity, improving adaptability of workers and 

enterprises and increasing investment in human capital. 

2.3  Lisbon Strategy  

The Lisbon Agenda sets the more immediate priority objectives of the EU for the period 2000-2010. It was agreed at the Lisbon Council in 2000 and 

includes the following vision: ñTo make the EU the most competitive and dynamic knowledge based economy in the world capable of sustaining 

more and better jobs and with greater social cohesion.ò  

The EU Sustainable Development Strategy first adopted in Gothenburg in 2001 forms the overall framework within which the Lisbon Strategy, with 

its renewed focus on growth and jobs, provides the motor of a more dynamic economy. The Sustainable Development Strategy and the Lisbon 

Strategy complement each other and recognise the role of economic development in facilitating the transition to a more sustainable society. 

The Lisbon Strategy is a commitment of the EU governments to concentrate their efforts on a single over-arcing goal, i.e., to bring about economic, 

social and environmental renewal in the EU. The Lisbon Strategy means that growth should be created on an ecologically and socially sustainable basis. 

The ten-year strategy has a number of specific goals including: 

Å 70% of the labour force to be in work in 2010; 

Å 60% of the female labour force to be in work in 2010; 

Å 55% of the labour force aged 55-64 to be in work in 2010; 

Å Investments in research and development to be 3% of GDP in 2010; 

Å 90% of children over the age of three to have access to childcare in 2010; 

Å Mainstream the promotion of social inclusion in Member Stateôs employment, education and training, health and housing policies; and 

Å Develop priority actions addressed to specific target groups such as women, minority groups, children, the elderly, and the disabled.  

The Lisbon Community Programme seeks to contribute to the overall economic and employment policy agenda by completing the internal market 

and by implementing common policies and activities that support and complement national policies. It concentrates on a number of key actions with 

high value-added by: 

Å Supporting knowledge and innovation; 

Å Removing obstacles to physical, labour and academic mobility; 

Å Developing a common approach to economic migration; and 

Å Supporting efforts to deal with the social consequences of economic restructuring. 

The Lisbon European Council of March 2000 also asked Member States and the European Commission to make a decisive impact on the eradication of 

poverty by 2010. Building a more inclusive European Union is an essential element in achieving the Unionôs ten year strategic goal of sustained 

economic growth, more and better jobs and greater social cohesion.  
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In March 2006, the European Council adopted a new framework for the social protection and social inclusion process. The Framework provided a 

new set of common objectives: Three overarching objectives and objectives for each of the three policy areas of social inclusion, pensions and health 

and long-term care. In relation to social inclusion, the objective stresses the need to make a decisive impact on the eradication of poverty and social 

inclusion through the improvement of access, the active promotion of social inclusion and by ensuring that policies are well co-ordinated.  

The strategic priorities and proposed interventions as described in this OP are consistent with the renewed Lisbon Strategy and will contribute to 

economic, social and environmental renewal. While the European Social Fund will be the primary means of addressing this objective in Ireland, the 

ERDF will also contribute to social inclusion. 

2.4  Community Strategic Guidelines  

Arising from this, the General Regulation laying down general provisions on the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF), the European 

Social Fund (ESF) and the Cohesion Fund makes provision for an overarching Strategic Guidelines document that would set out how investments 

would aim to meet these Cohesion objectives. The purpose of the Community Strategic Guidelines is to define the key priorities for EU Cohesion 

Policy over the 2007-13 period. These are to promote and encourage innovation, the knowledge economy, enterprise, research and development and 

ICT. In addition, Cohesion Policy will support improvements in the attractiveness of regions, improved accessibility and the level of services 

available. This aims at providing Member States with a framework by which national and regional investment programmes can be analysed with 

respect to the contribution that they make to the Lisbon and Gothenburg objectives while allowing Member States to craft programmes in a manner 

that reflects regional and local situations. This OP has been framed within the context of the Community Strategic Guidelines. 

2.5  Regional Competitiveness and Employment Objective  

The Border, Midland and Western (BMW) Region qualifies under the ñRegional competitiveness and employmentò objective. This is aimed at 

strengthening regionsô competitiveness and attractiveness as well as employment by anticipating economic and social changes, including those 

linked to the opening of trade, through increasing and improving the quality of investment in human capital, innovation and the promotion of the 

knowledge society, entrepreneurship, the protection and improvement of the environment, and the improvement of accessibility, the adaptability of 

workers and businesses as well as the development of inclusive job markets. 

OPs submitted under the ñRegional competitiveness and employmentò objective are drawn up at Regional NUTS I or NUTS II level, in accordance 

with the institutional system specific to the Member State. Accordingly, the ERDF interventions set out in this OP are consistent with the eligibility 

criteria for a phasing-in Region within the Regional Competitiveness and Employment Objective.  

Article 5 of Regulation (EC) 1080/2006 on the ERDF defines the eligible interventions for the competitiveness and employment objective. Under 

this objective, the ERDF shall focus its assistance, while promoting employment, in the context of sustainable development strategies, primarily on 

the following three priorities: 

1) Innovation and the knowledge economy, through support for the creation and strengthening of efficient egional innovation systems capable of 

reducing the technology gap, and which take into account local needs;  

2) Environment and risk prevention; and 

3) Access to transport, telecommunications and services of general economic interest. 

In addition, interventions in support of sustainable urban development may also be supported, as set out in article 8 of the ERDF Regulation. 

The Managing Authority has taken account of the priorities specified for programmes under the Competitiveness and Employment objective and is 

satisfied that the priorities identified for the BMW Regional OP are in accordance with the regulation. 

2.6  National S trategic Reference Framework  

In accordance with article 27 of the General Regulation, each Member State is required to prepare a National Strategic Reference Framework 

(NSRF) consistent with the Lisbon Strategy which ensures that assistance from the Funds is in harmony with the Community Strategic Guidelines on 

Cohesion and which identifies the link between Community priorities and the National Reform Programme. The NSRF for Ireland which has been 

prepared by the Department of Finance and approved by the Irish Government outlines the strategic orientation for Cohesion Policy, and the strategy 

for allocating the available funding through the selected OPs under the Regional Competitiveness and Employment objective. During the preparation 

of the NSRF, the Regional Assembly was consulted to ensure consistency of approach in formulating the niche strategy. The NSRF provides an 

overarching structure for the OPs and ensure consistency with Community and national policies. 

The strategic objective of the NSRF, is to complement the investment priorities being pursued under the NDP by focusing on niche priorities in line 

with the Community Strategic Guidelines, ESF/ERDF Regulations and consistent with the recommendations contained in the Ex-Ante Evaluation 

conducted by the Economic and Social Research Institute10 on the NDP 2007-2013, the two regional foresight studies conducted and the extensive 

consultation process undertaken to prepare the NSRF.  

Chapter 4 of the NSRF sets out the strategic priorities for Ireland under the EU Cohesion Policy for the period  

2007-13, and for the ERDF this is targeted at two thematic priorities as follows: 

Å Innovation, knowledge and entrepreneurship; and 

                                                 
10

  www.esri.ie 
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Å Strengthening the competitiveness and connectivity of the Gateways and Hubs through improved access to quality infrastructure and 

environmental and sustainable development. 

Under the first priority, the NSRF identifies that interventions should be developed to support the implementation of the Strategy for Science, 

Technology and Innovation (SSTI) 2006-2013. Working in a complementary manner with the NDP 2007-2013 the measures should be designed to 

focus on improving the capacity of Higher Education Institutes to undertake research, and in the development of Incubation centres.  

It states that regional strategies should concentrate on investing in Research, Training and Development (RTD), innovation and entrepreneurship, 

applied research and technology transfer infrastructure, ensuring that these investments respond to the economic development needs of the region. 

This can be done by enhancing technology transfer and knowledge exchange; promoting the development, dissemination and uptake of ICTs within 

firms, and ensuring that enterprises willing to invest in high added value goods and services have access to finance, including venture capital. 

It also recommends that interventions be designed to focus on Microenterprise Innovation and Entrepreneurship using the existing County Enterprise 

Boards as suitable bodies for promoting innovation and entrepreneurship in the regions. The interventions should be designed in consultation with 

Enterprise Ireland to ensure a consistent national approach.  

The NSRF also suggests that the OPs should consider interventions that stimulate demand for broadband, and where appropriate and feasible, 

interventions that provide the service in areas where a clear market failure exists. Under the second priority, the NSRF recommends that the two 

Regional OPs should design interventions that will address, in a niche and complementary manner to the NDP 2007-2013, those priorities that 

enhance the attractiveness of the Gateways and Hubs in their regions. Interventions should concentrate on: 

Å Integrated urban development, including physical and social regeneration; 

Å Addressing quality of life issues and making cities and towns more attractive for investment; 

Å Supporting investments in public transport; and 

Å Strengthening the accessibility of the wider regions to Gateways/Hubs and inter-Gateway/Hub accessibility. 

The NSRF further recommends that interventions be designed in order to achieve synergies with the NDP 2007-2013 and the Rural Development 

Fund and other appropriate policy initiatives that may be eligible for support from the EU budget over the course of the 2007 to 2013 funding round, 

in strengthening the quality of the environment in the regions, especially measures designed to provide and protect water sources for drinking and 

improve environmental management in the regions.  

The NSRF also recognises that production of energy from renewable sources along with energy efficiency and conservation measures make a 

positive environmental contribution by protecting existing environmental assets and decreasing reliance on other harmful energy sources. It therefore 

recommends that interventions should be designed to promote increased use of renewable sources of energy to help reduce Irelandôs dependency on 

fossil fuels, reduce CO2 emissions and promote a cleaner environment. 

The NSRF outlines the value added that has been gained from the structural funds programmes in Ireland to date and which will continue under the 

next programming round. These have included the multi-annual programming approach, the focus on priority interventions aligned with clearly 

defined EU and national objectives, the strengthening of programme monitoring, evaluation and project appraisal mechanisms, exploration of 

innovative approaches e.g., area-based, and pilot initiatives. A particular focus of the 2007-13 programming period will be on niche interventions 

that complement and provide demonstration effects for mainstream NDP initiatives. 

The strategic objectives and proposed interventions of this OP are fully consistent with the NSRF. They also complement the policies set out in the 

Community Strategic Guidelines and respond in a focused manner to the economic and social challenges facing the BMW Region, as identified in 

the regional socio-economic analysis (see Chapter 3). The Foresight Report of the BMW Regional Assembly identifies the key challenges to be 

addressed if the BMW Region is to meet its developmental objectives. However, the level of ERDF funding for the next round for the Region is 

modest in the overall context of addressing all of these issues. The challenge for this OP is to focus on those niche interventions that will add greatest 

value and maximise the impact on achieving these goals, within the framework set out in the NSRF. It must also be recognised that the 2007-2013 

National Development Plan for Ireland will address many of these priorities 

2.7  National Reform Programme  

The NSRF and this OP also reflect the National Reform Programme11 (NRP) which was submitted in October 2005. This brought together a wide 

range of policies and initiatives, the implementation of which were aimed at sustaining Irelandôs strong economic performance and employment 

growth. The NRP identifies three broad policy areas: macro-economic policy, micro-economic policy and employment policy. In addressing the 

Lisbon goals, the NRP states that global markets and global competition characterise the environment within which the Irish economy must prosper 

and compete as part of the EU of 27 Member States. 

Within the NRP, the need to maintain competitiveness and improve productivity is paramount. Ireland is committed to sustaining linkages between 

economic performance and social policy and a fair, just and inclusive society. NRP makes specific commitments in the areas of: 

Å R&D investment targets up to 2013; 

Å Encouraging greater levels of innovation and entrepreneurship, across the enterprise sector, with particular focus on SMEs; and  

Å Improving labour supply through intensified measures to address specific target groups in the inactive population. 

                                                 
11

  National Reform Programme is available at www.taoiseach.gov.ie/attached _files/Pdf%20files/lisbonagenda.pdf 
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A Progress Report on the NRP submitted in October 200612 re-confirmed the Irish Governmentôs commitment, working with the Social Partners, to the 

pursuit of improved quality of life and living standards for all and its recognition of the interdependence of social equity and sustainable development with 

economic growth and improved employment opportunities. 

The implementation of the development strategy, priority objectives and selected interventions as outlined in this OP will contribute to Ireland 

meeting its commitments as set out in the NRP and in accordance with article 29(1) of the general regulation, the annual report on the 

implementation of the NRP will include a concise section on the contribution of the OP to the implementation of the NRP. 

2.8  Barcelona Target and the National R&D Action Plan  

The 2002 Barcelona European Council, which reviewed progress towards the Lisbon goal, concluded that Europe as a whole should aim to reach a 

target of spending 3% of GDP on R&D by 2010, up from 1.9% in 2000. They also called for an increase of the level of business funding, which 

should rise from its current level of 56% to two-thirds of total RTD investment, a proportion already achieved in the US and in a few European 

countries.  

The Commission in its communication dealing with the Barcelona objective has recognised that strengthening European RTD and innovation 

systems is essential in realising the Lisbon strategic goal. The role of RTD as a driving force for a competitive economy is linked to RTD investment 

as well as more efficient ways of using existing resources of physical and human capital (innovations).  

The National R&D Action Plan13 Building Irelandôs Knowledge Economy proposed that Ireland should aim to reach 2.5% of GNP by 2010, with 

two-thirds of the increase coming from enterprise. This Action Plan represented the beginning of a more structured approach to building Irelandôs 

National System of Innovation, which the SSTI aims to fully realise. 

2.9  Strategy for Science, Technology, and Innovation 2006 - 2013
14

 

Science, Technology, and Innovation are vital to Irelandôs economic and social progress. High levels of investment in research and innovation are 

essential, both for economic competitiveness, and to yield innovations in areas such as healthcare and environmental technologies which make 

tangible improvements to our way of life. 

In June 2006, the Irish Government published a national Strategy for Science, Technology, and Innovation. In broad terms the strategy sets out the 

plan to grow Irish research capability as a component of the European Unionôs drive to become the most competitive and dynamic, knowledge-

driven economic area in the world.  

This strategy is based on a shared vision of putting Ireland firmly on the global map in terms of the excellence of our research and its application for 

the benefit of society. The Vision is that ñIreland by 2013 will be internationally renowned for the excellence of its research, and will be to the 

forefront in generating and using new knowledge for economic and social progress, within an innovation-driven culture.ò 

The includes steps required to develop a world class research system, building on the model of competitive excellence adopted by the Programme for 

Research in Third Level Institutions (PRTLI) and Science Foundation Ireland (SFI) initiatives. It addresses key human capital investments across the 

education system and industry and mechanisms to translate knowledge into jobs and growth. Key proposed steps include:  

Å Build the research strengths in the IoTs; 

Å Significant increase in the numbers of people with advanced qualifications in science and engineering; 

Å Build on recent NDP investments to deliver a sustainable, world class research system across the spectrum of humanities, physical and social 

sciences; 

Å Deliver quality by increasing the number of research teams led by internationally competitive principal investigators; 

Å Upgrade existing infrastructure and develop new facilities to support research; 

Å Enhance postgraduate skills through a graduate schools mechanism; 

Å Develop sustainable career paths for researchers; 

Å Enhance the mobility of researchers; and 

Å Double the number of PhD graduates by 2013. 

Section 4.11 of the strategy recognises the potential of the Institutes of Technology to develop into effective technology resources focused on 

collaboration with local industry on the basis of applied research and technology development. The strategy proposes to build research strengths in 

the IoTs, support networking, address identified industry needs and the development of competence centres. The objective of Priority one of this OP, 

as outlined subsequently, is consistent with the objectives of this Strategy. 

                                                 
12

  The dedicated website www.lisbonagenda.ie contains the 2006 Progress Report 

 

13
  Report of the Interdepartmental Committee, Building Irelandôs Knowledge Economy, July 2004 

 

14
  Government of Ireland (2006) Strategy for Science, Technology and Innovation 2006-13 http://www.entemp.ie/science/technology/sciencestrategy.htm 
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2.10  National Spatial Strategy 2002 - 2020
15

 

This OP in devising its development strategy and proposed interventions has also taken account of the National Spatial Strategy (NSS) 2002-2020. 

The NSS was adopted by the Government in 2002 and provides a twenty-year planning framework aimed at achieving a better balance of social, 

economic and physical development and population growth across the regions. The NSS represents an important new policy development and 

defines a long-term spatial development strategy, to which other national policies should adhere. The NSS calls in particular for a focussing of 

investment and growth potential around a network of nine competitive Gateways, supported by an additional nine Hub towns as well as other large 

towns in order to drive the development of their wider regions. 

The NSS recognises the divergent levels of economic growth between and within the BMW and Southern & Eastern Regions. It underlines the 

importance of balanced regional development as a policy priority and proposes that the principal way of addressing this is to harness the 

development potential of key Gateways and Hubs, which will help generate critical mass in the regional economies. It states that ña range of 

Gateways and Hubs on an arc reaching from Waterford to Derry must become a primary driver of more balanced regional developmentò. The 

development of these urban centres is intrinsically linked to the development of the surrounding hinterlands.  

The NSS sees population growth as a key asset which can be harnessed in order to achieve balanced regional development. Balanced regional 

development will depend on building strong urban structures to accommodate this population growth right across the country. There are five 

designated Gateways in the BMW Region, as defined by the NSS: 

Å Dundalk; 

Å Galway; 

Å Letterkenny; 

Å Sligo; and 

Å The Midlands Gateway of Athlone, Mullingar and Tullamore. 

The NSS underlines the importance of the Gateways as drivers for regional growth, recognising that this growth is mainly generated by urban 

centres. It stresses the importance of enhancing the role of the Gateways in regional areas in order to provide balanced growth within Ireland. This 

forms the basis for the inclusion of an urban development priority in the BMW Regional OP priority in order to strengthen the capacity of the 

designated growth centres in the BMW Region to drive the regionôs competitiveness growth and to counterbalance the spatial imbalances that 

currently exist in the region. 

 

Figure 2.1: National Spatial Strategy ï Gateways and Hubs  

 

                                                 
15

  Department of the Environment and Local Government (2002) The National Spatial Strategy 2002-2020: People, Places and Potential http://www.irishspatialstrategy.ie/ 
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Source: National Spatial Strategy, 2002 

2.11  Towards 2016
16

 

In June 2006, negotiations between the Government and representatives of employers, trade unions, farming organisations and community/voluntary 

sector (the Social Partners) successfully concluded with the completion of óTowards 2016ô, the 10-year Framework Social Partnership Agreement, 

2006-2015. The overall goal of the new agreement is to achieve the NESC vision of a dynamic, internationalised and participatory Irish society and 

economy, founded on a commitment to social justice, and economic development that is both environmentally sustainable and internationally 

competitive. The overriding policy focus and priority of the Agreement is to build a strong economy and society by maintaining a supportive 

macroeconomic policy framework in order to enhance productivity and competitiveness. The Agreement sets out priorities across a wide range of 

sectoral areas including the following: 

Å A commitment to building a knowledge economy, greater investment in human resources and in innovation, particularly around ICT application 

and use, are critical areas for investment to enhance Irelandôs competitiveness; 

Å To mainstream the integration of environmental considerations into policy formulation and to provide for better environmental enforcement; 

Å Recognition that the communications sector is of fundamental importance to the economy and is an important factor in determining long-term 

national economic competitiveness through its impact on productivity gains, innovation, balanced regional development, new regional development, 

new business processes, and new services and applications; 

Å The need for a modern competitive economy to have reliable, secure and competitively priced energy available to it. Long-term actions and 

decisions regarding the energy sector must also be sustainable from an environmental perspective in order to provide safeguards for future 

generations; and 

Å A commitment to implement the SSTI which provides for the continued development of a world-class research system underpinned by the 

essential physical and human infrastructure. The strategy proposes mechanisms to (1) ensure that the investment in research is turned into 

commercial value to the greatest extent possible, and (2) in regard to enterprise, the strategy will set out structures and mechanisms to enhance 

supports to industry and encourage firms to become more engaged in R&D activity. 

2.12  Enterprise Strategy Group Report
17

 

The Enterprise Strategy Group Report (2004) óAhead of the Curveô encourages participation in lifelong learning and achieving distinction in the 

quality of graduates from the Irish higher education system. It has many implications for the BMW Region, including the necessity for strong 

emphasis on knowledge and skills levels, attraction of new inward investment, introduction of initiatives to build up marketing capabilities in firms, 

enhancement of research and technological development capacity and the need to support the development of regionally-based high-technology 

clusters. In response to the Enterprise Strategy Groupôs proposals, the Irish Government published an Action Plan18 addressing each of the reportôs 

recommendations. The interventions proposed under Priority 1 of this OP address many of the issues highlighted in the Enterprise Strategy Groupôs 

report. 

2.13 Making Irelandôs Development Sustainable 

In 2002 óMaking Irelandôs Development Sustainableô19 was produced by the Department of the Environment, Heritage and Local Government for the 

Johannesburg World Summit on Sustainable Development.  The report examines progress made in the ten years since the Rio de Janeiro Earth 

Summit. It also sets out broad policy orientations going forward: 

Å a broad emphasis on eco-efficiency as a means of achieving both environmental and economic objectives; 

Å the need to engage the interest and attention of individuals in this agenda; 

Å implementation of the National Climate Change Strategy (2000); 

Å implementation of the National Biodiversity and National Heritage Plans (2002); 

Å implementation of the revised National Anti-Poverty Strategy; 

Å pressing ahead with the catchment-based approach to water quality, including through investment in waste water infrastructure and additional 

regulations where necessary; 

Å development of a national strategy to meet the requirements of the Gothenburg Protocol and the related EU Directive concerning trans-boundary 

                                                 
16

  www.taoiseach.gov.ie/attached _files/Pdf%20files/towards 2016partnershipagreement.pdf 

 

17
 Enterprise Strategy Group (2003) Ahead of the Curve: Irelandôs Place in the Global Economy  

http://www.forfas.ie/publications/esg040707/pdf/esg_ahead_of_the_curve_full_report.pdf 

 

18
 Action Plan on the Enterprise Strategy Groupôs Report www.entemp.ie/enterprise/support/esgactionplan.htm 

 

19
 Department of Environment, Heritage and Local Government (2002) Making Irelandôs Development Sustainable ï Review, Assessment and Future Action  

http://www.environ.ie/DOEI/DOEIPol.nsf/wvNavView/Sustainable+Development:+A+Strategy+for+Ireland?OpenDocument&Lang 
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air emissions; 

Å implementing the policy approaches to waste management set out in Government policy statements; and 

Å implementation of a National Spatial Strategy, addressing among other things issues relating to settlement patterns. 

In terms of horizontal approaches, the Report highlights the importance of: 

Å working with the market using economic and fiscal measures and producer responsibility initiatives; 

Å good quality regulation in the interests of the environment, implementation of the Strategic Environmental Assessment Directive from 2004; and 

Å promotion of Local Agenda 21, including through the County and City Development Board process, research and indicators. 

 

Finally, the Report highlights that Ireland has adopted measures to honour the UNCED commitments on finance for developing countries, by giving 

a commitment to increase its aid allocation to reach the UN target of 0.7% of GNP by 2007. A review of Sustainable Development Strategies at EU 

level was completed in June 2006. 

The objective and proposed interventions of Priority 2, in particular, of the BMW Regional OP are consistent with the policy orientations of Irelandôs 

sustainable development strategy. Specific commitments regarding sustainable development as a horizontal principle are included in Chapter 7 of 

this OP. 

2.14  National Action Plan for Social Inclusion 2007 - 2016  

The Irish Government launched the National Action Plan for Social Inclusion 2007-2016 in February 2007. The Plan identifies a number of high 

level strategic goals in priority areas in order to achieve the overall objective of reducing consistent poverty. The targeted actions and interventions 

are designed to mobilise resources to address long-standing and serious social deficits. They focus on: 

Å ensuring children reach their true potential; 

Å supporting working age people and people with disabilities, through activation measures and the provision of services to increase employment 

and participation; 

Å providing the type of supports that enable older people to maintain a comfortable and high quality standard of living; and  

Å building viable and sustainable communities, improving the lives of people living in disadvantaged areas and building social capital. 

In view of the very substantial progress achieved in enhancing income support over recent years, these goals place a renewed emphasis on services, 

activation measures and supporting quality employment. The plan recognises the continuing challenges faced by those in work but on low incomes, 

as well as the vulnerability of those in households without any employment. 

The overall poverty goal is: 

Å To reduce the number of those experiencing consistent poverty to between 2% and 4% by 2012, with the aim of eliminating consistent poverty 

by 2016, under the revised definition. 

The high level goals, as set out in the attached overview, are aimed at:  

Å The provision of targeted pre-school education;  

Å Reducing literacy difficulties and tackling early school leaving;  

Å Maintaining the combined value of child income support measures at 33%-35% of the minimum adult social welfare payment rate;  

Å Introducing an active case management approach to support those on long-term social welfare into education, training and employment, with an 

overall aim of reducing by 20% the number of those whose total income is derived from long-term social welfare;  

Å Maintaining the relative value of the lowest social welfare rate;  

Å Continuing to increase investment in community care services for older people;  

Å Maintaining, and if possible enhancing, the value of the State Pension;  

Å Increasing the employment and participation of people with disabilities;  

Å Delivering increased housing output to meet the accommodation needs of some 60,000 new households, the homeless, Travellers, older people 

and people with disabilities;  

Å Developing 500 primary care teams to improve access to services in the community, with particular emphasis on meeting the needs of holders of 

medical cards; and 

Å Developing a strategy aimed at achieving the integration of newcomers in Irish society20.  

In addition to the high level goals, there are some 154 targeted actions and interventions set out in the Plan designed to ensure that a decisive impact 

is made on poverty.  

                                                 
20

 The Reception and Integration Agency of the Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform will avail of the EU Fund for Integration of Third Country Nationals to further this goal 
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2.15  Regional Foresight Exercise  

In addition to considering the regional implications of the EU and national policies outlined in this chapter, the Managing Authority has also taken 

account of a number of relevant regional policies and outcomes of recent studies undertaken in the BMW Region. The BMW Regional Foresight 

Exercise21 involved a wide stakeholder input with four thematic working groups focussing on the competitiveness, innovation, knowledge and 

quality of life attributes and objectives for the BMW Region. The exercise was overseen by a high level steering committee. Wide consultation with 

regional and national interests took place over a 12 month period to seek their views on alternative scenarios for the future development of the BMW 

Region. 

The central objective of the exercise has been to articulate a coherent, future-oriented vision and associated investment priorities for the BMW 

Region, which reflects the informed views of key decision makers and transforms existing plans and strategies into a coherent development 

framework for the region. 

The BMW Regional Foresight Exercise strongly endorsed the objectives of the National Spatial Strategy and supported its full implementation. The 

key investment priorities identified are fully consistent with those identified in the regional strategies of the 3 Regional Authorities in the BMW 

Region (see below). 

The vision for the BMW Region that emerged from the exercise is as follows:  

An innovative, knowledge-based and competitive region with a high quality environment, first class infrastructure, visionary leadership and 

a quality of life for its citizens that is among the highest in the world 

This vision has five components: 

A region where entrepreneurship, learning and knowledge are cornerstones of prosperity 

If the region is to benefit from the new knowledge-based global environment, it must overcome its low capacity for promoting enterprise and 

innovation and fill existing gaps in high level skills. The role of the third level education sector and its links with industry are an essential element of 

this. 

A region with internationally competitive businesses and a business environment conducive to investment 

The BMW Region must effectively compete with other regions in order to attract and retain the best economic assets and the brightest and most 

skilled people and to achieve a status as a net exporter of low weight / high value products. Existing strengths, such as specialist firms, institutions 

and business supports, can be built upon but the region must also build up new strengths, such as in ICT, life sciences and internationally traded 

services. 

A region where infrastructure networks provide access to 21st century resources 

The region requires a telecommunication and energy infrastructure suitable for the 21st century, consisting of an integrated network of 

telecommunications, road, rail and air services. Integrated informational infrastructures and an efficient transport network will be key enabling 

factors for the future development of the region. Key investments which have already been undertaken must be built upon and other infrastructural 

needs, such as in the social, educational and health areas, must not be ignored. 

A region where sustainable communities enjoy a high quality environment 

One of the key advantages of the BMW Region is its high quality environment and strong urban and rural communities. The region must grasp the 

opportunity to create value from these factors. At the same time, economic growth must be achieved without adverse social and environmental 

impacts. 

A region with visionary leaders and effective regional management 

Policy makers must be attuned to identifying and addressing local needs while at the same time recognising the impact of the external environment 

on the BMW Region.  

The Regional Foresight report provided a key input into the preparation of the BMW Regional OP 2007-13. 

 

2.16  Regional Planning Guidelines  

The Regional Planning Guidelines (RPGs) are designed to implement the NSS by establishing a framework at regional level to further co-ordinate 

and integrate the development plans of the planning authorities in each region. They were prepared during 2003 by each of the NUTS III Regional 

Authorities and form an important framework for planning, development and investment in each NUTS III area. 

2.17  Audit of Innovation Report
22

 

The Audit of Innovation Report commissioned by the BMW Regional Assembly, and published in 2004 makes recommendations for significant 

improvement in the regionôs innovation systems. The report recommends the promotion of innovation and entrepreneurship in the BMW Region, 

                                                 
21

 Border, Midland and Western Regional Assembly (2005) New Challenges New Opportunities: Report of the Border, Midland and Western Regional Foresight Exercise 2005-2025 

http://www.bmwassembly.ie/innovative_actions/InnovativeActions_docs/ForesightReportAmended_130905.pdf 

 

22
  Audit of Innovation Report is available at www.bmwassembly.ie 
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increasing the number of ICT and other high-tech companies in the region and access to and uptake of capital. It also recommends up-skilling and 

human resource development and an increase in the number of companies undertaking R&D and a strengthening of the research and innovation 

capacity of the 3rd level sector and the building of regional clusters and networks. 

2.18  Conclusion  

In this chapter the relevant policies and strategies at EU, national and regional level that have set the context for this OP have been reviewed.  

 



18 

 

Chapter 3: 
Regional Profile and SWOT 

3.1  Introduction  

The regional socio-economic analysis set out in this chapter constitutes an important basis for the Operational Programmeôs (OP) strategy. It 

includes a definition and outline of the Border, Midland and Western (BMW) Region, a review of recent economic performance and a review of 

selected regional needs. A review of the relevant measures under the inter-regional and regional programmes under the previous NDP/CSF 2000-

2006 is also provided. Finally a SWOT analysis of the region, a summary of the findings of the ex ante evaluation and a non-technical summary of 

the SEA process are provided. In addition, some key macro-economic indicators and priority-level context indicators have been selected for use as 

OP context indicators and these are set out in Annex 2. 

3.2  Definition and Outline of the Border, Midland and Western Region  

The BMW Region as set out in Chapter 1 covers a total of thirteen counties and encompasses the three Regional Authority NUTS III areas: Border, 

Midland, and West. The BMW Region accounts for 47% of the land area of Ireland, 26.5% of the population and 19% of Irelandôs GDP. The Central 

Statistics Office (CSO) estimates that the population of the BMW Region is 1.132 million in 2006 compared with 1.038 million in 2002. Details of 

the population based on April 2006 data are included in Table 3.1. 

Table 3.1: Regional Population Estimates  

Region 

Population 

2002 

Population 

2006 

Actual Change  

2002-2006 

% Change  

2002-2006 

BMW 1,038,194 1,132,090 93,896 9.0 

State 3,917,203 4,234,925 317,722 8.1 

Border 432,500 465,200 32,700 7.6 

Midlands 225,400 252,400 27,000 11.9 

West 380,300 416,200 35,900 9.4 

EU 15 377,187,646 384,831,370 7,643,724 2.0 

EU 25 452,063,917 458,973,024 6,909,107 1.5 

Source: Source: CSO, April 2006 and Eurostat 

 

3.3  Overview of Recent Economic Trends  

The economy of the BMW Region has undergone significant change in recent years and this process continues today. There is a continuing shift 

away from agriculture and traditional manufacturing. This shift has been accompanied by falling unemployment and higher levels of economic 

activity. While the region is growing rapidly when compared with other regions of the European Union, it continues to lag behind the Southern and 

Eastern (S&E) Region in a number of areas such as company start-ups and expansion, inward investment and product innovation.  

Despite these challenges, the BMW Region enjoys some key advantages, especially in the quality of its living environment. There are lower levels of 

air pollution, lower transport congestion and lower living costs, especially in relation to house prices. However, as stated in the NDP/CSF 2000-

2006, while the BMW Region presents a better living environment, ñbecause of the overall attractiveness of large urban centres to the modern 

population, as evidenced by their growth, it may be less desirable than other regions as a location in which to work and live.ò  

A summary of the key income indicators for the BMW Region with relevant comparisons are included in Table 3.2. 
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Table 3.2: Socio - Economic Indicators  

 Year State S&E BMW  EU 15 EU 25 

Population (m) 2006 4.2 3.1 1.1 384.8 459.0 

Employment (000s) 2006 2,073.3 1,539.8 533.5 165,469 194,551 

Unemployment rate % 2006 4.4 4.6 5.3 7.3 7.9 

Disposable income per capita  

(state = 100) 

2004 100 102.5 93.2 83.1 - 

GVA per person (state = 100) 2004 100 109.9 72.7 81.7 74.4 

Growth in Disposable Income 1995-2003 105% 105% 105% - - 

Growth in Gross Value Added 1995-2003 136% 141% 111% 19.7% 20.3% 

Source: Central Statistics Office and Eurostat 

 

3.4  Regional Income Trends  

The level of disposable income in the BMW Region as a whole is estimated at 93.2% of national levels in 2004. In contrast, the level of disposable 

income in the S&E Region was at 102.5% of national levels. In addition, data on Gross Added Value shows that the three regions with the lowest 

GVA per person are the three NUTS III regions of the BMW area, although the BMW Region now exceeds the EU27 average. 

The key objective of EU regional policy and of this proposed OP is to improve convergence in the growth of regional living standards as measured 

by income per capita. This is a function of output per person employed and the number of persons employed as a percentage of the population. This 

second factor can be further broken down into: 

Å Unemployment rate (Unemployed/Labour force); 

Å Participation rate (labour force/population aged 15-64); and 

Å Age Dependency (Population aged 15-64 as a percentage of total population). 

For 2004 the gap in per capita incomes results from these factors including lower productivity in the BMW Region, higher unemployment rates, 

lower labour force participation and a higher dependency ratio. Incomes per person employed also show a gap, indicating that differential 

productivity performance is a factor, but also indicating that differences in employment as a percentage of the population are also important. These 

differences are primarily due to differences in population structure (i.e. higher dependency ratio) and to a lesser extent unemployment and labour 

force participation. 

Labour market developments since 2003 show some convergence in performance as there has been a general upward trend in participation rates in 

the BMW Region over the last 5 years. The overall level of participation in the three sub-regions has remained below national levels; however, the 

gap has narrowed somewhat in recent years. There has also been some convergence in unemployment rates. The gap in unemployment between the 

two regions has fallen significantly over this period and closed for a short period in 2005. Unemployment in the BMW Region actually fell below the 

national average in the third quarter of 2005.  

This performance is summarised in Table 3.3. There is still a gap between the two regions in Ireland in terms of employment as a percentage of 

population but this is mainly due to differences in the age profile of the population. Overall labour market data since 2002 show some regional 

convergence in terms of lower unemployment and higher labour force participation in the BMW Region. Even accounting for this, the BMW Region 

faces significant developmental challenges and structural deficits that need to be addressed through targeted interventions. 

 

Table 3.3: Compara tive Assessment of Employment 2005  
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 State BMW  S&E EU 15 EU 25 

Employment as % of population 46.7% 44.9% 47.4% 43.0% 42.4% 

Unemployment as a % of labour force 4.2% 4.3% 4.2% 7.9% 8.8% 

Labour force as a % of working age population 71.5% 70.5% 71.9% 68.9% 68.2% 

Working age population as a % of total population 68.2% 66.5% 68.8% 66.7% 67.1 

Source: Central Statistics Office and Eurostat, 2005 

 

Summary data by gender, where available, shows that both males and females have benefited from the turnaround in labour market performance. 

These are set out in Table 3.4. This shows that the gender gap in labour force participation rates in the BMW Region remains wide compared with 

the national level. The data also show that Ireland is now approaching various Lisbon Targets in respect of labour market performance (see Chapter 

2). 

Table 3.4: Unemployment, participation and employment growth by NUTS 

II Region and gender Q1 2003 and Q4 2006  

Indicator  

BMW  S&E State EU 15 EU 25 

2003 2006 2003 2006 2003 2006 2006 2006 

Unemployment rate 5.3% 4.4% 4.3% 4.0% 4.6% 4.1% 7.6% 8.2% 

Female unemployment rate 4.7% 4.3% 3.8% 3.6% 4.0% 3.8% 8.7% 9.3% 

Male unemployment rate 5.7% 4.2% 4.7% 4.7% 5.0% 4.4% 6.7% 7.4% 

Participation rate 57.4% 61.1% 60.3% 63.7% 59.5% 63.0% 69.4% 68.3% 

Female participation rate 46.0% 48.9% 49.8% 53.4% 48.8% 53.0% 62.0% 60.8% 

Male participation rate 68.9% 71.4% 71.2% 72.9% 70.6% 72.5% 71.1% 75.8% 

Source: Central Statistics Office and Eurostat, 2006 

 

Details of unemployment and participation rates at NUTS III level are provided in Table 3.5. This reflects the region of residence of the labour force 

and not necessarily the region where they work. The table highlights the relatively poor performance of the Border Region with the highest 

unemployment and lowest participation rate. 

Table 3.5: Unemployment and participation by NUTS III region Q4 2006  

Indicator  BMW  Border Midland  Western State 

Unemployment rate 4.4% 5.1% 3.0% 4.3% 4.1% 
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Numbers in Employment (000s) 555.5 225.1 123.0 207.4 2,154.8 

Participation rate 61.1% 60.5% 61.7% 61.3% 63.0% 

Source: Central Statistics Office, 2007 

 

3.5  Sectoral Employment Performance  

It is useful to analyse the regionsô sectoral employment performance in more detail. The figure (3.1) below shows the percentage changes in 

employment across different sectors between 2000 and 2005 for the BMW Region. There has been higher growth in employment in the BMW 

Region in general over this period, although from a low base, which is reflected in the higher growth rates across most neutral categories. The BMW 

Region has made strong progress in the various services sectors, including public services, and in construction. However, it is interesting to note that 

the decline in employment in the low value-added sectors of óAgriculture, Forestry and Fishingô indicating ongoing structural change and a transition 

to higher value economic activities. It is also interesting to note that the sectors that are experiencing reduced employment levels tend to be 

comprised mainly of male employees , while expanding sectors (with the exception of construction) tend to be more gender balanced. Addressing the 

consequences of industrial restructuring is one of the priorities of the ESF OP (see section 5.5). 

Figure 3.1: Labour Market Performance ï Growth in Persons Aged 15+ in Employment 

by Sector ï 2000 - 2005  

 

Source: CSO, Quarterly National Household Survey, 2006 

Forfás publishes data on regional trends in employment between Irish-owned and foreign-owned firms23 which are also good proxies for high-added 

and low-added value sectors. The data show that the share in employment of foreign-owned firms in the BMW Region fell significantly over this 

period as a percentage of total employment. 

3.6  Productivity Analysis  

Regional competitiveness combines sustained high-value economic activity with high levels of labour force participation. Much of the weak regional 

income performance is due to weaker productivity in the BMW Region. An in-depth review of this data for the manufacturing sector is undertaken in 

the following section. Table 3.6 provides detailed data on the manufacturing sector in the two NUTS II regions based on the Census of Industrial 

Production. This data shows that the majority of manufacturing units in the country are situated in the S&E Region and the S&E Region scores better 

on productivity measures, such as ónet output per personô engaged.  

Table 3.6: Comparative Structure of Manufacturing Industry in the 

BMW Region 

                                                 
23

  The figures refer to people employed in manufacturing/financial and other international services/other activities 
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Variables Units BMW  S&E State 

Number of Local Units No. 1,491 3,703 5,194 

Total persons engaged No. 61,184 166,118 227,302 

Gross output per local unit  ú 000 9,779 21,665 18,253 

Net output per local unit  ú 000 5,340 13,520 11,215 

Gross output per person engaged ú 000 238.3 482.9 4,171 

Net output per person engaged ú 000 133.8 301.4 256.3 

Source: CSO, Census of Industrial Production, 2003 

 

Table 3.7 gives a breakdown of ónet output per person engagedô in both NUTS II regions for the different NACE24 sectors, which is the best 

available measure of productivity25. This data shows that the BMW Region lags behind the S&E Region in terms of productivity in the key 

manufacturing sectors. The one significant sector where this is not the case is ófood, beverages and alcoholô, in which the BMW Region has a 

productivity advantage over the S&E Region.  

This analysis indicates a significant productivity gap and the vulnerability of the industrial base to competitive pressures in the region which requires 

a coherent policy response, which includes the proposed actions set out in this OP and those proposed under the enterprise, science and innovation 

investment priority of the NDP 2007-13. 

Table 3.7: Net Output per Person Engaged in the State, BMW and S&E 

Regions by Industry Class ï 2003 (EUR 000)  

NACE Sector BMW  S&E State 

Chemicals, Chemical Products and Man-Made Fibres 151.5 1,181.2 1,008.9 

Paper Products, Publishing Printing 41.5 497.7 442.7 

Electrical and Optical Equipment 102.7 247.8 205.1 

Food Products, Beverages and Alcohol  310.9 143.1 191.6 

Other Non-Metallic Mineral Products 99.5 83.4 88.7 

Machinery and Equipment 59.2 67.0 64.4 

Rubber and Plastic Products 58.8 59.5 59.2 

Wood and Wood Products 64.7 54.3 59.0 
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 Classification of economic activities by sector adopted by Eurostat 
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 Notwithstanding the utility of this measure of productivity, it distorts somewhat the true value of net output due to the transfer pricing activities of multi-national corporations. 
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Other 44.9 62.4 56.8 

Transport Equipment  41.0 55.6 53.4 

Basic Metals and Fabricated Metal Products 52.3 53.1 52.9 

Textiles and Textile Products 45.0 39.9 41.7 

Source: Census of Industrial Production 2003, CSO 2005 

 

 

3.7  Innovation, Entrepreneurship and Research  

The BMW Region Innovation Audit study26 examined the level of innovation, entrepreneurship, start-ups and company performance in the region. 

Key conclusions of concern were that: 

Å volume of new start-up businesses in the BMW Region is well below the national average and only half that in the S&E Region; 

Å the BMW Region is less entrepreneurial than the S&E Region; 

Å the BMW Region is significantly below the national level based on the number of innovative companies; and 

Å level of R&D is low and tends only to be a part-time activity.  

On this basis, it could be considered that the BMW Region is less entrepreneurial than the S&E Region. This is due to a number of factors: 

Å there are slightly more manufacturing companies, pro rata in the BMW Region; 

Å the BMW Region has more traditional and fewer high-tech firms than the S&E Region; 

Å it also has smaller companies generally; and 

Å it has fewer internationally traded service companies. 

The challenge this poses for the regionôs economy is highlighted in the recently published report of the Small Business Forum27. This highlights the 

key role of small and start-up businesses as engines of economic growth. Key points of interest from this report are that: 

Å over 97% of businesses operating in Ireland today are defined as ósmallô as they employ fewer than 50 people;  

Å there are approximately 250,000 small businesses in Ireland, of which c. 60,000 (24%) are in the BMW Region; and 

Å they account for over 70% of gross value added (GVA) in Construction and 34% of GVA in indigenous Manufacturing.  

The Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) Report for 200528 indicates an increase in entrepreneurial activity among women. However, the 

proportion of women who have recently set up new businesses is low compared with the number set up by men and is also low by international 

standards. The challenge is to ensure that new business ideas emerging from all sources are translated into self-sustaining businesses. 

The European Innovation Scoreboard29 indicates that Ireland is below the EU average in terms of innovation. Selected indicators of R&D 

performance at regional and national level, compared with EU averages are provided in Table 3.8. This data indicates that the BMW Region is below 

the national average in terms of R&D expenditure from all sources and considerably below the EU average. Ireland performs better than the EU 

average in terms of the percentage of innovation-active firms, the proportion of science and technology graduates and the proportion of women 

researchers in the research community, but falls short of the Barcelona targets.  

 

Table 3.8 Selected Indicators of Regional R&D Performan ce compared with state and 

EU in 2003  

                                                 
26

 Audit of Innovation in the BMW Region, BMW Regional Assembly http://www.bmwassembly.ie/innovative_actions/Audit_Reports_2004.htm 

 

27
 Small Business Forum (2006) óSmall Business is Big Businessô http://www.smallbusinessforum.ie/ 

 

28
 GEM Report available at www.gemconsortium.org 

 

29
 The European Innovation Scoreboard (EIS) measures innovation performances across the European Union 
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 EU 25 Ireland  BMW Region 

Barcelona 

Target 

Total Expenditure on R&D as % GDP 1.9 1.16 0.92 3.0 

Business Enterprise Expenditure on R&D as % GDP 1.22 0.77 0.65 2.0 

Government Expenditure on R&D as % GDP 0.25 0.09 0.08 n.a. 

Higher Education Expenditure on R&D as % GDP 0.41 0.29 0.20 n.a. 

% of Innovation-active Enterprises 42% (EU27) 52% 50% n.a. 

Patents per million of population 127.9 (EU27) 77.3 n.a. n.a. 

Science and Technology Graduates per (000s)  12.4 (EU27) 23.1 n.a. n.a. 

Share of Women Researchers 25.8 (EU27) 27.8 n.a. n.a. 

 

Source: Eurostat, 2007 

The key challenges for the BMW Region, if it is to compete internationally in knowledge economy activities are to develop its Institutes of 

Technology (IoTs) as applied research and innovation centres, improve the quality of its graduates and to develop clusters of activity around each of 

the IoTs which are located in each of the regionôs Gateways. In addition, research activities should stimulate greater business R&D activity, 

particularly in indigenous firms. A further challenge is to facilitate the territorialisation of research activity within the region. Experience in Ireland 

and internationally suggests that high-added value clusters tend to locate around third level institutes that undertake high quality research and 

produce high calibre graduates. The BMW Region is at a clear disadvantage given that its sole University is in Galway. While Galway City and its 

hinterland have been successful at attracting this type of activity other clusters in the region tend to be relatively weak. 

The Programme for Research in Third Level Institutions (PRTLI) which is the government and EU co-funded major research funding programme 

launched in 1998/99 and administered by the Higher Education Authority, provides a good illustration of this. The programme allocates funding on a 

competitive basis to third-level institutions. Three cycles of funding have been allocated to-date. Table 3.9 presents a detailed regional breakdown of 

research funding under the PRTLI Cycles 1-3 in relation to the research centres and institutes funded. NUI Galway performed well in this 

competition and already hosts several internationally significant research centres and is engaged in a wide range of collaborative basic and applied 

research projects with industry. Despite the success of NUI Galway, the region as a whole performed badly and the IoTs have failed to attract 

significant research funding.  

 

Table 3.9: Breakdown of PRTLI Funding Allocated under Cy cles 1 - 3 by 

Institutions ï Ä000  

Institution and Region Total Funding Allocated by Cycle 

 Cycle 1 Cycle 2 Cycle 3 Total 

BMW      

NUI Galway 19,562 11,405 36,568 67,535 

Institute of Technology, Sligo 0 644 2,539 3,183 
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Athlone Institute of Technology 2,254 0 0 2,254 

Galway-Mayo Institute of Technology 0 0 0 0 

Dundalk Institute of Technology 0 0 0 0 

Letterkenny Institute of Technology 0 0 0 0 

BMW Total  21,816 12,049 39,107 72,972 

S&E     

University College Cork 26,809 16,904 79,486 123,199 

University College Dublin 31,153 34,202 45,583 110,938 

Trinity College Dublin 49,414 812 58,663 108,889 

Royal College of Surgeons 10,998 9,364 44,822 65,184 

Dublin City University  28,501 0 34,283 62,784 

University of Limerick  14,483 0 1,269 15,752 

NUI Maynooth 11,263 2,712 0 13,975 

Dublin Institute for Advanced Studies 0 0 11,808 11,808 

Dublin Institute of Technology 10,412 0 0 10,412 

Waterford Institute of Technology 0 0 4,951 4,951 

Cork Institute of Technology 0 2,437 0 2,437 

S&E Total  183,033 66,431 280,865 530,329 

% of total PRTLI 89% 85% 88% 88% 

TOTAL  204,849 78,480 319,972 603,301 

Source: The Higher Education Authority, based on Programme data as at October 2003 

Note: These are the latest available data as the PRTLI Cycle 4 proposals are scheduled to be approved in 2007 

 

3.8  Environmental Profile and Issues  

The development of environmental policy in Ireland and the regions is heavily influenced by EU policy and law. The framework for Irish 

environmental law and policy30 is provided by over 140 EU environmental directives. The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) has, on behalf of 

                                                 
30

  Environment Protection Agency (2005) Irelandôs Environment 2004 http://www.epa.ie/NewsCentre/ReportsPublications/IrelandsEnvironment2004/ 
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the Department of the Environment, Heritage and Local Government primary responsibility for environmental research, planning and guidance, 

licensing, monitoring and reporting on environmental status and enforcement of environmental law. There have been several developments in 

environmental law and policy in Ireland over the past 10 years: 

Å In 1996 the Waste Management Act was passed; 

Å Convention on Biological Diversity signed by Ireland in 1996; 

 

Å In 1997, the Government published ñSustainable Development: A Strategy for Irelandò, addressing all areas of Government policy, and 

economic and societal activity which impacts on the environment; 

Å Habitat Regulations (1997); 

Å Comhar, the National Sustainable Development Partnership, was established in 1999; 

Å National Climate Change Strategy (2000); 

Å Wildlife (Amendment) Act 2000; 

Å The National Biodiversity Plan (2002); 

Å The National Heritage Plan (2002); and 

Å The Protection of the Environment Act (2003). 

The environment of the BMW Region is generally of a high quality. This is due to a number of factors. The population density is relatively low and 

there is a low level of transport and congestion outside the main urban centres. Due to the lack of industrialisation and traditional heavy industry, the 

level of industrial pollution is also very low. There is high air quality and clean water generally and the western seaboard in particular is renowned 

for the clean Atlantic oceans and unspoilt beaches. There are currently 29 Blue Flag31 beaches in the BMW Region, located in counties Donegal, 

Galway, Mayo and Sligo. 

However, the pressures on the environment are increasing and the key challenge is to maintain the high standards that have been achieved through 

the correct policy responses. A more detailed description of the current state of the regionôs environment is contained in the Environmental Report 

prepared in conjunction with the ex ante evaluation of this OP. In the following sections we briefly review the following areas: 

Å Air Quality; 

Å Water Quality; 

Å Built Environment; 

Å Archaeological Heritage; 

Å Land Use Planning; 

Å Natural Heritage and Biodiversity; and 

Å Waste Management. 

Air Quality  

Air quality in Ireland and in particular in the BMW Region is of a high standard. This reflects the low level of industrialisation and the regionôs 

spatial structure. However, greenhouse gas emissions are an issue that needs to be addressed both regionally and nationally by all actors. Greenhouse 

gas emissions in Ireland on a per capita basis are above the EU (15) average based on the latest available data. They also show that Irelandôs 

emissions continue to rise and the main factor contributing to this is growth in transport volumes. This reflects the rapid increase in economic 

activity and car usage.  

Under the Kyoto Protocol32, Ireland is committed to limit emissions to 13% above the 1990 level in the period 2008-12. This highlights the 

challenges facing Ireland to comply with Irelandôs Kyoto commitments. This is a particular challenge given the rapid pace of economic growth. 

Meeting this challenge will require a combination of domestic action and international measures such as participation in the European Emissions 

Trading Scheme (ETS). Through a number of interventions, mainly in the form of niche and pilot actions this OP contributes to meeting this 

challenge. This builds on the success achieved in the areas of energy efficiency under the 2000-2006 NDP/CSF Programmes. 

 

Water Quality  

The main present threat to the quality of inland waters in the BMW Region is excessive enrichment (eutrophication) by nutrients such as 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
 

31
 The Blue Flag is an exclusive eco-label awarded to over 3,200 beaches and marinas in 36 countries across Europe, South Africa, Morocco, New Zealand, Canada and the Caribbean in 2006 

 

32
 The Kyoto Protocol to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change is an amendment to the international treaty on climate change, assigning mandatory targets for the reduction of greenhouse gas 

emissions to signatory nations 
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phosphorous and nitrogen. Among the sources of these are agricultural activities and the discharge of domestic and industrial waste and one-off rural 

housing. Intensive fertiliser use has contributed in the past to eutrophication of surface waters and affected the quality of groundwater. Municipal 

discharges were previously a major source of pollution. This is now less of a problem due to the significant investment in modern sewage treatment 

plants, co-financed by EU structural funds under previous Community Strategic Frameworks. 

According to the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), there is a need for improved protection of surface waters and ground waters. This is 

particularly the case in the context of targets included in the Water Framework Directive for all waters by 2015.  

The quality of waters in rivers is reasonable according to the available statistics. The EPAôs óWater Quality in Ireland 200533ô report shows that less 

than 1% of the BMW Regionôs river basin districts were seriously polluted. The quality for lakes is better than for rivers, with 85% estimated to be in 

satisfactory condition. It is believed that the position in the BMW Region is better than the average reflecting the different spatial structure of the 

region. Overall, water quality is of a good standard although there is a need to sustain this high quality and achieve improvements where possible. 

This is reflected in the assessments of drinking water from both public and group schemes. Data on the compliance of drinking water supplies in 

2004 from the EPA show an average compliance level of 95.6% across the 13 counties of the region compared with a national figure of 96.4%. A 

high percentage of public supplies are of sufficient quality while there is a lower percentage for group schemes, although this is improving. The risk 

reduction and innovative effluent drainage interventions proposed in this OP will contribute to sustaining improved water quality in the region. 

Built Environment  

The built environment of the BMW Region is of varied quality, but the situation has, for the most part, improved in recent years as a result of 

investments. Nevertheless, as a result of continuing economic growth, the built heritage remains under pressure as older buildings do not offer the 

same economic opportunities and facilities as modern, purpose-built ones. Against this background, it is important that the intrinsic value of the 

architectural heritage be recognised and continues to be protected in an appropriate manner in both urban and rural areas. 

Archaeological Heritage 

There are 55,000 protected archaeological sites and monuments in the region, or 45% of the nationôs total. Although those sites of national 

significance are well protected, they do face pressure due to increasing numbers of visitors, both Irish and from overseas. Sites of lesser significance 

remain under threat, mainly from two domestic sources ï the intensification of agricultural production and the infrastructural and other needs of an 

expanding economy and population. 

Land Use Planning 

Land use is subject to ongoing change with demand for development purposes continuing to increase. Irelandôs land use is predominantly 

agricultural and the landscape has been altered by nature and by human practices over the centuries. According to 2000 findings, land cover is made 

up of agricultural areas (66%), wetlands (17.1%), forest and semi-natural areas (11.9%), water (2.3%), artificial surfaces (1.9%). Between 1990 and 

2000, there was an increase in artificial surface cover across Ireland from 1.5% to 1.9% of total land cover, due mainly to urban growth and 

infrastructural improvements. Despite these pressures the BMW Regionôs land area is predominantly rural, although future population trends 

indicate that the BMW Regionôs population is likely to increase over the period of this OP34. 

Natural Heritage and Biodiversity 

The BMW Regionôs diversity and flora and fauna resources are of national significance. Twenty five species and 60 habitats are recognised by the 

EU as being in need of special protection. Threats to these include agricultural practices, afforestation, and peat extraction, eutrophication of waters, 

climate change, alien species, land clearance, and development. 

 

In the BMW Region, there are 298 Special Areas of Conservation (72% of the national total) and 93 Special Protection Areas (77.5% of the national 

total). Ireland has formally transmitted these sites to the European Commission as candidate Special Areas of Conservation and Special Protection 

Areas under the EU Habitats & Birds Directives. Policy measures to protect natural heritage and biodiversity include the National Biodiversity Plan, 

the Wildlife Act and the National Heritage Plan. 

Waste Management 

One of the most significant environmental issues facing the region is the effective management of the increasing levels of waste being generated 

through growing output and population and affluence. Between 2001 and 2004 the total estimated waste generated in Ireland as a whole rose by 

15%. A significant percentage of this increase is due to an increase in the quantity of construction and demolition waste.  

Although landfill is regarded in environmental terms as the least desirable option, the BMW Region is heavily reliant on this practice. The challenge 

is to continue to implement the proposals detailed in the Regional and Local Waste Management Plans. The objectives of these measures are to 

ensure the maximum diversion from landfill to re-use, recovery and recycling processes consistent with national objectives and targets. Litter 

remains a problem for the region affecting rural, urban and coastal areas and impacts negatively on general quality of life. Further progress in terms 

of awareness and recycling is required. 

Summary of Environmental Profile and Issues 
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  Environmental Protection Agency (2005) Water Quality in Ireland http://www.epa.ie/NewsCentre/ReportsPublications/IrelandsEnvironment2004/ 

 

34
  CSO Regional Population Projections 2006-2031 http://www.cso.ie/releasespublications/reg_pop_projections.htm 
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Overall, notwithstanding the challenges identified, the BMW Regionôs favourable environment record will continue to play an important role in 

ensuring the regionôs competitiveness, quality of life and prosperity over the next 20 years. By appropriate investment and policies the BMW Region 

can ensure that its strong environment is sustained. Existing legislation needs to be effectively implemented to maintain natural habitats, support 

national parks and wildlife reserves, protect waterways and enhance heritage sites and field monuments. There is also a need to implement river 

catchment management, source protection and water quality upgrade schemes and implement the Regional Waste Management Strategies with an 

emphasis on sustainable waste management programmes. There is also an ongoing challenge to enhance the viability of the BMW Regionôs 

Gateways, Hubs, towns and villages through improving the quality of their design and maintenance. 

3.9  Infrastructure Provision  

Provision of physical infrastructure is a key issue for the region if it is to meet its potential and requires on-going upgrading and investment. 

Transport Infrastructure  

From 2006 to 2015, capital investment in the Irish transport system will take place under the framework of Transport 2135.  

The Transport 21 Programme is designed to resolve the problems of backlogs in previous capital investments, while at the same time meeting 

expected growth in transport demand. The aims of Transport 21 are to: 

Å Increase accessibility; 

Å Ensure sustainability; 

Å Expand capacity; 

Å Increase use; and 

Å Enhance quality. 

A total national investment package of ú34.4 billion has been allotted over the 10 year period, providing the necessary funding to: 

Å Complete the development of the inter-urban motorway network by 2010; 

Å Bring about improvements in the rest of the national road network, focusing particularly on balanced regional development and on the needs 

identified in the National Roads Needs Study36;  

Å Complete the safety programme on the national rail network;  

Å Bring about a radical improvement in the level and quality of rail services, based on the policy framework provided by the Strategic Rail 

Review37;  

Å Improve regional and rural public transport services;  

Å Fund essential capital works at the six existing regional airports;  

Å Address accessibility for people by implementing the commitments in The Department of Transport's Sectoral Plan under the Disability Act 

200538; and 

Å Deliver a sustainable transport system that balances social, economic and environmental considerations.  

Access to a region and connectivity within a region are among the key determinants of its competitiveness. Inadequate access to the BMW Region 

has been one of the major barriers affecting its development. Poor road linkages lead to rising travel times and increases in costs as traffic volumes 

increase. This also leads to unpredictability of journey times which is a particular problem for businesses in trying to reach markets. This is a feature 

of the road network in the region as it is characterised by single carriageways that are increasingly unsuitable for the level of traffic volume. The key 

issue for future investment is the extent to which the network in the region is operating at the desired level. Assessing appropriate road capacity is a 

function of a number of factors including traffic volumes and the Level of Service (LOS) required. According to the National Roads Authority 

significant elements of the national primary network in the BMW Region are below the LOS. 

The position for the national secondary network is even more marked, with a significant portion of sub-standard secondary network in the region. 

This under-developed network is reflected in a reduced ability to attract investment and in particular high-added value projects. Road infrastructure is 

an important issue for the BMW Region and key road investment priorities include delivery of the infrastructure investment commitments set in the 

previous National Development Plan and Community Support Framework (NDP/CSF) 2000-2006 and projects that are consistent with the National 

Spatial Strategy (NSS) 2002-2020. Investing in national secondary routes is a crucial element of this strategy to address access for the region. 

Investing in these national secondary routes will improve the link between the designated Gateways, Hubs and their hinterlands as envisaged in the 

NSS. These projects were set out in the NSS and are included in Figure 3.2. 
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 Transport 21 was launched by the Irish Government on the 1st of November 2005. The investment proposed covers the areas of national roads, public transport and regional airports http://www.transport21.ie/ 

 

36
 National Roads Authority (1998) National Roads Needs Study www.nra.ie/publicationsresources/ 

 

37
 Booz, Allen, Haminlton (2004) Strategic Rail Review www.transport.ie/upload/general/3230-0.pdf 

 

38
 Department of Transport (2005) Sectoral Plan under the Disability Act http://www.transport.ie/upload/general/7760-0.pdf 
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By improving access this strategy would also improve access to the region, connectivity within the region and enhance the economic contribution of 

the designated Gateways and Hubs and maximise the returns to investments made in other infrastructure such as Ports and Airports. This OP builds 

on the significant progress already made in developing the roads network and will complement the NDP 2007-13, Transport 21 and the NSS. 

 

Figure 3.2: National Transport Network ï National Spatial Strat egy  

 

Source: NSS, People, Places and Potential, 2002 

Public transport in the BMW Region is also important. Public transport is relatively under-developed and Table 3.10 shows, for example, the low 

level of rail service in the area. Investment in public transport has an appropriate role to play in facilitating intra- and inter-regional access. This 

includes both rail and bus services.  

Table 3.10: Frequency of Rail Connections for Key BMW Towns  

Route No. of Services each Weekday 

Dublin ï Galway ï Dublin 7 

Athlone ï Galway ï Athlone 8 

Dublin ï Sligo ï Dublin 5 

Dublin ï Westport/Ballina ï Dublin 3 

Ballina ï Manulla Junction ï Ballina 3 

Source: Irish Rail, 2005 
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Transport 21 proposes improvements in commuter services including the Athenry-Galway service due by 2009, upgrading the current inter-city 

routes and the re-opening of the Western Rail Corridor (WRC). The WRC project links the three designated urban Gateways of Sligo, Galway and 

Limerick, via the designated Hubs of Tuam and Ennis. Its opening would facilitate ease of access to regional airports at Sligo and Galway and the 

International airports at Shannon and Knock and is a key project for the region.  

Finally, there is potentially a greater role for bus services given the on-going and prospective improvements in the road network. This is a key issue 

for the region given the relatively low level of services at present and potential improvements that are planned for the road network. 

Telecommunications 

The roll-out of broadband in many parts of rural Ireland has been slow. Consequently, Ireland lags behind most EU countries in terms of broadband 

access and connections and this is particularly the case in the BMW Region. This is reflected in the map overleaf. 

Significant regional broadband disparities persist. This is reflected in a recent report on Irelandôs broadband performance by Forf§s39. This shows 

Irelandôs generally poor performance (see Figure 3.4 for international position) but in particular highlights the low level of internet connections, 

particularly in the BMW Region (see Table 3.11). 

The Governmentôs investment in the Metropolitan Area Networks under the Regional OP 2000-2006 included eleven towns in the BMW Region. 

This includes NSS growth centres such as Galway, Letterkenny, Athlone and Sligo. However, the rural areas of the BMW Region are still mostly 

without a reliable, cost effective, always-on broadband service. The ability to offer broadband through DSL technology has been constrained by the 

absence of the relevant technology in the local exchanges and by the unsuitability of existing telephone cables. In 2005 further capital investment 

was directed at the further roll-out of DSL. However, DSL-enabled exchanges are not a sufficient solution to achieve universal broadband coverage. 

Enabling smaller exchanges in not economically viable as only subscribers within a 3km range receive higher download speeds and up to one third 

of lines within 3km are not suitable for DSL. Accordingly, innovative complementary approaches are required. 

Universal broadband access throughout the BMW Region within the next 3 years is a priority investment, utilising innovative approaches, where 

necessary. Wireless technologies, for example, could be deployed in more remote areas, through initiatives such as the Group Broadband Scheme. 

This commenced roll-out in 2004 and was aimed at providing broadband to rural towns with less than 1,500 inhabitants. Recognising that there are 

still some parts of the country where the private sector is unable to justify the commercial provision of broadband services, the Minister for 

Communications, Marine and Natural Resources established a Steering Committee to consider options to address the gap in broadband coverage. 

Consultants have been appointed to advise Government on the most appropriate solution with a view to significantly extending broadband coverage 

in the near future. 

Figure 3.3: Estimated Broadband Coverage in Ireland  

                                                 
39

  Forfás Broadband Benchmarking Study, 2005 http://www.forfas.ie/publications/forfas051205/webopt/forfas051205_broadband_webopt.pdf 
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Source: Forfás 

The universal availability of high-speed always-on internet access is crucial for the economic development of the BMW Region, from innovation, 

competitiveness, knowledge/learning and quality of life perspectives. Broadband enables businesses, communities, service providers and individuals 

to take full advantage of on-line services.  

Figur e 3.4: International rates of broadband take - up 

 

Source: Forfás Broadband Benchmarking Study, 2006 

Table 3.11: Level of domestic ICT usage in BMW, S&E and State 2000 -

06 
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 2000 2003 2004 2005 2006 

Percentage of Households with a Computer      

BMW 26.8 34.0 37.5 48.4 50.5 

S&E 34.5 45.2 49.4 57.2 61.4 

Ireland 32.5 42.2 46.2 54.9 58.5 

Percentage of Households with Internet Connection      

BMW 15.8 26.2 30.3 38.8 40.5 

S&E 22.2 36.2 41.1 47.3 51.7 

Ireland 20.5 33.5 38.2 45.1 48.7 

Source: CSO Information Society and Telecommunications 2006  

 

Energy and Water Services Infrastructure 

The BMW Regionôs total primary energy requirement is heavily dependent on fossil fuels such as oil and gas and to a lesser extent coal. This raises a 

number of issues around security of supply and environmental sustainability given our Kyoto commitments. This suggests a programme of energy 

efficiency and investments to stimulate renewables. The Irish energy market is characterised by increasing demand, scarce indigenous sources of 

energy, a high dependence on imports for our energy supply and limited interconnection. While the production of renewable energy in the region is 

increasing, Ireland is critically dependent on imports of fossil fuels and on scarce domestic peat supplies. With rising costs of conventional fossil 

fuels, renewable energy can become a more economic option and one that meets the accessibility and cost constraints of the enterprise sector and 

communities in the BMW Region. 

Table 3.12 (below) provides details on the water supply connections in the region. For the State as a whole, most households are connected to the 

public water system. Most of the rest are supplied by the rural water sector. This includes the 5,500 Group Water Schemes providing water in rural 

areas. These schemes are formed by a number of households coming together to provide their own common water supply and it is estimated that 

around 300,000 households are supplied with water in this way The data below suggest that group schemes are important in the three sub-regions of 

the BMW area, reflecting their rural character. 

Table 3.12: Type of Water Supply in Private Dwellings by Region 2002  

NUTS III Region Public Mains 

Public 

Group 

Scheme 

Private 

Group 

Scheme 

Other 

Private 

Source 

No Piped 

Water Not Stated TOTAL  

Border 86,561 19,562 9,879 20,429 842 3,446 140,719 

 61.5% 13.9% 7.0% 14.5% 0.6% 2.4% 100.0% 

Midland 44,069 8,207 3,152 13,829 523 1,900 71,680 

 61.5% 11.4% 4.4% 19.3% 0.7% 2.7% 100.0% 

West 64,770 26,031 15,215 12,891 712 3,214 122,833 
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 52.7% 21.2% 12.4% 10.5% 0.6% 2.6% 100.0% 

Source: CSO, Census of Population 2002 

 

The BMW Region also requires continued public investment to complete the upgrading of public water and waste water infrastructure and complete 

the rural water investment programme. This will be provided primarily through the NDP 2007-13. A report published in September 2005, óNDP/CSF 

Investment in Water Services 2000-2006ô,40 suggests that significant further investment would be required in this area. Allied to this should be 

source protection investments for rural water supplies and the introduction of village sewerage schemes, following completion of the current pilots. 

These latter niche investments which complement the mainstream NDP investment and follow the investment under the previous NDP/CSF are 

proposed for EU co-financing under this OP. 

3.10  Urban Structure  

One of the policy priorities of the BMW Region is to enhance the urban structure of its principal towns. Large concentrations of people with deep 

labour pools are essential for regions to achieve critical mass and fulfil their potential.  

The NSS designated five Gateways in the BMW Region. The Border Region has three which are designated as Gateways for the purposes of the 

NSS. These are Letterkenny/Derry, Sligo and Dundalk. In the Midland Region the Midland Triangle comprising Athlone, Mullingar and Tullamore 

is the designated Gateway and Galway is the designated Gateway in the West Region. The designated Hubs in the BMW Region are Cavan, 

Monaghan, Ballina, Castlebar and Tuam. The populations of these towns are included in Table 3.13. It is worth noting the low share of each of the 

regionôs population accounted for by these Gateways and Hubs. The percentages are 18.9% in the Midlands, 18.4% in the Border and 24.5% in the 

West. This highlights the importance of developing their critical mass in terms of population and increasing their significance as regional drivers of 

economic activity. 

Table 3.13: Population of Gateways and Hubs in the BMW Region  

NUTS III Region Gateway Population Hub Population 

Midlands Athlone ï Mullingar ï Tullamore 42,655 - - 

Border 

 

Letterkenny 15,231 Cavan 6,098 

Sligo 19,735 Monaghan 5,936 

Dundalk 32,505   

West Galway 66,163 Ballina 9,647 

  Castlebar 11,371 

  Tuam 5,947 

Source: Census 2002, CSO 

 

Table 3.14 sets out in more detail the relative urban structure of the BMW Region when compared with other regions in Ireland. It can be seen that 

the State as a whole is significantly more urbanised than the three sub-regions of the BMW Region. The data also show that the principal urban 

centres account for a low share of the population when compared with other regions. This is a key weakness of the BMW Region which presents 

challenges in terms of economic and social development. 

Table 3.14: Regional Growth and Urban Structures, 2002  
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Region 

Urban as % of Total 

Population 

Largest Urban Centre  

Pop Size 2002 

Largest Urban Centre as %  

of Regional Population 

Border 33% (7) Dundalk Town and Tnvirons 

32,505 

7.5% (6) 

Midland 37% (5) Athlone Town and Environs 

15,936 

7.1% (7) 

West 34% (6) Galway City and Environs 

75,789 

19.9% (4) 

Dublin and Mid-East 87% (1) Dublin City and Environs 

1,004,614 

65.4% (1) 

Mid-West 43% (3) Limerick City and Environs 

86,998 

25.6% (3) 

South-East 43% (3) Waterford City and Environs 

46,736 

11.0% (5) 

South-West 55% (2) Cork City and Environs 186,177 31.1% (2) 

State 60%   

*Bracketed numbers are the regional rankings, e.g. 1 to 7 

Source: Fitzpatrick Associates (2006) Implementing the NSS: Gateways Investment Priorities Study 

 

The NSS underlines the importance of these Gateways as drivers for regional growth, recognising that this growth is mainly generated by urban 

centres. It is proposed that this OP will support the development of the designated growth centres through a targeted investment programme. This is 

outlined in Priority 3 in chapter 5 of the OP. 

The strategy for enhancing urban-rural inter-linkages is provided in the NSS, as described in section 2.9 of this OP. The NSS reinforces the objective 

of balanced territorial development as a priority policy for the Irish Government and proposes that enhancing the development potential and 

generating critical mass in key urban centres is linked with the development of the rural hinterlands of the designated urban centres. The NSS, 

consistent with the European Spatial Development Perspective (1999: 66) recognises the interdependence of urban and rural areas and defines 

strengthening the rural economy, strengthening rural communities and strengthening environmental qualities within a typology of five types of rural 

areas as important policy areas. 

The spatial planning framework in the NSS is elaborated at NUTS III level in the Regional Planning Guidelines, as described in section 2.15 of this 

OP. The Regional Planning Guidelines provide a regional framework for more efficient land use planning and provide regional investment strategies 

for each NUTS III region. The investment priorities for each of the designated Gateways are set out in the Gateways Investment Priorities Report. 

These have been taken into account in the preparation of this OP. 

The integration of spatial planning and public investment in order to assist all regions to deliver to their maximum potential and to enhance the 

quality of life of all people wherever they live, will be largely addressed through the NDP 2007-13 (see section 1.5). The NDP also emphasizes the 

role of strong urban centres in stimulating regional economic development. This OP will complement and add value to the NDP initiatives. 

3.11  Social Inclusion  

While living standards and other social indicators relating to the BMW Region have improved somewhat in recent years, there are still significant 

pockets of disadvantage. The NDP/CSF 2000-2006 recognised the existence of these ñpockets of disadvantageò in both of the regions, though stated 

that rural disadvantage was more prevalent in the BMW Region at the time of publication. 

The Combat Poverty Agency (2005)41 highlights the occurrence of poverty in localised areas, as opposed to broad administrative areas such as the 

BMW Region. The report states that ñthere are regional and local differences in both the risk of poverty and in the levels of key related social 
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indicators such as unemployment, education and social classò. These differences increase when lower levels of desegregation are examined.  

The BMW Region contains a disproportionate number of areas at risk of poverty and the Combat Poverty Agency report lists Donegal, Leitrim and 

Mayo as the counties with the highest poverty risk. Another report42, compiled for ADM (Pobal) in 2005, also examines the spatial distribution of 

poverty in Ireland and finds there to be significant pockets of deprivation in the country, but more so in the BMW Region. This analysis also looked 

at the evolution of regional inequality over the three last census periods and found that the relative poverty levels of local areas changed very little 

over the three periods. The majority of areas identified to be most deprived were in the BMW Region, as outlined in Table 3.15. 

Table 3.15: Most Deprived Areas, Census 2002  

Urban Locations (areas of) Galway City 

 Dundalk Town 

 Drogheda Town 

Rural Locations Most of Donegal 

 Most of Mayo 

 Large parts of West and East Galway 

 Parts of Leitrim 

 Parts of Cavan 

 Parts of Monaghan 

 Parts of Roscommon 

Source: ADM(Pobal) 

 

 

The factors driving this deprivation, according to the ADM/Pobal report, are as follows: 

Å A higher dependency ratio; 

Å A higher incidence of lone parents; 

Å Higher unemployment; 

Å A higher proportion of households headed by semi-skilled or unskilled workers; and 

Å Lower general educational attainment. 

The Managing Authority has given due consideration to the incorporation of social inclusion considerations in the selection of interventions, where 

appropriate and will continue to engage with Intermediary Bodies on the contribution of interventions to promoting social inclusion and gender 

equality objectives in the implementation of interventions. 

3.12  National Development Plan/CSF and the BMW Regional OP 2000 - 2006  

In developing this OP, the Managing Authority has taken account of the significant investment that has been made in the BMW Region under the 

National Development Plan/Community Support Framework 2000-2006 and is also cognisant of the need to complement the National Development 

Plan (NDP) 2007-2013. Total investment in the BMW Region from 2000-2005 was ú12.1bn across the Regional and Inter-Regional OPs. 

This OP also takes account of the lessons of the previous BMW Regional OP 2000-2006. The OPôs overall objectives were to: 

Å Increase the regionôs potential to act as a counterbalance to the S&E Region, especially Dublin; 
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Å Pursue more balanced regional growth within the region; 

Å Increase the presence in the region of the key drivers of sustainable growth, notably in the productive sector; 

Å Improve the quality of the regionôs economic and social infrastructure and human resources; 

Å Build on the regionôs natural resource base, especially in the areas of agriculture, tourism, the seafood sector and rural enterprise; and 

Å Promote rural and urban social inclusion. 

This was achieved through four priorities: Local Infrastructure; Local Enterprise Development; Agriculture and Rural Development; and Social Inclusion 

and Childcare. The measures for each Priority are set out in the following Table 3.16. 

Table 3.16: BMW Regional OP 2000 - 2006 Priorities and Measures  

Priority 1: Local 

Infrastructure Development 

Priority 2: Local Enterprise 

Development 

Priority 3: Agriculture,  

Rural Development 

Priority 4: Social I nclusion 

and Childcare 

Non National Roads Tourism General Structural 

Improvement 

Childcare Capital 

Rural Water Microenterprise Alternative Enterprises Childcare Staffing and Quality 

Improvement 

Waste Management Regional Innovation Strategies General Rural Development Equality for Women 

Urban & Village Renewal Forestry Services for Agriculture and 

Rural Development 

Community Development 

E-commerce and 

Communications 

Fishery Harbours 

Infrastructure 

 Crime Prevention 

Seaports Aquaculture Development  Youth Services 

Regional Airports   Local Development 

Culture, Recreation and Sports    

Technical Assistance    

Source: BMW Programme Complement 2006 

 

 

3.13  Progress of Selected Measures under the Inter - Regional OPs 2000 -

2006  

There are a number of interventions that are included in this OP that were supported under the inter-regional OPs 2000-2006, namely:  

Å National Roads; 

Å Public Transport; 

Å SEI and Renewable energy; and 

Å RTDI. 

This OP builds on the success and progress achieved under the previous investment plan. In the following sections, we present some of the key 

achievements that are relevant in the context of this OP. In addition, the terms of reference of the update report on the mid-term evaluation of the 

BMW Regional OP included a requirement for the appointed consultant to identify interventions that should be prioritised for inclusion in the 

successor OP.  
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National Roads 

Progress on the National Roads Priority under the NDP/CSF 2000-2006 is significant. Over the period January 2000 to June 2006, 63 major projects 

were completed and delivered a total of 475 km of new national roads. 155.2 km of this was of motorway standard, with 117.5 km of dual 

carriageway standard. Progress to end June 2006 includes: 

Å 45.7% of the five Major Inter-Urban routes (MIUs ) had been completed to the required standard; 

Å 76.9% of the M50/development was complete; 

Å Level of Service D targets were achieved on the other National Primary Routes; and 

Å Travel time savings of 91 minutes have been achieved on the MIUs. 

In addition, there are 25 major projects under construction at the end of June 2006 with a combined length of 312.6 km, of which 10 are in the BMW 

Region and 15 in the S&E Region. Projects in the BMW Region include: 

Å N1/A1 Dundalk / Newry; 

Å Monaghan By-Pass Phase 1; 

Å Castleblayney By-pass; 

Å Longford/Drumsna (Dromond-Roosky By-Pass); 

Å Kinnegad/Athlone By-Pass (Kinnegad-Kilbeggan); 

Å Kinnegad/Athlone By-Pass (Kilbeggan-Athlone) ; 

Å Mullingar By-Pass; 

Å Mullingar / Belvedere; 

Å Charlestown By-Pass; and 

Å Mountain Top / Illistrim. 

Planning and design investment are underway on a further 70 major projects in both regions. Further improvements in the road network are required 

and this is a significant infrastructure priority for the region.  

The update report on the mid-term evaluation of the BMW Regional OP identified investment in key roads linking Gateways and Hubs and their 

hinterlands as a priority for investment. This OP includes an intervention under Priority 3 to upgrade strategic secondary routes, linked with the 

designated growth centres which will help in the overall upgrading of the network. 

National Public Transport  

Under the National Public Transport Measure there has been major investment in rail safety and upgrades of the rail network. Significant progress 

has been made, especially with regard to track renewal. Some of the main elements of progress include: 

Å 603.5 km of track have been relayed, including significant track in the BMW Region; 

Å Significant work was undertaken in respect of safety bridges and fencing; 

Å Improvements in the safety of level crossings have been made; 

Å Investments under the Rural Transport Initiative (RTI); 

Å Contract signed for delivery of 150 new regional rail cars; 

Å Re-signalling work; and 

Å Station re-development, including major works at Heuston Station, which serves the Midlands and West of Ireland. 

The Department of Transport has given funding approval to extend the rail network Track and Signalling Project to the Westport and Ballina lines in 

the BMW Region. These improvements have led to time savings on many routes, in some cases quite significant savings. These improvements have 

been accompanied by strong growth in passenger numbers.  

The update report on the mid-term evaluation of the BMW Regional OP identified investment in public transport linking urban areas and their 

hinterlands as a priority for investment under the 2007-13 programmes. This is also consistent with the need to address Irelandôs GHG emissions and 

the provision of public transport is an element of addressing the transport needs of socially excluded groups. Taking account of the importance of 

access to high quality public transport for economic, environmental and social reasons, the Managing Authority has included a public transport 

intervention that will support public transport infrastructure improvements in the BMW Region.  

Sustainable Energy and Renewable Energy  

The levels of expenditure and the associated physical outputs under the Sustainable Energy Priority of the ESIOP have been somewhat lower than 

expected. The overall budget for this Measure was planned to be over ú220 million, with ú156 million earmarked for Energy Conservation and ú67 

million for Alternative/Renewable Energy over the period 2000-2006. Spending on this priority has been below the level envisaged. Despite this, 

some of the physical performance indicators are well on target. Under the Built-Environment Sub-Measure four of the five indicators seem well on 

target to achieve the 2006 goals. The extent of expenditure in the Alternative/Renewable Energy Measure has been lower than expectations, 

especially in the area of renewable energy connection to the Grid. However, progress in terms of connections has now accelerated. 
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Renewable energy and efficiency investments have an important role to play and have been identified as a priority for investment in the update report 

on the mid-term evaluation of the BMW Regional OP. Through a number of investments it is envisaged that this OP will contribute to these goals 

and build on the success achieved in the areas of energy efficiency under the 2000-2006 programme. 

Research, Technological Development and Innovation (RTDI) 

Over ú1.7 billion has been spent on Research, Technological Development and Innovation (RTDI) since 2000. Of this, ú1.1 billion has been spent on 

industry research and development. Over ú134 millions worth of world class equipment have been funded under the Programme for Research in 

Third Level Institutions. 

RTDI investment aims to continue and develop the support in key areas where public investment remains fundamentally necessary to sustainable 

economic growth and to encourage the transition to an economy based on knowledge and new technologies. This investment inter alia aims to 

develop intellectual infrastructure to órootô overseas companies here through more extensive use of research based in Ireland; to persuade and 

encourage companies to develop their own research activities; and, to develop a world-class research environment in our higher education 

institutions. 

The Audit of Innovation in the BMW Region, described in section 3.7 concluded that the volume of new start-up businesses in the BMW Region is 

only half that in the S&E Region. Its overall conclusion was that the region had an innovation deficit and is less entrepreneurial than the S&E 

Region. The inability to attract significant research funding is also an indication of this.  

The update report on the mid-term evaluation of the BMW Regional OP identified the enhancement of research capacity, technology transfer and 

innovation networks as priorities for investment under the 2007-13 programmes. The Innovation, ICT and the Knowledge Economy Priority of this 

OP will build regional research, innovation and ICT infrastructure and capacity and increase the BMW Regionôs contribution to Irelandôs R&D 

objectives as set out under the National Strategy for Science, Technology and Innovation.  

3.14  BMW Regional Operational Programme 2000 - 2006  

The BMW Programme 2000-2006 supported a number of measures that are in areas to receive further support under this OP. These include 

investments in: 

Å E-Commerce and Communications; 

Å Microenterprises; 

Å Rural Water; and 

Å Urban Renewal. 

There have been a number of initiatives supported in the E-Commerce and Communications area. These include the investment in the fibre óbackboneô 

network, international connectivity, the enabling of exchanges to provide DSL-based services, the Metropolitan Area Networks and the County and 

Group Broadband Scheme. However, as highlighted in Chapter 3, Ireland lags behind most EU countries in terms of broadband access and connections 

and this is particularly the case in the BMW Region. Access to broadband is important for economic and social progress and universal broadband access 

is a priority investment. The update report on the mid-term evaluation of the BMW Regional OP identified investment in increasing broadband access 

and stimulation of demand as priorities for investment under the Regional OP 2007-13.  

The lessons learned from the previous E-Commerce and Communications measure 2000-2006 are reviewed in the ex ante evaluation of the Investment 

Priorities for the NDP 2007-201343. This highlights the progress already made in building backhaul, establishing the Metropolitan Area Networks and 

in the County and Group Broadband Schemes and proposes targeted investment to address continued non-availability of broadband in certain areas, 

address backhaul deficiencies and stimulate demand. This OP provides further support for innovative approaches to addressing these issues. 

The Microenterprise Measure is delivered through the 13 City and County Enterprise Boards (CEBs) located in the region. CEBs support systems 

and interventions in which financial assistance is made available towards (i) the capital and employment costs of micro-sector start-up and expansion 

projects and (ii) under the Entrepreneurial and Capability Development sub Measure the cost of training/mentoring programmes for the promoters 

and employees of those projects, is supported. 

Each CEB operates as a stand-alone limited company whose activities are carried out on the basis of an Operating Agreement between the individual 

CEB and the Minister for Enterprise, Trade and Employment. Total expenditure over the period to June 2006 was ú77.1m and this provided support to 

over 2,300 enterprises. This measure is seen as effective in assisting business start-ups and business development. Given the level of innovation in the 

region it is considered that there is a rationale for continued investment in these areas. The measure was also prioritised for gender equality following the 

mid-term evaluation and CEBs have taken significant steps to actively promote gender equality within this activity.  

The update report on the mid-term evaluation identified in particular the need to enhance the IT capability of small firms in the successor OP. There 

will be further supports in this and other areas under this OP recognising the many challenges that remain. The level of business start-ups in the 

region is low and needs to be increased. This suggests the need for on-going support for microenterprise interventions at county level.  

The Rural Water  measure 2000-2006 provided funding for investment in water treatment, disinfection and distribution equipment for group water 

schemes to ensure that they can provide an adequate supply of water within their catchment area which meets the requirements of the EU Directive 

on Drinking Water Quality. ERDF co-financing was provided under the Regional OP 2000-2006 for eligible schemes at a rate of 75% in the region.  
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Over the period under review, total expenditure amounted to over ú311 million, which is equal to over 70 % of projected expenditure. Projects 

benefiting from ERDF co-financed funding have led to improvements in water quality and service quality for approximately 243,297 persons in the 

region. Of these, 48,377 were connections to Small Public Water Schemes and the remaining 194,920 benefited through new and upgraded group 

water scheme supplies.  

The evaluation of water services investment in the NDP/CSF 2000-200644 completed in 2005 highlighted (p.135) the need for adequate water services and 

the use of óbest technological practiseô in addressing waste water treatment in rural areas. 

While water quality is high in the region there remains a challenge to minimise risks to water quality, which requires public funding, in particular for 

source protection interventions and to address the risk of groundwater contamination from concentrations of individual septic tanks in rural areas. 

This provides the rationale for further investment in this area as proposed in this OP. 

The aim of the Urban and Village Renewal measure under the Regional OP 2000-2006 was to provide financial support for a range of interventions 

to upgrade cities, towns and villages to make them more attractive places in which to live and work, encourage social and economic development 

and facilitate and support the development of tourism and tourism-related activity. 

At the end of June 2006 work was underway or completed at some 244 locations, covering 522 projects including 382 village, 89 town and 2 city 

projects. Seventeen conservation projects have also been completed and funding approved for a further 34.  

The update report on the mid-term evaluation of the BMW Regional OP 2000-2006 identified investment in the urban environment of Gateways and 

Hubs as a priority for investment in the new OP. The Urban development priority of this OP will continue with the urban renewal theme in the context 

the integrated development of the designated growth centres. 

3.15  Lessons from Regional Operational Programmes 2000 - 2006  

All of the OPs were subject to a Mid-term Evaluation45 of both co-financed and non-co-financed measures and an Update Evaluation. The Update 

Evaluation of the BMW Regional OP46 highlighted a number of lessons for future regional programming which, where possible, have been taken 

account of in preparing this OP. Regarding overall programme planning and implementation, these included: 

Å a need for early and proper planning and feasibility assessments where programmes are new or untried; 

Å close examination of likely uptake where programmes are demand-led; 

Å a need for early planning evidenced by the fact that some of the issues that arose often did not begin to be addressed until the programme had 

actually been published and launched; and 

Å the need, in the case of either new or problematic measures, for very focused and dynamic approach to implementation and a willingness to 

revisit key parameters if they are proving problematic.  

With regard to achieving greater impact and value for money, recommendations included: 

Å a need for focus on overall objectives and strategies for measures, and a willingness to change the ñfine printò if existing mechanisms are failing 

to deliver on these. It is also important not to jettison important objectives simply because they prove administratively difficult; 

Å within EU state aid guidelines, an area to consider would be aid rates. If objectives are important and are not eliciting the desired private investor 

response, an approach would be to adjust aid rates upwards, i.e. to reduce the ñpriceò of participation; 

Å consideration of new forms of delivery where traditional mechanisms may be over-stretched, e.g. more contracting-out of delivery (as distinct 

from simply grant provision) to non-governmental organisations in both the private and other non-profit sectors; and 

Å revisiting the area of indicators, especially impact indicators for the post-2006 period, including earlier and better definition of these, minimising 

their number, and central support in the task of developing, monitoring and interpreting them at programme and measure level. 

The Managing Authority recognises the need for early planning particularly for new, innovative and demand-led interventions under the OP. 

However, in selecting appropriate interventions, the Managing Authority has also been cognisant of the constraints imposed arising from the 

frontloading of c.80% of commitments in the first three years of the programme (see Chapter 6) and the application of the n+2 rule. 

The report of the update evaluation also identified the Evaluatorôs views on the areas that should be prioritised for investment under the BMW 

Regional OP 2007-13. These have been cross-referenced with the selected interventions in sections 3.13 and 3.14 above. 

3.16  SWOT Analysis of the Region  

Table 3.17 overleaf outlines the SWOT analysis for the BMW Region. This is taken from the report of the recent Foresight Exercise, as described in 

Chapter 2. Key strengths of the BMW Region include: 
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Å High quality of life attributes and positive external image; 

Å High quality of environment; 

Å High number of school-leavers attending third-level education; and 

Å A good base for enterprise development. 

Key weaknesses include:  

Å Weak innovative capacity and poor entrepreneurship and productivity performance; 

Å A weak urban structure;  

Å Inadequate infrastructure in areas such as transport, energy and telecommunications (broadband); and 

Å Environmental risks relating to water quality. 

Table 3.17: Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats (SWOT) 

of the Region  

Strengths Weaknesses 

High quality and scenic environment (both land and sea), 

low population density 

A weak urban structure, generally poor physical 

infrastructure and lack of efficient access to the main cities, 

airports and ports 

Well-developed network of towns and villages Inadequate infrastructure in areas such as transport, energy 

and telecommunications (broadband) 

Access to a well-educated, skilled and flexible workforce A limited industrial or services base with weak productivity 

in several sectors 

High quality of life attributes and positive external image 

 

Poor agricultural land and weak agricultural structures 

 

Lack of congestion generally resulting in less pressure on the 

physical infrastructure and high quality affordable housing 

stock 

Below average levels of start-ups and low levels of 

company-level innovation and underdeveloped regional 

scientific research system 

High number of school-leavers attending third-level 

education 

Poor graduate retention and consequent óbrain drainô 

Many areas of high cultural merit including Gaeltacht and 

Island Communities 

Gaps in the provision of health, social, cultural and leisure 

facilities 

Vibrant community and voluntary sectors involved in service 

provision and impacting on all aspects of life in the region 

Some lack of cohesion and collaboration between State and 

community sectors in the provision of social services 

Diverse tradition of Arts, Heritage and Culture Insufficient affordable and accessible childcare facilities 

Increasing level of investment in the regionôs infrastructure 

in recent years 

Quality of drinking water sub-standard in some areas 

Strong educational infrastructure, including one university 

and five IoTs 

High dependency on non-renewable sources of energy and 

low levels of energy efficiency in current building stock 
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Opportunities Threats 

Further potential for enterprise development in ICT, tourism, 

internationally traded services and medical devices 

Loss of jobs through economic restructuring, particularly in 

agri-food sectors and low tech sectors and competition from 

other regions 

NUI Galway and five IoTs with specialist expertise, which 

could bring substantial benefits to enterprise in the region 

Risk of environmental degradation of water quality, 

biodiversity, architectural heritage arising from economic 

activity. 

County and Regional Strategies on Waste, Water and 

Housing developed to provide future direction 

Loss of EU Structural Funds and lower preferential aids rates 

for the region 

Full implementation of the NSS and RPGs could bring more 

balanced spatial development to the region 

Few R&D oriented companies and a relatively small share of 

national third-level infrastructure and industry linkages could 

hamper ability to compete in the knowledge economy 

Potential to develop an internationally recognised cluster, 

e.g. in the medical devices sector 

Lack of sufficient high-skilled employment opportunities to 

retain people in or attract people to the Region 

Source: Regional Foresight Report, 2005 

 

3.17  Results of the Ex Ante Evaluation and Strategic Environmental 

Assessment  

Ex Ante Evaluation 

An ex ante evaluation of this OP was conducted by Fitzpatrick Associates in parallel with the drafting and finalisation of the OP between July 2006 

and February 2007. The overall aim of the evaluation was to improve the quality, effectiveness and consistency of the Structural Funds assistance 

and the implementation of the OP. The ex ante evaluation addressed the following: 

Å Appraisal of socio-economic analysis and relevance of the draft programme; 

Å Evaluation of the rationale of the draft programme and its consistency; 

Å Appraisal of coherence of the strategy with regional and national priorities; 

Å Evaluation of expected results and impacts; and 

Å Appraisal of proposed implementation and monitoring systems. 

The overall assessment of the draft OP is positive, in terms of its logical flow, compliance with general requirements and EU/national objectives, 

drawing lessons from previous programmes and evaluations, consistency and relevance of the strategy to regional needs, appropriateness of the 

geographic concentration, compliance with equality and environmental requirements and the existence of a strong rationale for the proposed 

interventions. The ex ante evaluation also supports the broad financial allocations by priority in the OP. 

Several issues highlighted in earlier drafts of the ex ante report relating to the OP structure, complementarities, significance of particular sections, 

regional policy and territorial dimension, use of region-specific information, inclusion of innovative interventions, mechanisms to ensure coherence 

with other financial initiatives, definition and quantification of context and OP-level indicators have been taken on board. 

The ex ante evaluation expects the OP to have quantitative impacts locally, qualitative impacts globally, with community added value in terms of 

economic and social cohesion, EU policy added value, financial added value, added value of the Structural Funds method and added value from 

exchange of experience and networking. The ex ante evaluation makes 12 recommendations to be taken on board during the implementation of the 

OP. These are set out below: 

1. that a final indicator system to comply with the requirements be developed; 

2. that there be very close monitoring of applications and approvals in the first twelve months of operation, to ensure draw-down; 

3. that the role for more innovative and pilot-type interventions be retained and enhanced; 

4. that detailed implementation plans be drawn up by the Managing Authority in conjunction with the Implementing Bodies as soon as possible; 

5. that there be clearer procedures to ensure avoidance of overlap and duplication with both other EU co-financed schemes and with mainstream 

NDP expenditure; 




